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Abstract

Intercultural sensitivity is an affective and interactional orientation towards cultural difference. 
Although social support has been widely studied in relation to international students’ adjustment, its 
association with intercultural sensitivity remains underexplored among locally embedded foreign 
language learners. This study described social support and intercultural sensitivity and tested whether 
three dimensions of social support were positively associated with intercultural sensitivity after 
controlling for demographic characteristics. A cross-sectional survey was completed by 380 non-
Chinese Malaysian students enrolled in elective Chinese courses at five public universities. Participants 
were recruited through convenience and snowball sampling. Social support and intercultural sensitivity 
were assessed using the Social Support Rating Scale and Intercultural Sensitivity Scale. Descriptive 
statistics and Pearson correlations provided preliminary results. Hierarchical multiple regression 
entered age, gender, and educational background in the first block and subjective support, objective 
support, and support utilisation in the second. The support dimensions explained an additional 16.7% 
of the variance beyond the demographic variables, yielding a full-model R² of .238. Subjective support 
(β = .22), objective support (β = .20), and support utilisation (β = .19) each showed a significant 
positive adjusted association with intercultural sensitivity. The findings indicate that social support and 
its three dimensions are related to intercultural sensitivity and extend social-support research beyond 
internationally mobile populations to local CFL learners in a multicultural society.
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Introduction

Intercultural sensitivity has become increasingly relevant as students and educators participate in edu-
cational, professional, and everyday environments characterised by linguistic and cultural diversity 
(Karras & Themelis, 2026; Miao & Lepeyko, 2023). Intercultural sensitivity represents the emotional 
capacity to comprehend, appreciate, and accept cultural plurality, serving as an operational prerequisite 
for intercultural communicative competence (Byram, 1997; Deardorff, 2006; Trisnawati et al., 2026). 
It encompasses individuals’ openness, respect, confidence, enjoyment, attentiveness, and willingness 
when participating in intercultural encounters. 

Intercultural sensitivity is commonly examined as an individual orientation, but it is expressed 
within relationships and social environments. Opportunities to encounter cultural difference, 
receive interpersonal feedback, participate in intercultural interaction, and develop confidence in 
communicating with culturally different others are partly structured by learners’ social networks 
and institutional settings (Chi & Suthers, 2015; Ward & Geeraert, 2016). One relational resource 
that may be relevant to these experiences is social support. Social support encompasses the emo-
tional, informational, interpersonal, and tangible resources available through social relationships 
and networks (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Xiao’s (1994) multidimensional conceptualisation distin-
guishes subjective support, objective support, and support utilisation. These dimensions represent 
different aspects of learners’ relational environments and may therefore show distinct associations 
with intercultural sensitivity.

Existing cross-cultural research provides a basis for expecting such associations, although most 
studies have not examined intercultural sensitivity directly. Social support has been associated with 
psychological adjustment, sociocultural adaptation, communication apprehension, and the management 
of cross-cultural transition among international students and sojourners (Bender et al., 2019; Lee & 
Ciftci, 2014; Ng et al., 2017; Oommen, 2014; Shu et al., 2020). Research focusing more directly 
on intercultural sensitivity has connected it with diversity engagement, patterns of social contact, 
intergroup contact, and interethnic friendship (Liang & Pho, 2025; Mlinar et al., 2026; Pastena, 2025; 
Tamam & Krauss, 2017). These findings collectively indicate that intercultural orientations are related 
to the social environments in which individuals encounter cultural difference. However, social contact 
and social support are not equivalent. Contact-oriented studies primarily examine the occurrence, 
frequency, composition, or quality of interaction, whereas social support concerns the resources 
individuals perceive, receive, and mobilise through their relationships. Direct evidence concerning 
the association between multidimensional social support and intercultural sensitivity consequently 
remains limited.

