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ABSTRACT 

The U.S. attracts a significant number of international doctoral students each 
year. As these students navigate cultural and academic systems, understanding 
their unique experiences and challenges becomes crucial. This study explores the 
intricate nuances of identity negotiation in the lived experiences of six East Asian 
international doctoral students in the U.S. using collaborative autoethnography. 
We examined how role identities explain our experiences by employing the 
Dynamic Systems Model of Role Identity framework. Our reflections revealed (1) 
the salience of role identity components and structural relations and the impact 
of other role identities on resolving tensions; (2) the development of our 
researcher and teacher role identities within doctoral student role identity; and 
(3) resilience as both a cultural disposition and a dynamic process that evolves 
through the constant negotiation and renegotiation of our identities.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The U.S. draws a large number of international students annually. During the 
2019-2020 academic year, approximately 1.1 million international students were 
enrolled in U.S. institutions (Gui et al., 2023), with a considerable proportion 
pursuing doctoral degrees. With the increasing number of international doctoral 
students, there is a pressing need for researchers and educators to understand their 
unique experiences and challenges (Gümüş et al., 2020). These students encounter 
a myriad of adjustments, including adapting to a new cultural context (Moffett, 
2006), navigating complex academic systems (Goode, 2007), and forming social 
connections in an unfamiliar environment. These challenges have intensified after 
the sudden break of COVID-19, which caused international students to identify 
anxiety and a sense of isolation (Ma & Ni, 2022). Other frequently examined 
aspects include institutional support, such as mentoring (Rangarajan & Daneshfar, 
2022), career development (Thiry et al., 2015), and mental well-being of 
international doctoral students (Mokbul, 2023; Yin et al., 2024). 

Due to Asian countries’ integration into globalization characterized by 
economic development and convenience in traveling, there is an increasing trend 
of the number of students going abroad to study (Ono & Piper, 2004).  The U.S. 
was an ideal country for studying abroad because of its efforts in enrolling more 
international students than any other countries and a high-quality education 
system with a wide range of institutions and programs (Milian et al., 2015). As 
for Asian students, the higher possibility of entering the world top 100 universities 
in the U.S. is higher than staying in their domestic country (Chao et al., 2017), 
individuals’ desire of entering Ivy League schools, and the critical thinking 
stressed in its education (Henze & Zhu, 2012) are the main motivators for students 
to choose the U.S. for their post-secondary study.  

Within these experiences, we focus on investigating students’ role identity 
negotiation. Identity negotiation is a negotiation between sociocultural 
membership identity (e.g., ethnic membership identity, family role conceptions) 
and personal identity in intergroup communication situations. Such negotiation 
contributed to an individual’s cognitive, affective, and motivational change. For 
example, identity studies have focused on immigrants’ negotiation (e.g., 
Compton-Lily et al., 2017; Liu, 2015), and teacher role identity negotiation (e.g., 
Varghese et al., 2016), and other professional negotiation (Hatmaker, 2013). In 
our study, however, we focused on the personal identity negotiation as highly 
individual, but also shaped by their sociocultural identities and environmental 
factors. 

 To take doctoral students as an example, their negotiation of identities might 
involve processes that students meet with tensions, break down or refine their past 
role identity or its constructs, and form a new role identity. Such processes lead 
to renewed role identities for development. For instance, Consoli et al. (2022) 
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highlighted the experiences of international doctoral students who later became 
faculty members and discussed the recurring themes: overcoming linguistic 
differences, learning to thrive across cultures, and the value of mentoring 
experiences. Xu (2022) also talked about how social media changed an 
international postgraduate student’s sense of national identity construction from a 
collectivist to an unofficial ambassador of China. According to Sung (2022), 
international students engage in the process of negotiating various interpretations 
of the international student label. They also respond to the (mis)conceptions of 
their national identities held by local students and grapple with the perceived 
(in)compatibility between their national and global identities. These identities are 
influenced by their unique dispositions and abilities to exercise agency in shaping 
and reconstructing their sense of self. 

Whereas these findings contributed to understanding the general experiences 
and national identity development of international doctoral students, they did not 
stress the intricate nuances of identity negotiation underlying their lived 
experiences as international doctoral students. For example, why do they decide 
on choosing a doctoral program in the U.S.? How does their role identity evolve 
in their living context and what contributes to these changes? How is their coping 
with adversaries (resilience) related to their identity negotiation? The exploration 
of these questions incorporates a comprehensive understanding of the contextual, 
complex, and dynamic identity processes underlying the experiences of 
international doctoral students. Therefore, by employing the collaborative 
autoethnography approach (CAE) and the Dynamic Systems Model of Role 
Identity (DSMRI, Kaplan & Garner, 2017), the study aims to uncover the patterns 
within the uniqueness of these students’ experiences and investigate their role 
identity development through collective storytelling and shared reflections. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

International Doctoral Students’ Decision-Making Processes of Choosing a 
Doctoral Program Abroad 

Researchers stress the motivators of making decisions in the studies of 
international students’ decision-making processes. For example, in Hung and 
Yeh’s (2020) study, even though they applied the concept of decision-making 
process, they stressed the motivators for decision making, such as “when it comes 
to deciding on a university, I try to select the best”. Lee (2017) employed “push” 
and “pull” to describe the motivating factors and hindrances in decision making 
processes for international students. However, a dynamic process was not 
revealed. Similarly, Wu (2020) raised three key factors in shaping Chinese 
overseas students’ career decision-making, namely, family influences, overseas 
social life, and personal improvement, but did not stress the dynamic nature of 
making a decision. 

