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Abstract: This study was designed to examine female international students’ 
experience and correlates of personal-enacted and personal-relational identity gaps 
in the context of their communication within and surrounding school, work, and 
friendship. Findings of the study revealed that both types of identity gaps coincide with 
communication dissatisfaction, but that communication satisfaction is only uniquely, 
negatively predicted by the personal-relational identity gap. Neither type of identity 
gap significantly predicted educational satisfaction, yet participants’ descriptions of the 
gaps and their means of managing the gaps yield insight to these quantitative trends. 
Four central qualitative themes emerged to describe how participants manage their 
personal-enacted identity gaps: “censoring,” “pretending,” “succumbing,” and “being 
confident.” For their personal-relational identity gaps, female international students 
report management strategies that we have organized around the themes of “direct 
openness,” “humorous openness,” “ignoring,” and “succumbing.”
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1.  Introduction 

Identity has been conceptualized as negotiated in communication (Ting-Toomey, 1999); co-
created and developed in communication (Collier, 1997); created, maintained, and adapted 
in communication (Hecht, 1993; Hecht, Warren, Jung & Krieger, 2005); and communicated 
through discourse and interaction (Mokros, 2003). It is possible to experience inconsistency 
in who we are to ourselves (personal identity), the self that we express (enacted identity), 
what our relationships are (relational identity), or what our groups are (communal identity); 
this is an “identity gap” (Hecht et al, 2005). Jung (2011) argued that the role of identity in 
communication has not received much scholarly attention and we assert that this oversight 
carries heavy consequences within the intercultural domain in which personal and social 
identification with culture(s) powerfully manifest through communication. In this study, we 
examine the types of identity gaps (i.e., personal-enacted and personal relational), their roles 
in female international students’ communication satisfaction and educational satisfaction, and 
how these students manage the gaps. 

Since 1950, the United States has recorded an increasing population of international 
students (Davis, 2003). The number of international students enrolled in U.S. higher education 
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in the 2013/14 academic year was 886,052 (Institute of International Education, 2014). In 
the next academic year, the number increased to 974,926 (an increase of 88,874, Institute of 
International Education, 2015). According to the Institute of International Education (2015), 
international students contributed $30 billion to the U.S. economy in the 2014/15 academic 
year through tuition and living expenses, health insurance, books and supplies, transportation, 
and other expenditures. International student diversity also adds value in the form of different 
perspectives in U.S. classroom discussions, but it would be naïve to assume all international 
students’ classroom communication is in accordance with how they see themselves and their 
place within their (co)cultures.

International students’ accessed opportunities through a U.S. education coincide with 
unique challenges such as acculturative stress resulting from adjustment to cultural changes 
(Berry, 2006) and language barriers. Andrade (2006) reviewed how these students are lonely 
and homesick without their friends and family in close geographic proximity, and that these 
negative feelings are heightened when they are dissatisfied with the quality of their U.S. social 
networks. Perhaps these students are expected to assimilate in a sort of one-sided relationship 
in which their native culture-based identities may be neglected in favor of adopting American 
norms. Fox (1994) spoke to this within the teacher-student relationship when she asserted that 
English instructors’ displeasure with international students’ performance stemmed from their 
lack of understanding of the depth at which the students’ cultures and identities influenced 
these students’ writing, and was not due to the types of student incompetence the teachers had 
ethnocentrically assumed. Challenges within and outside of the classroom have been reported 
to result in less satisfaction in college experiences (Zhao, Kuh & Carini, 2005). 

Research on international students has primarily focused on experiences of Asian students 
(Claude & Joel, 2007; Yoon & Portman, 2004), the majority of the international student 
population in the U.S. (Institute of International Education, 2015). This focus runs the risk 
of avoiding within-social-group variations among international students that may make these 
students’ identity negotiation more complex. In this study, we focus on one specific international 
group: female international students.. In the global wake of promoting female education, 
especially in developing countries, it is important not to lose sight of ways of enriching the 
experiences of females who travel abroad to study. The retention of female international 
students in the U.S. classroom should be of essential priority.