This gap is particularly relevant to non-Chinese Malaysian university students learning Chinese, who 
encounter cultural difference through language education and everyday participation in a multicultural 
society. Although Malaysian CFL research has examined pedagogy, curriculum, learning strategies, 
and cultural content (Chan et al., 2018; Jafri et al., 2020; Leong et al., 2024), comparatively little atten-
tion has been paid to the associations between learners’ social support and intercultural sensitivity. The 
present study therefore examines whether subjective support, objective support, and support utilisation 
are associated with intercultural sensitivity among locally embedded CFL learners.

Against this background, the present study has two objectives. The first is to describe the distributions 
of social support and intercultural sensitivity among the participating CFL learners. The second 
objective is to examine whether subjective support, objective support, and support utilisation are 
associated with intercultural sensitivity after age, gender, and educational background are taken 
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into account. Descriptive statistics are therefore used to characterise the sample and study variables, 
whereas hierarchical multiple regression is used to test the following hypotheses:

H1. � Social support is positively associated with CFL learners’ intercultural sensitivity.
H1a.  �Subjective support is positively associated with intercultural sensitivity after age, 

gender, educational background, and the other dimensions of social support are 
taken into account.

H1b.  �Objective support is positively associated with intercultural sensitivity after age, 
gender, educational background, and the other dimensions of social support are 
taken into account.

H1c.  �Support utilisation is positively associated with intercultural sensitivity after age, 
gender, educational background, and the other dimensions of social support are 
taken into account.

By addressing these objectives and hypotheses, the study contributes to intercultural and foreign lan-
guage education research. It examines social support as a multidimensional relational resource. It also 
extends evidence derived mainly from internationally mobile populations to locally embedded CFL 
learners. In doing so, the study provides a contextually grounded examination of how learners’ social 
support is concurrently associated with intercultural sensitivity in Malaysian higher education.

Social Support and Intercultural Sensitivity in Context

Conceptualising Intercultural Sensitivity and Social Support

Intercultural communicative competence is conceptualised differently across theoretical approaches, 
with varying emphases on attitudes, knowledge, skills, and the effectiveness and appropriateness 
of communication across cultures (Byram, 1997; Deardorff, 2006; Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). 
Reviews of assessment instruments likewise identify differences in theoretical foundations, dimen-
sional structures, and psychometric properties (Chen & Gabrenya, 2021; Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013). 
These differences make it necessary to specify the conceptual framework and construct examined in 
the present study. Within Chen and Starosta’s (1996, 2000) framework, intercultural sensitivity rep-
resents the affective dimension of intercultural communication competence, concerning individuals’ 
openness and positive responses to cultural difference. The present study adopts this conceptualisation 
and operationalises intercultural sensitivity using Chen and Starosta’s (2000) Intercultural Sensitiv-
ity Scale. Its five dimensions are interaction engagement, respect for cultural differences, interaction 
confidence, interaction enjoyment, and interaction attentiveness. The ISS total score is interpreted as 
an indicator of learners’ self-reported orientations towards intercultural encounters. It does not pro-
vide a comprehensive assessment of intercultural communicative competence, cultural knowledge, or 
demonstrated communication performance.

Social support refers to the emotional, informational, interpersonal, and tangible resources available 
through individuals’ social relationships and networks (Caplan, 1974; Cohen & Wills, 1985). More 
specifically, the study draws on Xiao’s (1994) conceptualisation of social support, which distinguishes 
among subjective support, objective support, and support utilisation. Subjective support refers to 
perceived emotional understanding, interpersonal concern, recognition, and psychological support. 
Objective support concerns tangible assistance and social resources that are actually available to the 
individual. Support utilisation refers to the extent to which individuals seek, access, and make use of 
available support. These distinctions are important because individuals may have access to abundant 
social resources, yet differ substantially in their subjective perceptions of support and their willingness 
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to draw upon those resources (Bender et al., 2019). Evidence from international student research also 
indicates that perceived and received support may show different associations with adjustment-related 
outcomes (Bender et al., 2019). Although adjustment and intercultural sensitivity are distinct con-
structs, this distinction illustrates why social support should not be treated as a single undifferentiated 
resource. In the present study, the three dimensions are examined separately to determine whether each 
is associated with intercultural sensitivity when demographic characteristics and the other dimensions 
of support are statistically controlled.