Similarly, the scholarly examination has predominantly centered on external 
factors, predominantly institutional prestige, scholarship availability, and career 
prospects in influencing students’ decision-making (Lee et al., 2012). Cubillo et 
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al. (2006) added factors encompassing personal reasons (i.e., advice, personal 
improvement, ethnocentrism), country image, city image, institutional image, and 
program evaluation, which provides a comprehensive understanding of the 
various external elements that students weigh in their decision-making process. 
James-MacEachern and Yun (2015) extended this understanding by emphasizing 
the role of marketing tools and reference groups. They highlight how universities’ 
use of brochures, websites, and social media can guide students’ choices, while 
the influence of parents, peers, and educational agents are also acknowledged as 
significant in shaping these decisions. 

Despite acknowledging these external influences, there is a growing 
recognition of the need to understand the internal motivations that drive 
international doctoral students. For instance, Yang et al. (2018) investigated 
Chinese doctoral students’ pursuit of degrees in STEM fields, highlighting self-
cultivation and life experiences enrichment as their prominent motivators to study 
abroad. Their research also suggests that the decision, while influenced by 
collaborations between institutions and the reputation of supervisors, deeply 
resonates with the students’ intrinsic desires for personal growth and self-
improvement. Moreover, Trujillo et al. (2020) focused on students studying in 
Hungary and highlighted the goals of studying abroad for developing self-
maturity, self-confidence, and resilience.  

The current body of literature, however, has yet to offer a unified framework 
that holistically encompasses both these external and internal dimensions of the 
Asian students choosing the U.S. for their doctoral study. Such a framework is 
essential for a comprehensive understanding of the complex decision-making 
landscape navigated by international doctoral students, merging their personal 
desires with the external opportunities and challenges. 

Challenges and Growth While Pursuing a Doctoral Degree 

Literature on international doctoral students has extensively documented the 
myriad challenges they face such as difficulties posed by language barriers, 
department politics, financial strains, and advisor conflicts (e.g., Goode, 2007; Ma 
& Ni, 2022; Moffett, 2006). Such challenges often impede their ability to meet 
program requirements and are related to a sense of cultural alienation. For 
example, Jang et al. (2014) stressed the international students’ lack of 
participation in class discussions about culture and diversity, which could lead to 
challenges with unsupportive peers or course instructors. 

This body of research, while critical in identifying and understanding the 
issues international doctoral students encounter, predominantly portrays these 
students’ experiences through a deficit lens. Instead, emerging literature points to 
a more dynamic aspect of the doctoral journey—growth and development. For 
example, Wang (2012) illustrated how international students’ skills and 
knowledge evolve through the support they receive within their academic, mental 
health, and career-oriented environments. Focusing on cultural intelligence 
competence, Wang et al. (2015) examined Chinese international students’ distinct 
trajectories over time (pre-arrival, first month, second month, and third month) 
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and found environmental predictors of the cultural intelligence including 
mainstream society, anxiety, perceived language discrimination, and marginally 
coping through family support.   

Despite this emphasis on growth and development, there is still a substantial 
gap in capturing the nuanced progression of international doctoral students, 
particularly in terms of how their role identities as researchers and educators 
develop in response to their experiences. Significantly, the literature also 
recognizes the satisfaction that international students derive from their academic 
achievements, which includes passing exams, defending proposals, and 
completing research tasks (Ku et al., 2008). Studies from Finland (Sakurai et al., 
2017) and Australia (Harman, 2003) highlight the high motivation international 
students have to advance their careers, often leading to a proactive stance against 
the aforementioned challenges. This indicates a potential for strength-based 
research that not only acknowledges the challenges but also the intrinsic 
motivation and adaptability that these students exhibit. 

Understanding Resilience in International Doctoral Students’ Experiences  

Resilience is the capacity to cope with the exposure to adversity and have the 
outcomes of faring better than would be expected in the context (Troy et al., 
2023). In the context of doctoral students, resilience is the ability to overcome the 
potential adverse effects of stressors (Parks-Savage et al., 2018) and to achieve 
success in an educational institution regardless of risk factors (Morales, 2008). 
This encompasses not just academic perseverance but also emotional, cognitive, 
and behavioral adaptability. Devos et al. (2017) highlight the importance of 
feeling progress with manageable stress and a clear understanding of the subject 
matter for doctoral completion. They emphasize the crucial role of supervisors in 
fostering this sense of progress and stress management, suggesting that while 
peers play a part, their influence may be less significant. This underlines the 
importance of cognitive and emotional aspects of resilience, including managing 
stress effectively and understanding the academic content. 

A range of protective factors contribute to resilience in doctoral students. 
Personal factors such as self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982) and the desire to meet goals 
(Resnick, 2014), along with the ability to draw on past coping experiences (Luthar 
& Cicchetti, 2000) or developing new strategies (Cho, 2024), are essential for 
fostering resilience. Environmental factors, such as social connection (Sun et al., 
2021) and communities-oriented support systems (Kim, 2024), play a crucial role. 
Sociocultural factors (Yuen, 2022) also contribute significantly, including the 
opportunity to develop self-esteem and efficacy through valued social roles (Elder 
and Caspi, 1987), sharing similar cultural beliefs, and maintaining positive peer 
relationships. Professional factors, such as engagement in meaningful work, 
further augment resilience, underscoring the importance of academic and 
professional engagement. 