As we attempt to ultimately contribute to global efforts in female education, we recognize 
that female international students have multiple additional identities (e.g., socio-economic, 
nationality/ethnicity, age, religion, and sexuality) and so our goal is not to prime a specific 
within-group identity’s salience but rather to get their responses to the identity gaps as they see 
them. In the current study, we conceptualize the “female international student” identity of our 
participants as a social category with which they self-identify and associate personal meaning. 
This goes beyond the fundamental categorization of international students as students enrolled 
in the university as non-citizens. We turn to Hecht’s (1993) concept of identity gaps to better 
understand how these students negotiate their identities. Though identity gaps are not peculiar 
to international students or female international students for that matter, using this framework 
sheds light on the role that (communicated) identity plays in participants’ perceived satisfaction 
with education and their interactions with Americans in the professional setting.  
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2.  Literature Review

2.1.  Identity Gaps

The Communication Theory of Identity (CTI) (Hecht, 1993) places communication as the 
manifestation of identity, such that who we are is our display of self to others and within 
our relationships. This communicated identity is organized into four layers: personal, enacted, 
relational, and communal (Hecht et al., 2005). The personal layer refers to an individual’s 
self-image, self-cognition, self-concept, or self-view that provides an understanding to the 
definition of one’s self either in particular situations or in general. Essentially, personal identity 
is that which the individual communicates intrapersonally to him/herself. The enacted layer 
is that which is communicated through behaviors and messages. Through this layer, the self 
is “shared’ with others as an outward expression of oneself. While the locus of this layer is 
communication, the locus of the next layer is a relationship. This relational layer is co-created 
through roles and social interactions with other people, and is one in which two individuals 
are enveloped into a collective. The communal layer is the broader identity of a group such 
as a social network or a family, formed from common group characteristics. The four layers 
of identity help us to better understand our experiences of the social world (Witteborn, 2004). 
They do not exist in isolation but interpenetrate each other. CTI’s layers of identity may be 
consistent and coherent, which leads to satisfaction, but this ideal circumstance is not always 
experienced. 

When experiencing inconsistency in who we are to ourselves (personal identity), the self 
that we express (enacted identity), what our relationships are (relational identity), or what our 
groups are (communal identity), this is an “identity gap” (Hecht et al., 2005). As Cognitive 
Dissonance Theory presumes, inconsistency in self and action corresponds with dissatisfaction 
(Festinger, 1957). CTI is similar in this vein, and is also similar to self-verification theory in its 
presumption that people strive to achieve consistency between their self-concept and others’ 
appraisal of their self-concept such that when they do not succeed at this, they experience 
negative emotions (Giesler & Swann, 1999). With CTI proposing communication as identity 
(i.e., one and the same), the stress of not communicating as we are, is not just related to how 
we see ourselves; it is how we see ourselves. Consistent with the aforementioned barriers 
to international students’ U.S. educational satisfaction, we expect a level of complexity in 
navigating multiple identities when a female international student has to live by roles and 
expectations different from what she has been socialized in her native culture, and the cultural 
expectations of the U.S. college classroom. 

Previous studies have shown the prevalence of identity gaps among international students 
(Murray & Kennedy-Lightsey, 2013), first generation college students (Orbe, 2004), immigrants 
living in the U.S. (Jung & Hecht, 2008; Urban & Orbe, 2010), and within the grandparent-
grandchild relationships (Kam & Hecht, 2009) as well as interracial relationships (Drummond 
& Orbe, 2009) and different cultural groups including African Americans (Hecht, Jackson & 
Ribeau, 2003; Orbe, 2003) and Jewish Americans (Golden, Niles, & Hecht, 2002; Hecht & 
Faulkner, 2000; Hecht, Jackson, Lindsley, Strauss & Johnson, 2001). In Murray and Kennedy-
Lightsey’ (2013) study, personal-relational and personal-communal identity gaps predicted 
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students’ communication satisfaction and intentions to leave their university. 
Studies have also examined the correlation between identity gaps and variables such as 

depression, educational satisfaction, communication satisfaction, perceived discrimination, 
and acculturation (e.g., Jung, Hecht & Wadsworth, 2007, Wadsworth, Hecht, Jung, 2008). 
International students’ level of acculturation and perceived discrimination are known to predict 
their personal-enacted and personal-relational identity gaps (Jung et al., 2007). Personal-
enacted identity was shown to be the mediator in the relationships among international students’ 
discrimination, acculturation, and educational satisfaction (Wadsworth et al., 2008). With regard 
to college experience, first generation and international students perform better academically 
when the classroom or university communication culture is not extremely different from their 
native culture (Urban & Orbe, 2010), and so we presume that our sample will have similar 
consequences to identity gaps as those that will be reviewed in the following section on the 
relationship among identity gaps, communication satisfaction, and educational satisfaction.