Connecting Social Support with Intercultural Sensitivity

Within cross‑cultural experiences, social support can be conceptualised as a relational resource embed-
ded in interpersonal networks (Ward & Geeraert, 2016). It supplies emotional, tangible, and infor-
mational resources that shape how individuals engage with cultural difference, regulate stress, and 
navigate culturally diverse settings (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Bender et al., 2019). Whether and how 
learners can access, perceive, and mobilise such resources may set the conditions for their intercultural 
encounters. 

A substantial body of intercultural research has examined social support in relation to psychological 
and sociocultural adjustment. Meta-analytic evidence indicates that social support is positively associ-
ated with the psychological adjustment of international students (Bender et al., 2019). Lee and Ciftci 
(2014) similarly reported associations among social support, multicultural personality, and sociocul-
tural adaptation among Asian international students. Ng et al. (2017) further found that associations 
between social support and adaptation varied according to the source of support and the acculturation 
strategies adopted by mainland Chinese students in Hong Kong. Research on international students’ 
social networks has also distinguished perceived support from structural network characteristics, 
including network size, cultural diversity, and composition (Shu et al., 2020). Collectively, these find-
ings establish social support as a relevant relational resource in intercultural settings and demonstrate 
that its implications may depend on its source, subjective meaning, and use.

Research on intercultural communication apprehension provides a more direct conceptual bridge. 
Oommen (2014) found that perceived support from family and friends was associated with lower 
intercultural communication apprehension, which was in turn related to greater preferences for inte-
grating and compromising approaches to intercultural conflict. Communication apprehension is not 
equivalent to intercultural sensitivity, but it is therefore conceptually relevant to interaction confidence, 
enjoyment, and engagement, which are included in Chen and Starosta’s (2000) conceptualisation of 
intercultural sensitivity. This evidence suggests that perceived support may be associated with how 
confidently and willingly individuals approach intercultural encounters. A smaller body of research has 
examined social and relational environments in connection with intercultural sensitivity more directly. 
Tamam and Krauss (2017), for example, reported positive associations between engagement with eth-
nic diversity and dimensions of intercultural sensitivity among students at a Malaysian multi-ethnic 
university. Their findings are particularly relevant because they locate intercultural sensitivity within a 
culturally diverse national setting rather than exclusively within international relocation. Among Chi-
nese international students in the United Kingdom, Liang and Pho (2025) similarly found that patterns 
of social contact were associated with intercultural sensitivity. In internationalised university settings, 
intergroup contact has also been connected with intercultural sensitivity among undergraduate students 
(Pastena, 2025), while interethnic friendship has been identified as a relevant antecedent of intercul-
tural sensitivity among preservice teachers (Mlinar et al., 2026). Associations between intergroup con-
tact and intercultural sensitivity have additionally been reported in contexts characterised by sustained 
intergroup conflict (Dolev & Shapira, 2026). These studies indicate that intercultural sensitivity is 
related to the social environments in which individuals encounter cultural difference. 
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More direct evidence has begun to emerge from studies incorporating social support and intercultural 
competence-related constructs within the same analytical model. Zhu and Peng (2026), for example, 
examined social support, dimensions of intercultural communicative competence, and psychological 
adaptation among Chinese students in the United Kingdom. Their cross-sectional findings indicated 
that these constructs were statistically related. However, the participants were internationally mobile 
students adapting to a foreign host environment. It therefore remains unclear whether comparable 
associations are found among local language learners who continue to live within their own society 
and remain embedded in established family, peer, and institutional networks.