There is a critical need for research specifically targeting international 
doctoral students, who often face unique challenges. These students must navigate 
not only the usual stresses of a doctoral program but also additional complexities 
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such as cultural adjustments, language barriers, and adapting to new educational 
systems. Understanding the resilience factors that specifically aid international 
students is vital. This research should explore how personal, environmental, 
social, and professional factors interact uniquely for these students, and how these 
factors can be supported effectively by institutions and academic communities 
(McCray & Joseph-Richard, 2020). Such focused research is essential for 
developing tailored support strategies that address the specific needs and 
challenges of international doctoral students, ensuring their successful academic 
and personal adjustment, and enhancing their overall doctoral experience. 

Studying Abroad and Role Identity Negotiation 

Spencer and Markstron-Adams (1990) described role identity constructs as 
being related to self-recognition, self-awareness, locus of control and other 
psychological constructs. To conceptualize these constructs in a higher-order 
systematic way, we employed DSMRI’s categories of four elements within role 
identity, namely, purpose and goals, self-definitions and perceptions, worldviews, 
and action possibility (see Figure 1). The processes of role identity negotiation 
thus include the dynamic changes of these constructs and the structure between 
and among the constructs. Furthermore, role identity is a construct perceived from 
a complex dynamic system perspective, which means its negotiation process is 
situated in a constantly changing environments and each construct is in response 
to the changes of other constructs and the four parameters as listed in DSMRI 
(i.e., context, domain, disposition, and culture). 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Kaplan & Garner’s (2017) Dynamic Systems of Role Identity 
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We used the DSMRI to demonstrate international doctoral students’ U.S. 
experiences from a role identity perspective. The DSMRI identifies three facets 
involved in the process of the emergence of experiences and actions within role 
identity: content facet, structure facet, and process of formation facet. The content 
facet concerns four components, namely, ontological and epistemological beliefs, 
purposes and goals, self-perceptions, and perceived action possibilities. 

First, ontological and epistemological beliefs serve as the international 
doctoral students’ framework for understanding the world. In this study, this 
specifically pertains to the knowledge that international students hold regarding 
U.S. higher education and the strengths and weaknesses they perceive in their own 
experiences. The purposes and goals are statements that express their sense of 
purpose in their academic role, as well as their aims for themselves as students 
and for others in the academic context. Self-perceptions and self-definitions 
pertain to their understanding of personal and social attributes relevant to their 
academic roles. Their perceived action possibilities encompass both internal 
thought processes/planning and external behaviors related to their role.  

Second, the structure concerns the harmony and tension between different 
content elements within each system component, the alignment or misalignment 
between the different components of the system as well as the integration or lack 
of integration of the focal role-identity system with other role-identity systems the 
person holds. Third, the process of the model concerns the ways by which the role 
identity forms and transforms.  

METHOD 

Research Approach 

Our study employed CAE to undertake a comprehensive examination of our 
respective role identities. CAE is a qualitative research method that offers a 
distinctive platform for researchers to immerse themselves in a multifaceted 
exploration of their identities (Lassiter, 2005). This approach is characterized by 
its facilitation of internal and communal dialogues, prioritizing elements such as 
self-reflection, heightened researcher visibility, contextual sensitivity, and 
rigorous critical discourse (Chang, 2013). We, six researcher participants (four 
females and two males), shared the commonality of being international doctoral 
students in the U.S., hailing originally from East Asian countries (China and South 
Korea). Our years staying in the U.S. ranged from 1 to 7.5 years, with different 
academic concentrations and school locations (see Table 1).  

Data Collection and Analysis  

We adapted the four steps of CAE outlined by Pretorius et al. (2023): (1) 
reflective prompting, (2) individual writing, (3) group sharing and refining, and 
(4) group-based analysis. The overall data collection and analysis plan is 
summarized in Figure 2. First, we collaboratively came up with a set of eleven 
written questions asking about international doctoral students’ experiences and  
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challenges (see Appendix) based on Kaplan and Garner (2019), Consoli et al. 
(2022), and McKay et al. (2022). Then, each participant individually answered 
the questions using a first-person narrative in English. We enhanced our narratives 
with visual artifacts—such as photos, blogs, emails, or drawings—to vividly 
illustrate our transformative moments, challenges, and achievements. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Data Collection and Analysis Procedures  

 
Subsequently, we organized ourselves into two groups based on ethnicity 

(Korean and Chinese). Within each group, each participant summarized their 
reflections and responded to questions from peers, such as “I notice that 
during...(activities) you...(actions/emotions). Why did you do this? What do you 
think you felt at the time?” These questions were designed to elicit insights into 
our role identity at those moments. After 30 minutes of individual reflection and 
discussion within the groups, we began comparing and contrasting our responses, 
identifying patterns in the role identity of doctoral students across the group for 
20 minutes.  

For data analysis, we convened an additional two 90-minute meetings where 
all authors participated. The first meeting focused on identifying major themes 
from the collected narratives, emphasizing the diverse role identities and decision-
making processes of international doctoral students. During our second meeting, 
we concentrated on selecting specific excerpts that exemplified these themes. 