2.2.  Identity Gaps, Communication Satisfaction, and Educational Satisfaction

In order to meet social expectations in communication, an individual may control the expression 
of his or her authentic self and suffer psychological effects (Jack, 1999). This can be assessed 
by examining communication satisfaction, an emotional state indicating that one’s internal 
standards have been met while interacting (Hecht, 1993). These internal standards may be 
uncertainty reduction, behavior reinforcement in communication, or fulfillment of expectations 
(Jung, 2011). Therefore, by applying these criteria to the expression of self and identity gaps, 
communication satisfaction can be explained. Students who experience these gaps do not have 
some of their internal standards met and will likely experience communication dissatisfaction 
(Goodboy, Martin & Bolkan, 2009; Jung, 2011). In an attempt for female international students 
to meet their internal standards while interacting with others, we expect a negative relationship 
between their identity gaps and communication satisfaction.

H1a: Female international students’ personal-enacted identity gap will be related 
negatively with their communication satisfaction.

H1b: Female international students’ personal-relational identity gap will be related 
negatively with their communication satisfaction.

As a result of students’ separation from the shared identity with their peers and family 
back home, there is a sense of loss, loneliness, tension, uncertainty about societal norms, and 
loss of confidence (Klomegah, 2006; McClure, 2007). These challenges can be transferred to 
the classroom situation given that international students have to adapt to their new learning 
environments; satisfaction in an educational setting is linked to academic performance 
(Wadsworth et al., 2008). Students’ expectations for classroom norms and behaviors can be 
violated because there is a discrepancy between their personal and enacted identities (Wadsworth 
et al., 2008). With non-U.S. status easily revealed through visual and vocal cues demonstrated 
during first impressions, international student status is a quickly salient identity in the U.S. 
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classroom. The likely differences in students’ self-view and the self that others ascribe to them 
may emerge in the earliest classroom interactions before the students’ own communication 
has entered the equation. Cultural expectancy violations could occur in student-to-student or 
student-to-teacher relationships. International students experience communication differently 
in the classroom than students of the host culture (Johnson, 1995). To further assess their 
educational satisfaction, we formulated the following hypotheses:

H2a: Female international students’ personal-enacted identity gap will be related 
negatively with their educational satisfaction.

H2b: Female international students’ personal-relational identity gap will be related 
negatively with their educational satisfaction.

The challenges international students face can impact on their educational satisfaction and 
can determine their retention in the U.S. educational system. Wadsworth et al.

(2008) noted that students who were high in educational satisfaction also experience 
communication satisfaction and enjoy their role as students. Therefore, the following hypothesis 
and research question were formulated to further the understanding of the relationship between 
female international students’ communication satisfaction and educational satisfaction, and 
their management strategies for the identity gaps they experience, respectively: 

H3: Female international students’ communication satisfaction will be related 
positively to their educational satisfaction. 

R1: How do female international students manage the experience of personal-enacted 
identity gap and personal-relational identity gap?

3.  Method

3.1.  Participants 

Participants were 91 female international students enrolled in college courses across universities 
in the United States. Their ages ranged from 18 to 28 years (M = 121.50, SD = 3.18). Twenty 
two participants identified as Black, 20 as Asian/Pacific Islander, 16 as White, 10 as Hispanic 
or Latino/a, and 23 participants did not indicate this information. The number of undergraduate 
students was 35; graduate students were 34; and 22 participants did not indicate this information. 
Participants were from a variety of countries; 22 from Asia (e.g., Japan, Singapore, and 
Thailand), 18 from Africa (e.g., Ghana, Kenya, and Nigeria), 12 from Latin America (e.g., 
Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico), 11 from Europe (e.g., Spain, Russia, and Germany), and three 
from North America (e.g., Belize, Canada, and Bahamas). Twenty five participants did not 
report their country. Twenty two participants reported having been in the U.S. for less than a 
year, 36 reported a period of 1-5years, 11 reported 6-10 years, two reported above 10 years, and 
20 participants did not provide this information. Participants reported on 40 male instructors 
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and 30 female instructors (the sex of 21 instructors was not reported). Ten of the instructors 
were reported to be Native American/American Indian, four Black, nine Asian/Pacific Islander, 
42 White, five Hispanic or Latino/a, and the race/ethnicity of 21 instructors was not reported. 

3.2.  Procedure

Based on procedures approved by the researchers’ university institutional review board, 
participants completed an online survey that was constructed using Qualtrics. The researchers 
forwarded cover letters of invitation to participate in the study, to administrators and directors of 
international student offices whose information was retrieved online, to forward to international 
students in their respective institutions. The link to the online survey was distributed on Facebook 
to recruit participants for the study. Snowball sampling method was also used for participant 
recruitment. Participants had to be female, from another country studying in the United States 
as an international student, and be 18 years old and above to qualify to participate in the study. 
The online survey comprised the Personal-Enacted Identity Gap Scale and the Personal-
Relational Identity Gap Scale (Jung & Hecht, 2004), the Student Communication Satisfaction 
Scale (SCSS; Goodboy et al., 2009), and the Educational Satisfaction Scale (Wadsworth et al., 
2008). Participants also responded to open-ended questions (See Appendix) requesting them to 
provide an example of situations in which they experienced personal-enacted identity gap and 
personal relational identity gap, and how they managed the situation. 