Taken together, existing research provides grounds for expecting a positive association between social 
support and intercultural sensitivity, although the evidence differs in its proximity to the constructs 
examined here. Studies of social support have primarily addressed adjustment-related outcomes among 
internationally mobile populations, whereas research on intercultural sensitivity has more often exam-
ined social contact, diversity engagement, and interethnic friendship. These relational experiences are 
relevant but do not directly establish how perceived support, tangible assistance, and support utilisa-
tion are associated with intercultural sensitivity. Evidence examining these dimensions jointly remains 
limited, particularly among domestic foreign language learners in multicultural societies.

The Malaysian CFL Context and the Present Study

Malaysia offers a valuable natural setting in which to examine intercultural sensitivity within a domes-
tically multicultural society. According to the 2020 Population and Housing Census, Malaysia’s citizen 
population comprised 69.4% Bumiputera, including Malays, Orang Asli, and the Indigenous peoples 
of Sabah and Sarawak, 23.2% Chinese, 6.7% Indians, and 0.7% members of other ethnic groups 
(Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2022). Malay is the national and official language, while English 
continues to be widely used in higher education, commerce, and professional communication. Man-
darin, Tamil, various Chinese varieties, and numerous Indigenous languages are also used by different 
communities (Government of Malaysia, 2026). This combination of ethnic and linguistic diversity 
makes intercultural interaction a routine feature of Malaysian social life rather than an experience 
limited to international mobility.

Malaysian higher-education institutions assemble students from diverse ethnic, linguistic, and religious 
backgrounds, generating frequent everyday opportunities for intercultural interaction on university 
campuses. Prior local scholarship has demonstrated that intercultural orientations among Malaysian 
undergraduates are closely tied to relational engagement and cross-ethnic encounters (Dalib et al., 
2017; Tamam & Krauss, 2017). These findings indicate that intercultural sensitivity is not only rele-
vant for people relocating abroad; it also matters for individuals navigating cultural diversity within 
their home country.

CFL learners constitute a particularly relevant population within this environment. Chinese language 
education has a substantial institutional presence in Malaysia. Previous research reported that all 20 
Malaysian public universities offered L2 Mandarin courses and that approximately 21,693 students 
were enrolled in such courses in each semester in 2011 (Lin et al., 2020, citing Chan et al., 2018). 
These courses and locally produced teaching materials are generally designed for non-native learners 
from Malaysia’s diverse ethnic communities (Lin et al., 2020). The available evidence demonstrates 
that university-level Chinese language education extends beyond Malaysia’s ethnic Chinese popula-
tion and constitutes an established component of multilingual higher education.

Learning Chinese brings learners into contact with culturally situated meanings, communicative 
conventions, and representations of Chinese-speaking communities. Research on Chinese language 
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education in Malaysia has examined curriculum design, teaching practices, learning strategies, and 
cultural content, while also discussing career-related benefits, interest in the language, and curiosity 
about Chinese culture as reasons for studying Mandarin (Chan et al., 2018; Jafri et al., 2020; Leong  
et al., 2024). However, less attention has been paid to learners’ wider social environments and their 
associations with intercultural sensitivity. Relationships with teachers, classmates, family members, 
and university communities may offer emotional reassurance, practical assistance, and opportuni-
ties for intercultural participation, although learners may differ in how they perceive and use these 
resources. Examining subjective support, objective support, and support utilisation separately there-
fore provides a more differentiated account of the relational resources associated with intercultural 
sensitivity among Malaysian CFL learners.

The distinction between internationally mobile students and local CFL learners provides a contextual 
rationale for the present study. Research on internationally mobile students commonly examines social 
support in relation to acculturative stress, psychological well-being, and adjustment to an unfamiliar 
host society, where relocation may disrupt existing relationships and require the development of new 
support networks (Bender et al., 2019; English et al., 2021; Lee & Ciftci, 2014; Ng et al., 2017; Shu 
et al., 2020). Local Malaysian CFL learners, by contrast, encounter cultural difference within their 
home society without necessarily undergoing migration-related network disruption. For these learners, 
social support may be relevant through the reassurance, practical resources, and encouragement avail-
able within their existing relationships, rather than primarily through assistance with relocation and 
host-society adjustment. Examining subjective support, objective support, and support utilisation in 
this context enables the study to assess whether associations identified mainly in international adjust-
ment research also extend to intercultural sensitivity among domestic foreign language learners.