RESULTS 

Integration of the International Doctoral Students’ Role Identity in Decision 
Making 

We first reflected on our decision making of pursuing our doctoral programs, 
uncovering a complex interplay of influences. Each narrative highlighted the 
unique, often complex, interplay of individual role identity components such as 
goals and ontological beliefs, and social context factors in making these decisions. 
For instance, Jasmine formed positive ontological beliefs about the intellectual 
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appeal of research work and the professional necessity of pursuing a U.S. doctoral 
degree for a faculty role in South Korea. Similarly, Elizabeth’s decision was 
spurred by her self-perception of enjoying conducting research and the perceived 
advantages of obtaining U.S. educational background in the higher education 
market. 

Alex’s career goal was to expand his interests in artificial intelligence (AI). 
However, working as a well-paid software engineer in China, his ontological 
belief about the job was misaligned with his goal, “much of my time at work was 
spent on inefficient communication and server management”. Thus, Alex took the 
action of quitting his job and applying for a Ph.D. study to explore his career 
interests. While Kate’s initial goal was to become an artist rather than pursue 
academia, her experiences of struggling to find film editing jobs reinforced her 
ontological belief and action possibility in “the impossibility of becoming a full-
time artist due to the limited market for documentary art,” especially during 
COVID. Additionally, her search for supervisors led her to a new ontological 
belief that “art and scholarly pursuits may not be mutually exclusive but can be 
harmoniously integrated”. Consequently, when she discovered her current 
program could fulfill her goals of “being an artist while also being a scholar,” she 
was drawn to it. As for Sarah, her Christian belief in becoming an important vessel 
through education guided her decision to apply for a Ph.D. Tim viewed English 
as a key to broader career options and valued the academic and lifestyle benefits 
of being a doctoral student in the U.S., envisioning his future as a counselor or a 
professor. 

In addition, our role identities significantly influence our decisions when 
selecting specific doctoral programs. For instance, Jasmine chose between offers 
from two universities based on her ontological beliefs about the mentors’ cultural 
understanding and mentorship, “It seemed to me that the Korean professor had a 
better understanding of the unique concerns Korean students may have during this 
global crisis (COVID)”. This belief aligned with her self-perception of needing 
support from mentorship during her master’s studies and her goal for relatedness 
with mentors for her Ph.D. studies. Additionally, the potential emotions of feeling 
lonely from leaving family and living abroad prompted her to seek close 
mentorship. As for Elizabeth, Tim, and Sarah, they held ontological beliefs about 
the importance of funding for Ph.D. study and underscored the challenges 
international students face in financing their education. 

Development of Researcher and Teacher Role Identities Within 
International Doctoral Students’ Role Identity 

We found that within our doctoral role identities, both our researcher and teacher 
role identities are preeminent. Initially, we approached our doctoral journeys with 
specific goals, like expanding research networks, developing research interests, 
mastering technical domains, and cultivating meaningful relationships with 
mentors. Elizabeth, for instance, has a distinct mixture of self-perception and 
ontological belief that “combining my passions in music with a research-oriented 
career would be advantageous, as it sets me apart from most musicians who 
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typically do not have a strong interest in research”. Situated in her international 
doctoral student role identity, Elizabeth had the ontological belief that “I am aware 
that there may be others who possess permanent residency or superior 
qualifications”, and thus, she aimed for “stand(ing) out” and being 
“indispensable” in her academic career. 

Moreover, when reflecting on meaningful experiences and sources of 
satisfaction, many of the participants revealed both challenges and growth related 
to research and teaching that have shaped our academic paths. Alex recounted the 
harsh lesson he learned from missing a submission deadline with his ontological 
belief being “Missing a deadline for a key conference was a significant setback, 
particularly for me, an international student striving to accumulate publications 
during my Ph.D. studies”. Tim described his efforts and sacrifices made to attend 
conferences, emphasizing the importance of resilience and determination. He told 
the story that “In order to save on expenses, I booked a budget airline ticket, and 
to comply with the strict baggage restrictions of low-cost airlines, I had to squeeze 
all my clothes into a small backpack. In addition, to catch the early-morning flight 
at 5 am, I had to take a bus the night before and stay up all night to get to the 
airport in Phoenix”. Nevertheless, he formed positive ontological beliefs about 
the experiences as “it provided me with networking opportunities, exposure to 
cutting-edge research, and the opportunity to present my ongoing research... It 
inspired me and motivated me to be a better scholar”.  

Satisfaction within our role identities also comes from various achievements 
and recognitions, like publications, which affirm the value of our hard work. Alex 
found great satisfaction in the academic freedom and resources available to him, 
which allowed him to explore his research interests. Sarah’s satisfaction stemmed 
from her self-perception about her development as a researcher. Specifically, “I 
became more proficient in organizing logistics, generating research ideas, 
collaborating with fellow researchers, refining research proposals, and conducting 
research”. Elizabeth’s most satisfaction came from working with exceptional 
professors and acknowledging that “I can apply what I have learned”, through 
which experiences she had witnessed “my own progress and growth”. 

For Sarah and Tim, satisfaction was also found in their growth as teachers 
and the joy from teaching reinforced their sense of progress and fulfillment. Sarah 
made the comparison that “In my first year, ... students’ feedback towards me was 
just medium... In my second year, most students showed sincere appreciation 
towards my teaching. One student even wrote a thank-you letter to me saying that 
I am his favorite teacher”. In addition to the ontological belief about student 
comment, Sarah expressed her self-perception of growth in teaching by reflecting 
on her processes of shifting from self-centered to student-centered teaching, 
“…my students started to respond in surprising ways… My attention shifted from 
my scripts to my students”.  