3.3.  Measures 

Personal-enacted identity gap. The 11-item personal-enacted identity gap scale (Jung & Hecht, 
2004) was used to measure the perception of personal-enacted identity gap. Items on the scale 
describe consistencies and inconsistencies between views of one’s self and expressions of 
identity as female international students. Each item on the scale is rated a 7-point scale in the 
Likert format (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Sample items from the scale are: 
“When I communicate with my classmates/friends, they get to know “real me”” and “There is 
a difference between the real me and the impression I give my classmates/friends about me.” 
The previous Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the 11-item scale was 89 (Jung & Hecht). In this 
study, the obtained Cronbach alpha for the scale was 88 (M = 34.41, SD = 11.60).

Personal-relational identity gap. The11-item personal-relational identity gap scale (Jung 
& Hecht, 2004) was used to measure the personal-relational identity gap. The items on the 
scale describe situations in which participants were ascribed characteristics that were either 
consistent or inconsistent with how they viewed themselves as female international students. 
Each item on the scale is rated a 7-point scale in the Likert format (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = 
strongly agree). Sample items from the scale are: “I feel that my classmates/friends see me as I 
see myself” and “I feel my classmates/friends stereotype me.” The previous Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient of the 11-item scale was .86 (Jung & Hecht). In this study, the obtained Cronbach 
alpha for the scale was .82 (M = 43.03, SD = 9.97).

Communication satisfaction. The 8-item SCSS (Goodboy et al., 2009) was used to measure 
participants’ communication satisfaction with the instructor they had for the smallest class 
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during the last semester. This scale was derived from Hecht’s (1978) measure of communication 
satisfaction (i.e., Interpersonal Communication Satisfaction Inventory) to serve as a global 
measure of communication satisfaction with an instructor throughout the semester other 
than referencing a particular conversation (which is what Hecht’s measure assesses). Given 
that much of student-teacher interaction is geared toward course or content (Martin, Myers, 
& Mottet, 2002), the SCSS assesses the communication expectations of students and their 
satisfied feelings in any classroom setting which is also course or content related (Goodboy 
et al., 2009). Each item on the scale is rated a 7-point scale in the Likert format (1 = strongly 
disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Sample items on the SCSS are: “My communication with my 
teacher felt satisfying” and “My teacher makes an effort to satisfy the concerns I have.” The 
previous Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the SCSS was .93 for the U.S. sample and .89 for the 
Chinese sample (Goodboy, Bolkan, Myers & Zhao, 2011). In this study, the obtained Cronbach 
alpha for the scale was .78 (M = 42.23, SD = 6.37).

Educational satisfaction. The 5-item educational satisfaction scale (Wadsworth et al., 
2008) constructed from Plax, Kearney, and Downs (1986) and made applicable to students 
instead of teachers, was used to measure educational satisfaction. The adapted items on the 
scale reflect international students’ educational satisfaction with educational experiences and 
communication in the U.S. classroom. Items that measure teachers’ satisfaction with teaching 
in Plax et al.’s measure were adapted to reflect international students’ satisfaction with the 
U.S. university experience. Likewise, items that measure teachers’ satisfaction with students 
were adapted to reflect international students’ satisfaction with their peers in the classroom 
setting, and response from the original scale were changed from satisfied/dissatisfied to a 
5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Wadsworth et al.’s (2008) 
5-item scale included two items that examined the students’ satisfaction when communicating 
with others in their classes (e.g., ‘‘I am generally comfortable when communicating with my 
instructors’’) and three items that examined international students’ satisfaction with attending 
an American university (e.g., ‘‘If I had my life to live over again, I would come to the United 
States for university’’). The Cronbach’s alpha of the two subscales, satisfaction with peers in 
their classes and satisfaction with their overall educational experiences in the U.S. were .70 
and .81, respectively (Wadsworth et al., 2008). In this study, the obtained Cronbach alpha for 
the two subscales, satisfaction with peers in their classes and satisfaction with their overall 
educational experiences in the U.S. were .86 (M = 6.27, SD = 2.65) and .50 (M = 12.25, SD = 
2.04) respectively. The Cronbach alpha for the summed scale was .75 (M = 19.45, SD = 3.91).