Ecological and relational perspectives provide a conceptual basis for connecting learners’ social envi-
ronments with their intercultural orientations (Chi & Suthers, 2015; Ward & Geeraert, 2016). In the 
present study, social support is understood as a resource available through interpersonal relationships, 
while intercultural sensitivity concerns learners’ affective and interactional orientations towards cul-
tural difference. This distinction directs attention to whether learners who perceive, receive, or use 
more support also report greater intercultural sensitivity within the Malaysian CFL context.

The present study addresses this gap by examining multidimensional social support and intercultural 
sensitivity among non-Chinese Malaysian university students enrolled in elective Chinese courses. 
It first describes the distributions of the measured constructs and then examines whether subjective 
support, objective support, and support utilisation collectively explain variance in intercultural sen-
sitivity beyond age, gender, and educational level. It also assesses each support dimension’s unique 
association with intercultural sensitivity when the demographic covariates and the other dimensions 
are controlled. The study thus extends the examination of social support to a domestic CFL learning 
context within a multicultural society.

Research Method

Research Design

This study adopted a quantitative cross-sectional survey design to examine concurrent associations 
between social support and intercultural sensitivity among CFL learners in Malaysian universities. 
The design was informed by ecological and acculturation frameworks that distinguish contextual and 
interpersonal resources from individual orientations and adaptation-related outcomes (Arends-Tóth & 
van de Vijver, 2006; Ward & Geeraert, 2016). Within this organising framework, social support was 
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conceptualised as an interpersonal-contextual resource, whereas intercultural sensitivity was concep-
tualised as an individual affective and interactional orientation towards cultural difference. 

A quantitative cross-sectional design was appropriate for estimating the distributions of the focal vari-
ables and examining whether they were statistically associated within the participating sample (Cre-
swell & Creswell, 2018). It also enabled data to be collected from a relatively large and geographically 
dispersed group using standardised instruments (Wang & Cheng, 2020). However, because social sup-
port and intercultural sensitivity were measured at the same point in time, the design could not estab-
lish temporal ordering, within-person change, or causal direction. Current debates concerning causal 
inference in acculturation research emphasise that cross-sectional associations may reflect reciprocal 
relationships or the influence of unmeasured third variables (Grigoryev & Berry, 2022; Kunst, 2021). 
Accordingly, the present study interprets regression coefficients as adjusted concurrent associations 
rather than causal effects.

Participants and Recruitment

The target population consisted of Malaysian university students learning Chinese as a foreign language 
(CFL). Participants were recruited from elective Chinese language courses at five public research uni-
versities in Malaysia. Eligible participants were required to: (1) hold Malaysian nationality; (2) be at 
least 18 years old; (3) be currently enrolled as an undergraduate, master’s, or doctoral student at one of 
the participating universities; (4) be enrolled in an elective Chinese language course; (5) self-identify 
as being of non-Chinese ethnic background; and (6) provide informed consent to participate. Students 
who self-identified as ethnically Chinese, did not meet the eligibility criteria, or did not complete the 
questionnaire were excluded from the analytical sample.

A combination of convenience and snowball sampling was used to recruit participants. The research-
ers first contacted Chinese language lecturers at the five participating universities. The lecturers dis-
tributed the online questionnaire link to students through established class messaging groups. This 
initial recruitment constituted the convenience sampling component of the study because participants 
were accessed through the Chinese language courses available at the participating institutions. To 
broaden participation within the defined study population, students who received the survey link were 
also invited to share it with other eligible CFL learners at the same university. This within-institution 
referral process formed the snowball sampling component of recruitment. Participation was entirely 
voluntary, and no financial, academic, or other incentives were provided.