As for Tim, teaching provided him the most satisfaction. His self-perception 
changed in the process of teaching— “I never expected that I would enjoy 
teaching, and for the first few classes I was very nervous and anxious, but as I 
continued, I felt very satisfied and rewarded”. This self-perception was aligned 
with his ontological belief about the immediate rewards of teaching, “I get 
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immediate responses from students every week and get the chance to 
revise/rethink what I will be teaching next time”. In comparison to Sarah and Tim, 
Kate, who would start her teaching assistantship in the upcoming semester, 
expressed her goal towards the experience, “I aim to improve both my language 
skills and my knowledge in the field of film studies, equipping myself to be a 
future educator in this domain”. 

Resilience Emerged Within the Processes of Role Identity Negotiation 

Challenges 

In our reflection, we mentioned a myriad of challenges that encompassed 
transitional difficulties, financial constraints, and the impact of COVID-19 (Li et 
al., 2024). For example, the pandemic exacerbated feelings of isolation and the 
practical difficulties of different time zones. Tim expressed his depression and 
had the haunting thought of falling behind, “The COVID-19 pandemic was my 
low point...I feel like I am a little behind everything. I finally got to meet with my 
advisor in person after 3 years since I started my program”. Maintaining network 
was another problem; Jasmine felt the absence of old friends and family, and Kate 
contrasted the close bonds formed in earlier educational settings with the more 
individualistic nature of friendships during her doctoral study. 

Language barriers presented recurring challenges in our class engagement 
and social activities, with us often feeling inadequate and doubting our 
achievement. For instance, Jasmine shared that “I started feeling anxious that my 
students might critique my English-speaking abilities... I anticipate that such 
challenges might resurface when I transition into a faculty role”. Tim worked in 
a substance use treatment center and mentioned that “especially when working 
with local clients, it was extra difficult for me to understand their accents and their 
use of jargon”. Sarah also shared her initial language anxiety in teaching, “What 
if I do not understand my students’ questions? What if I cannot give answers with 
professional languages?”  

Cultural differences also affected our perceptions of professional 
expectations and communication in research and work environments, requiring 
adjustments and self-advocacy that diverged from our home country norms. For 
instance, Kate shared her action possibility and self-perception of needing to self-
advocate in the U.S. that “I always feel the need to put in extra effort to adapt, 
adjust, and fit into the Western academic environment... Throughout my 
elementary school to college years, I was always a top student by quietly sitting 
in class and excelling in exams, without being particularly vocal. However, things 
are different here”. Sarah had the ontological belief and action possibility that “In 
Chinese culture, my impression is always that students need to collaborate with 
professors to publish. However, viewing my colleagues’ progress, I started to 
develop awareness that perhaps I should also conduct research independently”. 
Tim noted that “As a mentee and a student in Korea, I was expected to stay 
reserved and comply with my supervisor’s instructions or advice. But if I do the 
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same here in the U.S., I learned that I may be viewed as lacking commitment and 
proactiveness”. 

Other challenges including lawful status concern and identity conflict were 
also shown in our reflections. Alex noted that “Another predicament is the 
uncertainty surrounding my stay in the U.S. The process of obtaining a green card 
is complex and often stressful, leaving me apprehensive about my long-term 
prospects in the country”. Elizabeth noted that “hiring a foreigner requires a 
significant commitment of time and resources from the university’s side. Native 
citizens who don’t require such assistance might have an advantage in the hiring 
process”. As for national identity conflict, Elizabeth noted that “I often feel like I 
don’t belong anywhere. I don’t fit well or feel familiar in either culture... I want 
to stay, but at the same time, I wonder if I should continue living as a foreigner 
because I am Korean”. 

Resilience 

Encountering these challenges, resilience appeared because of cultural influences, 
alignment among role identity components, and contextual impact. In facing 
challenges, students coped with these exposures to adversity in various ways. For 
example, facing language barrier problems, Elizabeth “continued to make efforts 
to improve and compensate for this deficiency”. Due to COVID-19 isolation, 
many of us feel the insufficiency of our progress in academics. However, once 
returning to in-person meeting, to grasp networking opportunities, Tim was not 
hesitant to overcome challenges— “In order to save on expenses, I booked a 
budget airline ticket, and to comply with the strict baggage restrictions of low-
cost airlines, I had to squeeze all my clothes into a small backpack. In addition, to 
catch the early-morning flight at 5 a.m., I had to take a bus the night before and 
stay up all night to get to the airport in Phoenix”. As for Kate, after “losing sleep 
over this anxiety (about my language proficiency and expertise in the field)”, she 
realized that “fixating on matters beyond rapid resolution wasn’t conducive to my 
well-being” and she redirected her mental energy from fretting over perceived 
inadequacies to focusing on immediate actionable steps. Her strategy was that 
“fake it till you make it”— “I trained myself to set them aside temporarily and 
concentrate on the immediate task at hand”. 

To cope with the challenges, cultural influences turn out to be valuable assets. 
For example, Sarah embraced the ontological belief of a Chinese saying that 
“Enduring hardships is the path to becoming an outstanding individual” (吃得苦
中苦,方为人上人). This ontological belief was aligned with her growth mindset, 
“being uncomfortable is indeed productive”. For instance, she demonstrated her 
resilience cycle experiences of “meeting with difficulties, being stressful and sad, 
actively improving through self effort and others’ support, and growing”. 