4.  Data Analysis

Prior to tests of the hypotheses, Pearson product-moment correlations were computed 
among all variables (i.e., personal-enacted identity gap, personal-relational identity gap, 
communication satisfaction, and educational satisfaction). Communication satisfaction was 
computed as dependent variable, and the personal-enacted and personal-relational identity 
gaps were computed as independent variables in a multiple regression analysis to test H1a and 
H1b. Pearson product-moment correlations among personal-enacted identity gap, personal-
relational identity gap, and educational satisfaction were used to test H2a and H2b. Pearson 



44

Daniels & RittenourIntercultural Communication Studies XXVII: 1 (2018)

product-moment correlation between communication satisfaction and educational satisfaction 
was used to test H3. To answer RQ1, responses from the open-ended questions were initially 
independently analyzed by the first author to identify themes on the strategies that female 
international students in the U.S. use in managing their personal-enacted and personal-relational 
identity gaps. Data were organized and interpreted with the assistance of computer-assisted 
qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), NVivo 11 Pro for Windows (QSR International 
Inc., Cambridge, MA). Using an emic approach (Tracy, 2013), analytic memos and initial codes 
were created to organize the data based on recurrent responses. The second author reviewed 
initial codes for overlaps and discrepancies. To enhance interpretations, the researchers relied 
on expressions from participants to frame the themes. 

5.  Results

The first hypothesis (H1a and H1b) predicted that female international students’ personal-
enacted identity gap and personal-relational identity gap would be related negatively to their 
communication satisfaction. Results of a Pearson product-moment correlation support this 
relationship. Personal-enacted identity gap (r = -.16, p = .17) and personal-relational identity 
gap (r = -.30, p = .01) were negatively related with communication satisfaction. A multiple 
regression analysis was computed using personal-enacted identity gap and personal-relational 
identity gap as independent variables, and communication satisfaction as the dependent 
variable. The equation containing both identity gaps accounted for 9.4% of the variance in 
communication satisfaction (F(2,62) = 3.20, p  = .05). However, a closer examination of the 
beta weights revealed that only personal-relational identity gap (β = -.31, p = .05) accounted for 
any unique variance in communication satisfaction. 

The second hypothesis (H2a and H2b) predicted that female international students’ 
personal-enacted identity gap and personal-relational identity gap will be related negatively 
with their educational satisfaction. Results of a Pearson product-moment correlation did not 
support this relationship. Personal-enacted identity gap (r =.19, p = .57) and personal-relational 
identity gap (r = .26, p = .45) were not negatively related with their educational satisfaction.

The third hypothesis predicted that female international students’ communication 
satisfaction will be related positively to their educational satisfaction. Results of a Pearson 
product-moment correlation did not support this relationship. Communication satisfaction was 
not related to educational satisfaction (r =.0.4, p = .91).

Research question one focused on how female international students manage the experience 
of personal-enacted and personal-relational identity gaps. In soliciting for examples of situations 
in which participants experienced these gaps, they cited classroom conversations (as a result 
of language barrier), interpersonal relationships (e.g., friendships and romantic relationships), 
job interviews, and at the workplace. In the following section, we discuss themes used to 
characterize the management strategies female international students’ use for their personal-
enacted and personal-relational identity gaps. 
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5.1.  Personal-Enacted Identity Gap Management Strategies
	

Four central themes emerged to describe how female international students manage 
theirpersonal-enacted identity gap: censoring, pretending, succumbing, and being confident. 

Censoring. Given the different cultural backgrounds from which international students are 
coming from, English language is one of the challenges they have to overcome if English is not 
their first language. As one participant noted: “for me, the main reason I do not express my true 
self is the difficulty in the language. Sometimes, I cannot say what I mean specifically because 
of the language [English]… I am Brazilian.” For any international student who may be fluent 
in English, having an accent may also raise the eyebrows of communication partners which 
can prompt some cultural expectations and stereotypes. For some, these challenges make them 
feel “there are two me; the ‘me’ leaving and integrating some aspect of American values, and 
the ‘me’ (may be real) when I am back in my home country.” For others, it prevents them from 
expressing themselves: “In some situations when I’m not successful using English language, it 
makes me give up on expressing my opinions or explaining something. This can make people 
form misconceptions about me.”

Pretending. First, female international students engage in behaviors that are acceptable 
and expected in the situations in which they find themselves so that they can fit in their new 
environment. One participant reported expressing her identity as a promiscuous girl so that she 
could engage in the conversations of her friends whereas another reported sometimes keeping 
the information about her sexuality to avoid conflicts with her classmates who are openly 
homophobic. Second, participants reported engaging in pretense as a way of fitting in one’s 
new environment. For instance, a participant noted that “when my friends sometimes talk about 
unfamiliar topics, I pretend I knew exactly what they were talking about just to identify with 
them and fit in.” Another participant reported, “I just express myself the way that people think 
I should… I know exactly who I am but I usually hide it.” Third, remaining silent is a way of 
pretending to fit into one’s new environment. For some, this silence is accompanied by stress 
within oneself: “I just went along and stressed inside.” According to one participant,

When I am speaking to my friends (especially the ones at school), I am very quiet 
because I feel I will say something that they do not want me to say because of my 
Christianity. I typically don’t say anything because I feel they will get tired of me and 
leave me so I do what pleases them but it doesn’t conflict with the laws or commands 
of God.

Succumbing. In an attempt to manage their personal-enacted identity gap, female 
international students learn to let go and not interpret their experience or react. Whereas some 
walk away, others accept the situation and move on. One participant presents the argument that 
a foreigner has to learn to adapt.

I learned that Spanish and American cultures are different so I just have to deal with 
it the most possible respectful way. At the end of it, I am the one in a foreign country 
and this is their country. 
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In spite of letting go, participants who felt constrained by the English language hoped to find 
the appropriate words to express themselves and to be understood. A participant added that she 
does not discuss important things with people who do not know much about other cultures and 
countries whereas another noted that she shares information in small portions with people with 
whom she often communicates. 

Being confident. Some female international students employed confidence as a strategy 
to manage their personal-enacted identity gap. They noted having discovered that a respectful 
discussion is much more effective in communicating their ideas because people tend to be 
defensive. For one participant, during a group discussion in class, she managed to gather 
courage and talk to a few of the group members after various meetings only to realize that she 
could relate with her classmates and not be timid. According to another participant, “I try to be 
more patient and also learn more information so that I am confident enough.” Taking pride in 
one’s experiences was also noted as a way of feeling confident about oneself as one participant 
reported “I have learned to be more confident and proud of my experiences as an international 
student getting acclimated with a new culture and I have begun to express myself in a way that 
reflects who I really am.” Though previous research and findings of this study have shown the 
potential negative effects of identity gaps, the last participant’s management strategy reflects 
otherwise. Having experienced personal-enacted identity gap, the participant is able to deal 
with the gap and benefit from being confident and presenting oneself without an alteration. 

5.2.  Personal-Relational Identity Gap Management Strategies
	

Four central themes emerged to describe how female international students manage their 
personal-relational identity gaps: direct openness, humorous openness, ignoring, and 
succumbing.

Direct openness. For some female international students, engaging in a conversation with 
their communication partner about their experience of an identity gap is their management 
strategy. According to one participant, she keeps telling communication partners “I am 
unpredictable and I am not who you always think I am. Stop assuming to know me.” Another 
participant wrote: “I keep admonishing them that I really mean what I say and that I am 
not trying to be funny, ridiculous, or anything.” In the conversation about the experience of 
personal-relational identity gap, one participant noted that she makes a continuous effort to talk 
about her culture and country, and she is open to new friendships.

Humorous openness. Using humorous openness is another way participants directly 
reported managing their personal-relational identity gap. According to one participant: “I often 
make fun of it with them and make fun of it myself.” Whereas some think to be perceived 
differently in your relationship with people is funny because they are totally different, others are 
concerned because even though they find it funny, sometimes, people cross the line and it does 
not become funny anymore. Inasmuch as identity gaps can have a negative effect because of 
the wrong impression created, sometimes they have a positive effect because in the experience 
of a personal relational identity gap, others’ perception of yourself may be positive and not as 
negative as you may perceive of yourself.  As another participant noted: “I smiled because it 
felt good to be perceived as more serious than I am.”
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Ignoring. Many participants reported not paying attention or ignoring situations in which 
they feel that there is a discrepancy between their personal and relational identities. In using this 
strategy, participants indicated how important it was for them to be respectful. The following 
are a selection of participants’ views:

I just ignore them. It is my relationship not theirs.
Anytime they invite me out for unnecessary programs, I turn them down in a very 
polite manner so no one gets offended.

Don’t pay attention.

I don’t do anything. It doesn’t bother me. People who really want to know you approach 
you and ask real questions.

Inasmuch as participants make a conscious effort not to be affected by the personal-relational 
identity gap that they experience, they are also mindful not to mar their relationships as a 
result of managing their identity. Additionally, peer support from other international students 
and self-motivation are worth having while dealing with one’s personal-relational identity gap, 
as one participant noted: “I encourage myself. I know who I am and my capabilities. I have 
support from my peers who are also international students.” 