In another example, Alex participated in the graduate student strike at his 
institution, which he considered “an important stepping stone in my cultural 
assimilation into American society”. Alex was clear about the challenges of 
participating in the strike when he mentioned his ontological belief that “The 
threat of losing our F1 visas, as conveyed in the university’s email, was 
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intimidating”. However, he overcame this challenge because of his ontological 
belief about the “US culture of advocating for freedom and defending my own 
rights”. The experiences also strengthened Alex’s cultural integration, in which 
he held the ontological belief and action possibility that “This newfound 
appreciation for solidarity has driven me to embrace the community and strive 
together towards shared goals”. 

The development of our role identities as researchers and teachers enhances 
our international students’ role identity and become a major contributor of 
resilience. For example, when reflecting on our satisfying experiences, Jasmine’s 
success in publication as an emergent researcher promoted her self-perception and 
ontological beliefs that “They validate all the hard work I’ve put into my research. 
This tangible outcome not only validates the effort and commitment I have 
invested in my research but also serves as evidence for the quality and impact of 
my work”. Similarly, most of the participants mentioned that our progress in 
research and teaching experiences decreased our anxiety from cultural and 
language barriers in being an international student but instead boosted our self-
efficacy in facing challenges in the journey.  

A more coherent role identity also contributed to our resilience. In 
overcoming challenges, we noted the influences of our ontological beliefs about 
challenges, clear career goals, and better-integrated self-perceptions. To take 
perceptions about challenges as an example, Elizabeth viewed them as “ongoing, 
inevitable, and continuous” and believed that “these challenges have nurtured my 
resilience and determination, leading to a deeper understanding of my strengths”. 
Similarly, Jasmine held the ontological belief that “they reinforced my 
adaptability, resilience, and determination...They have reinforced my 
determination to succeed and have shown me that I can overcome obstacles on 
this path”. Moreover, obtaining clear goals also supported our resilience. Alex’s 
clear academic goals serve as “the driving force behind my determination to 
confront challenges and pursue continual advancement”. 

Moreover, better-integrated self-perceptions reinforced our resiliency. 
Sarah’s self-perception that “language proficiency is just one aspect of who you 
are... We bring valuable attributes such as diligence, unique perspectives, and 
skills as our assets”. Kate and Alex also recognized their uniqueness in research 
interests and professional background in the industry, respectively. During a 
group discussion, Kate commented that “I sensed my uniqueness among my 
colleagues— my research integrates my background in insects with documentary 
research. Besides, I got As in all my courses, which I consider as a normal 
standing out”. Alex also noted his self-perception that “Unlike many international 
students who transition directly into a Ph.D. program after completing their 
bachelor’s or master’s degrees, I chose to embark on a Ph.D. journey after three 
years of industry experience... I possess a defined objective, knowing what I want 
and the direction I need to take”. The aforementioned  role identity negotiation 
processes contributed to our resilience emergence and practices.  

In addition to cultural and identity aspects for resilience, we have all 
mentioned external support, which includes support from our institutions, 
mentors, and peers. Elizabeth held the ontological belief that “when the university 
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provides essential funding, additional resources, and extraordinary research and 
teaching opportunities, it fosters my sense of belonging and boosts self-
confidence”. Tim emphasized connectedness as part of his ontological belief, “I 
try to stay connected with local/national/international associations through 
conferences”. Jasmine repeated its importance and said, “connecting with fellow 
doctoral students, joining student organizations, and participating in various 
activities can help create a sense of belonging and provide a network of like-
minded individuals”. Sarah and Elizabeth also credited their church community 
as “a strong support system”, which “can provide solace and a sense of belonging 
to individuals, particularly international students who often grapple with 
insecurity and isolation”.  

DISCUSSION 

External and Internal Factors and Tension Resolution in Deciding Doctoral 
Programs in the U.S. 

The decision-making processes of international doctoral students are nuanced and 
multifaceted. Factors such as job prospects, English language proficiency, 
institutional and faculty reputation, and recommendations from peers and mentors 
significantly influence the choices of international students (Lee et al., 2012). For 
example, Tim’s reflection illustrates how language proficiency and perceived 
quality of a doctoral student’s life are internalized in the decision-making process. 
Furthermore, country and city images, stressed by Cubillo et al. (2006), were also 
shown to be of our concern. Elizabeth considered the U.S. as a leading country in 
higher education advancement while Jasmine chose Philadelphia other than 
Hawaii because it is considered as an international metropolitan city. 

The decision-making processes of international doctoral students also extend 
beyond the previously emphasized external factors to a more intricate 
consideration of role identity components. Jasmine’s narrative of making 
decisions between two universities, for instance, underscores her research goal 
during doctoral study and ontological beliefs about the mentors’ cultural 
understanding in mentorship. Indeed, mentors’ cultural awareness has been 
stressed by researchers in the topic of the racial or ethnicity match between 
doctoral students and mentors. For example, Tuma and Dolan (2024) found 
mentors who display greater cultural awareness also show more supportive and 
higher quality mentoring while gender, race, or ethnicity match were not 
necessarily related with greater mentorship quality even though students tend to 
feel that having a mentor of one’s own gender or race is important especially for 
women and students of color (Blake-Beard et al., 2011). 

The tensions students experience before arriving in the U.S. and beginning 
their doctoral studies have been rarely explored in previous research (e.g., Ku et 
al., 2008). However, our study suggests that, in addition to external and internal 
factors, the pre-decisional tensions international students encounter (e.g., Alex’s 
decision of quitting his job in China) before pursuing a doctoral degree abroad 
can provide significant insights for policymakers and college administrators. Even 
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though not in the realm of international students, the pre-decisional tensions in 
decision making can be applied here. The resolving of the tension before making 
the decision can aid individuals in regulating their emotional discomfort 
(Carpenter et al., 2016). The resolution of role identity before applying for 
doctoral studies also encourages individuals to stay motivated, creating a positive 
feedback loop for their future studies. 

The findings advance the theoretical understanding of international doctoral 
students’ experiences by demonstrating how the negotiation between external 
factors and internal factors (including personal goals, self-perceptions, and 
academic aspirations) plays a critical role in shaping their role identities. 
Practically, these insights can guide universities in designing tailored support 
systems that address both the institutional and personal needs of international 
students, ultimately enhancing their decision-making and successful adaptation to 
U.S. doctoral programs. 

Development of Researcher and Teacher Role Identities 

The identities of researcher and teacher have been most prominent within our 
international doctoral student role identity. The significance of the researcher role 
identity is reflected in our forming, developing and adjusting our purposes and 
goals during our doctoral studies, which include expanding research networks, 
developing research interests, and mastering professional domains. This 
prominence echoes the findings of Tapani (2009), who detailed her own 
researcher role identity development through seven steps during her research 
process, highlighting the interplay between social-based and individualistic 
identity. Our goals to develop research interests align with Tapani’s 
individualistic role identity, characterized by exploring different research ideas 
and engaging in professional discussions. Similarly, our goal of building research 
networks and mentor relationships corresponds with Tapani’s social identity 
process, emphasizing membership and a sense of belonging. 

Our collaborative ethnographic approach illustrates the processes of change, 
not just the outcomes. This dynamic nature aligns with Castelló et al. (2020), who 
found that researcher identity evolves and changes over time. Particularly, our 
goals have become increasingly specialized and intertwined with our researcher 
role identities. Moreover, our ontological belief in the supportive research context 
of the U.S., compared to the more strictly hierarchical academic culture of our 
home countries, also promotes our researcher role identity. As for our self-
perceptions, active participation in research, conferences, and publications has 
boosted our self-esteem as researchers. For example, despite initial feelings of 
inadequacy, Sarah’s involvement in a research project provided a safe space to 
develop high-level research skills. Over time, her comprehension and confidence 
grew, allowing her to contribute meaningfully and affirm her potential as a 
researcher. As for our social context, the sense of belonging to a research 
community further reinforces our researcher role identity, despite the financial 
difficulties of joining and meeting with the community through conferences.  
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The development of our teacher role identity is also consistent with the 
findings of Mayer (1999) and Walkington (2005), which suggest that core beliefs 
and perceptions before teaching (in our case, ontological beliefs) influence the 
dynamics of learning to teach and establishing a teacher role identity. Our doctoral 
student role identity affects our self-perception as teachers and our teaching 
practices (White, 2014). This pre-perception about our professionalism in the 
course domain often impacts our self-esteem in teaching. The construction of our 
professional identity, as opposed to our personal identity, occurs over time 
(Murphy et al., 2014). For instance, Sarah mentioned that it took her three years 
to feel that she had gradually established her identity as an undergraduate teacher 
in the U.S. During this period, we underwent professionalization, learning the 
skills, values, and norms of the profession (e.g., assistant professor), and 
socialization, reflecting and adopting these norms and values. As international 
students, we also integrated our cultural values and self-perceptions as immigrants 
and second language learners into our teacher role identity formation. 

Psychological processes are also involved in developing a teacher role 
identity for international doctoral students. Van Lankveld et al. (2015) identified 
five psychological processes in developing teacher role identity: a sense of 
appreciation, connectedness, competence, commitment, and envisioning a future 
career. For us, one additional process also involved negotiating conflicts and 
tensions, such as doubts about our competence (e.g., profession, language, 
cultural awareness) and lack of connectedness. However, successful teaching 
experiences and positive interactions with students reinforced our teacher role 
identity and generated satisfaction. Conversely, unresolved conflicts, such as 
discrepancies between our perceptions of English proficiency and our goal of 
sounding natural and professional, led to frustration. 

This finding advances our understanding of international doctoral students’ 
researcher and teacher role identity development by highlighting how the 
negotiation of personal goals, worldviews including cultural values, and 
professional environments shapes these identities. It thus offers insights for 
institutions to design supportive systems that facilitate the integration and growth 
of students’ professional identities within diverse academic and cultural contexts. 

Resilience and the Role Identity Negotiation 

In exploring the journey of international doctoral students, our findings 
underscore how resilience is intricately woven into the role identity negotiation 
during cultural adaptation and academic achievement. Resilience, in this context, 
is not a static trait but a dynamic process that evolves through the continual 
negotiation and renegotiation of these international students’ identities through 
their responses to both cultural and academic challenges. For instance, resilience 
manifests in participants like Jasmine, whose early self-perception was struggling 
with language barriers and cultural dissonance, misaligned with her worldview 
about the job market expectation  required her to form the goal of adapting and 
reframing her challenges. These moments of adversity, which included feelings 
of isolation and academic pressure, were pivotal in shaping her enduring 
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commitment to her goal. By actively seeking mentorship and engaging in 
multicultural forums, Jasmine’s resilience was reflected in her ability to reconcile 
her internal beliefs including her self-perceptions and worldviews with external 
realities, ultimately reinforcing her role identity as a scholar in the U.S. 