Succumbing. Female international students do recognize the fact that their enrollment in 
college in a different culture also means having to keep up with the difference in the educational 
system and so for some, they are more focused on their academic performance. As explained 
by a participant, “I can’t do much [concerning people’s wrong perception of her] except keep 
working hard.” Another participant explained, “I just let people think whatever they want 
because my dad says I should just worry about what my family thinks about me (they love 
me).” Another female international student reported: “I hide myself to comply with the image 
that others think of me.” Succumbing to the perception others have of you when you relate with 
them can be detrimental to one’s self-concept. One participant noted:

I tried to be like everybody else here. Follow the rules of being an American female 
student. It was nice in the beginning but soon I didn’t like myself anymore. 
 

For other participants, another way of succumbing is to perceive their personal-relational 
identity gap as a way of rediscovering their identity. As one participant reported:

I have been changing a lot over the last two years [since she relocated to the U.S. 
as a female international student]. I call it growing up. I found myself. I have been 
called weird a lot. I get that I am not American, and I do not behave according to most 
standards here. But I do not think I am weird; different, yes. 
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6.  Discussion

This study was designed to further the understanding of the role of personal-enacted and 
enacted-relational identity gaps in female international students’ communication satisfaction 
and educational satisfaction within and surrounding school, work, and friendship in the U.S.; and 
how these students manage the gaps. Though we do not presume our findings to be generalizable 
to all female international students in the U.S., these results give some insight on the within-
group differences of international students. The responses represent voices of a specific group 
of international students (i.e., females) and explicate the uniqueness and commonalities of their 
experiences as members of a larger population. Irrespective of participants’ diverse backgrounds, 
their responses convey the similarities in their lived experiences and simultaneously reveal a 
variety of ways each person manages the identity gaps.

Findings of the study revealed that, as predicted, the discrepancy between how female 
international students perceive themselves and how they express themselves in a different 
manner while interacting with others was negatively related with communication satisfaction. 
This finding confirms the established negative relationship between identity gaps and 
communication satisfaction (e.g., Jung, 2011). Satisfaction is a key outcome of communication 
that indicates one’s internal standards are met because uncertainty is reduced or a behavior is 
reinforced. This power of affirming/disconfirming communication exchanges coincides with 
evidence that the suppression of one’s authentic self in order to meet social standards or survive 
in a social situation leads to adverse psychological outcomes (e.g., Duarte & Thompson, 1999; 
Jack, 1999). 

The strength of the relationship between personal-enacted identity gap and communication 
satisfaction, and personal-relational identity gap and communication satisfaction differed 
especially for the latter which accounted for some unique variance in communication 
satisfaction (β = -.31, p = .05) whereas personal-enacted identity gap (β = .01, p = .95) did 
not. This finding makes intuitive sense considering the fact that data from the open-ended 
questions suggest that female international students engage in behaviors that may increase their 
personal-enacted identity gap while they manage their personal-relational identity gap (i.e., 
ignoring and succumbing). This dynamic is also suggestive of females’ perceived interest in 
maintaining relationships as it appears that participants’ identity as perceived by others during 
communication is of ultimate concern rather than how they enact different identities from the 
real self. This ultimate concern is evident in explaining 9.4% of the variance in communication 
satisfaction among our participants. 

One participant indicated that her strategy for managing her personal-relational identity 
gap was to ignore her acquaintances to protect her relationship: “I just ignore them. It is my 
relationship not theirs. Anytime they invite me out for unnecessary programs, I turn them down 
in a very polite manner so no one gets offended.” It is possible participants are primed by 
stereotypes to maintain their relationships, or receive support from their social networks to be 
empowered with management strategies to deal with these identity gaps that in the long run 
have positive effects on their academic success. In the absence of social networks or otherwise, 
female international students may simply have a “going along to get along” management 
strategy to achieve the success for which they have left their home countries.
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These findings raise questions as to whether female international students would report 
experiencing personal-relational identity gap more than any other gap (e.g., personal-communal 
identity gap) if they have socialized, perceived, or rather stereotypical tendency for developing 
and maintaining relationships. Participants reference the experience of the identity gap with 
regards to the fact that they are not of the dominant culture, which is not hard to tell by the 
simple virtue of the fact that they are international students. Hence, for an international student, 
the issue of being foreign (i.e., of a different culture other than that of the dominant one) 
trumps over the expectations of any other social identity for that matter. According to Yeh and 
Drost (2002), students who are not of the dominant culture suffer the attribution of powerful 
unspoken stereotypes about their identity and will have to negotiate multiple identities.

An enacted identity is relatively recognized quickly in communication because it is a 
communication behavior but a relational identity is formed over a period of time and involves a 
speculative process of interpreting and determining another’s identity (Jung, 2011). In comparing 
these two identities, one would expect that given that relational identity is formed over a period 
of time and individuals have many instances to refer to buttress their perception of another 
person’s relational identity, it may be difficult to convince a formed perception and hence, 
personal-relational identity gaps should be of much concern. Also, we may not necessarily 
have control over another person’s interpretation of our behavior unlike the personal control we 
have over our enacted identity. As a result, the relationship between personal-enacted identity 
gap and communication satisfaction could be negative though not significant whereas there is 
significant negative relationship between personal-relational identity gap and communication 
satisfaction. 

According to Jung (2011), one tends to have less communication satisfaction when he or 
she experiences greater personal-enacted, personal-relational, and enacted-relational identity 
gaps with enacted-relational identity gap having the strongest effect. Jung (2011) found that 
the three identity gaps mediate the effect of assertiveness and communication apprehension 
on communication satisfaction. It is therefore plausible that the relationship between personal-
enacted identity and communication satisfaction for female international students is one that 
is dependent on personal traits (e.g., concern for expression of self – personal identity). Ryan 
and Anas (2006) found that a personal-enacted identity gap is influenced by an individual’s 
personal trait. 

Notably, findings of the study neither support a relationship between female international 
students’ personal-enacted identity gap and educational satisfaction nor a relationship between 
communication satisfaction and educational satisfaction. International students from all over 
the world travel to the United States to acquire better educational and professional experiences 
than their home countries can offer (Jung et al., 2007). This educational experience is one that is 
held dearly to international students and demands hard work while they get accustomed to the 
U.S. educational system and culture. They have to deal with stereotyping, prejudice, language 
barrier, homesickness, culture shock, and limited social skills, but perhaps, they are able to 
restrict these challenges from interfering with their educational satisfaction and/or refuse 
to acknowledge the interference. Put differently, as a result of their heightened expectation 
(compared to U.S. students in the U.S. classroom) that skill and knowledge acquisition – and 
not relationships and people’s perception of them – are paramount, and that come with hard 
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work, female international students are less hindered in this particular gap’s regard.
Additionally, though we did not request participants’ information on their fields of study, 

university, and location in the U.S., it is possible that these conditions may explain the absence 
of a relationship between female international students’ personal-enacted identity gap and 
educational satisfaction; and between communication satisfaction and educational satisfaction. 
For instance, research has shown that when women persist in nontraditional majors, they are 
more likely to attain greater sense of belonging and identity compatibility (Rosenthal, London, 
Levy & Lobel, 2011).

Finally, prior research has found effects of identity gaps on the depression levels among 
a sample of Korean Americans (Jung & Hecht, 2008). Korean immigrants have been reported 
to have relatively low acculturation levels to other minority groups’ cultures and the American 
culture (Oh, Koeske & Sales, 2002). Korean immigrants also have a limited English proficiency 
(Tang, Shimizu & Chen, 2006). Given that much research attention has been focused on Asian 
international students (e.g., Korean students), it is possible that the effect of identity gaps are 
greater for some particular groups of international students than others. We would assume 
that Korean students would have greater identity gaps given their relatively low acculturation 
levels than African international students, for example. In conclusion, findings of this study are 
suggestive of potential within-group differences (e.g., what constitutes international students’ 
identity gaps based on their race/ethnicity, country/language of origin, length of stay in the 
U.S., field of study, and level of education) that help us to further understand the experiences of 
international students in the United States. Future research should explore these areas.
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Appendix - Open-ended Questionnaire
	
1. 	 Using the space provided below, please describe a situation where you experienced any 

inconsistency in who you are and the self you express.
2.   	Given the experience you shared above, how did you cope with the situation? 
3.  	 Using the space provided below, please describe a situation in which you were ascribed 

characteristics that are inconsistent with whom you are. 
4.  	 Given the experience you shared above, how did you cope with the situation?

Author Note

Rita Daniels is an Assistant Professor of Communication Studies at Western Washington 
University, USA. Her research emphases are Intergroup Communication (specifically, issues 
related to gender and cultural identities) and Organizational Communication. Her publications 
include Transformational leadership in the Ghanaian university classroom (International 
Communication Studies, 2014), and Framing analysis of Syria’s 8/21/13 use of chemical 
weapons (Ohio Journal of Communication, 2017). 

Christine E. Rittenour is an Associate Professor of Communication Studies; Coordinator, 
M.A. Theory and Research Program; and Faculty Associate, Women’s and Gender Studies 
at West Virginia University.  She researches the links between communication and identity, 
exploring the ways that communication reflects and affects various social (e.g., ethnicity, age), 
structural (e.g., in-law relationships), and value-based identities (e.g., feminism, generativity). 

 