Moreover, our findings suggest that cultural adaptation fosters a unique 
interplay between different forms of resilience. In the case of participants from 
China, for example, resilience was initially rooted in cultural values that 
emphasize adjusting oneself to the environment (Xie & Wong, 2020). However, 
as these students engaged with a U.S. academic system that values individualism 
and action-oriented approaches (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013), their resilience evolved 
to include strategies aimed at altering their environment to meet personal and 
academic goals. Alex’s experiences during a labor strike illustrate this shift, as he 
moved from adjusting to systemic challenges to actively advocating for change, 
embodying a Western-oriented form of resilience. 

  Resilience is linked to the negotiation of both multiple role identities and 
the elements within role identity of international doctoral students. This 
negotiation occurs on two levels: first, among the integration or lack of integration 
of their various role identities as international doctoral students, researchers, and 
teachers, and second, within the role identity, through the negotiation of the 
alignment and misalignment between elements, harmony and disharmony with a 
particular component. With the development of researcher and teacher role 
identity, our international doctoral student role identity was enriched and 
strengthened, which further promotes our resilience. Also, resilience is developed 
through the constant recalibration of these internal identity components. 
Participants who were able to better integrate their multiple role identities and 
align and harmonize these elements appeared to experience greater resilience, as 
this coherence allowed them to navigate tensions more effectively and maintain 
positive emotional well-being (Waters & Fivush, 2014; Yampolsky et al., 2013).  
The results have shown more aligned ontological beliefs about challenges, clear 
career goals, and better-integrated self-perceptions all contribute to the emergence 
and practices of resilience. 

CONCLUSION 

To explore the nuances of underlying motivation and identity negotiation in 
international students’ lived experiences, we conducted CAE with six East Asian 
international doctoral students and employed DSMRI to examine our experiences. 
Our findings highlight the significance of role identity in making decisions about 
pursuing doctoral studies in the U.S., the development of researcher and teacher 
role identities within our international doctoral students’ broader role identity, and 
the resilience that emerges through role identity negotiation. 

Implications of the Study 

This research provides implications for applying a complex dynamic systems 
framework to investigate action, motivation, and identity in the international 
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student community. It also offers insights for higher education policies and 
administration regarding doctoral student enrollment and support. Furthermore, 
our research findings demonstrate the effectiveness of using the DSMRI as a 
theoretical framework for investigating role identity negotiation and growth 
among international students. With the increasing number of East Asian doctoral 
students in the U.S., this research also provides insights into the factors 
influencing international students’ program decisions and highlights experiences 
that current and future doctoral students may encounter. Moreover, the study 
suggests that fostering the development of coherent role identities among 
international doctoral students can significantly enhance their resilience. Support 
for this development can take various forms, such as mentoring programs that 
emphasize the integration of personal and professional identities, workshops that 
help students articulate their role identities more clearly, and peer groups that offer 
space for identity exploration and affirmation. 

Limitation and Suggestions for Future Research 

Despite these insights, the study’s limitations include a need for longitudinal 
studies, sample size, and generalizability. While CAE offered valuable insights 
into our role identity changes following life events, a longitudinal approach could 
better represent our role identity changes over time in response to major life events 
or transitions. Future research could adopt a longitudinal design to trace these 
identity transformations over several years, providing a deeper understanding of 
the dynamics involved. As for the sample size and generalizability, with only six 
participants from Korea and China, the study’s findings are limited in their ability 
to be generalized to the broader community of East Asian international doctoral 
students. Increasing the sample size and including participants from a wider range 
of East Asian countries could enhance the representativeness and applicability of 
the findings. Furthermore, employing mixed methods could enrich the qualitative 
data and help verify the consistency of the results across different contexts.  
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APPENDIX 

 
Written Reflective Prompts 

 
      We warmly invite you to illuminate your journey as an international Doctoral 
student. Please answer the following questions using a first-person narrative in 
English and crafting a vivid story of your experiences. Augment your narrative 
with visual artifacts—photos, blogs, emails, or drawings—which can bring your 
transformative moments, challenges, and achievements into sharp focus.  
 
Q1: In this written reflection, we are interested in your experience as an 
international Doctoral student. Could you please tell me about how you became 
an international Doctoral student? 
Q2: How did you decide to pursue this Doctoral program? 
Q3: What were your hopes and expectations from your Doctoral program? 
Q4: What were the most meaningful experiences including high/low and turning 
points you have had as an international Doctoral student? Why were they so 
meaningful?  
Q5: How do you think these experiences relate to who you are as an international 
Doctoral student? 
Q6: What provides you the most satisfaction now as an international Doctoral 
student? 
Q7: What dilemmas and challenges do you face as an international Doctoral 
student? 
Q8: Where do you imagine yourself in the future as an international Doctoral 
student? 
Q9: What recommendations do you have for international Doctoral students who 
are navigating their academic journey in the U.S.? How can they overcome 
challenges and make the most of their experiences? 
Q10: When reflecting on your entire experience as an international Doctoral 
student in the US, how would you summarize it in a few words or describe its 
theme? Why did you choose this description? 
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