Sample-size adequacy was assessed a priori using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) for the complete set 
of primary inferential analyses. All calculations used a two-tailed significance level of α = 0.05 and a 
desired statistical power of 1 – β = 0.80. First, for the Pearson correlation analyses, a small association 
of r = .20 was specified. Under these assumptions, the minimum required sample size was 193. Second, 
the omnibus multiple regression model was evaluated using the G*Power procedure “Linear multiple 
regression: Fixed model, R² deviation from zero”. With a small effect size of f² = 0.05, six predictors 
in total, α = 0.05, and power = 0.80, the required sample size was 279. This calculation produced 
a numerator degree of freedom of 6, a denominator degree of freedom of 272, a critical F value of 
2.132, a noncentrality parameter of λ = 13.95, and an actual power of 0.800. Third, the incremental 
contribution of the three social support dimensions was evaluated using “Linear multiple regression: 
Fixed model, R² increase”. The calculation specified three tested predictors, six predictors in total,  
f² = 0.05, α = 0.05, and power = 0.80. The minimum required sample size was 223, corresponding 
to a numerator degree of freedom of 3, a denominator degree of freedom of 216, a critical F value of 
2.646, a noncentrality parameter of λ = 11.15, and an actual power of 0.802. Because the omnibus 
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six-predictor regression required the largest sample, N = 279 was adopted as the minimum sample-
size requirement. The final analytical sample of 380 participants exceeded this threshold and provided 
estimated power of 0.977 for detecting r = 0.20, 0.922 for the six-predictor omnibus regression model 
with f² = 0.05, and .966 for the three-predictor increase in R² with f² = 0.05.

Table 1 Sample Demographic Distribution

Item Option Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Female 154 40.52

Male 226 59.47

Age 18–22 80 21.05

23–26 106 27.89

27–30 141 37.11

Over 31 53 13.95

Education background PhD 79 20.79

Bachelor 145 38.16

Master 156 41.05

Research Instruments

The questionnaire consisted of three sections. The first section collected participant background 
information, including nationality, age, gender, educational background, ethnicity, current university 
enrolment status, and enrolment in an elective Chinese language course. These variables were used 
to determine participant eligibility, describe the sample, and provide demographic covariates for the 
regression analysis. The second and third sections measured social support and intercultural sensitivity,  
respectively.

Social support was assessed using an adapted English version of the 10-item Social Support Rating 
Scale (SSRS) developed by Xiao (1994). The SSRS conceptualises social support through three related 
components: objective support, subjective support, and support utilisation. Objective support refers to 
tangible and actually available forms of assistance and social resources; subjective support refers to 
individuals’ perceived experience of emotional, interpersonal, and psychological support; and support 
utilisation reflects the extent to which individuals actively seek and make use of available support 
resources. Items were scored according to the SSRS scoring protocol, with a maximum total score of 
66 and higher scores indicating greater social support. The SSRS was selected because its multidimen-
sional conceptualisation allowed the present study to examine the relative statistical contributions of 
different forms of social support rather than treating social support as an undifferentiated construct. 
This distinction is consistent with the broader social support literature indicating that different forms 
of support may be differently associated with cross-cultural adjustment outcomes (Bender et al., 2019).

Intercultural sensitivity was operationalised using the 24-item Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) 
developed by Chen and Starosta (2000). The original scale comprises five subscales: Interaction 
Engagement, Respect for Cultural Differences, Interaction Confidence, Interaction Enjoyment, and 
Interaction Attentiveness. Participants responded to each item on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). No items were added or deleted, and the original five-point 
response format and reverse-scoring procedure were retained. Although evaluations of cross-cultural 
competence assessment tools have revealed issues regarding the internal structure and cross-cultural 
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applicability of some widely used self-report scales (Chen & Gabrenya, 2021; Matsumoto & Hwang, 
2013), the ISS was selected for this study because it is theoretically consistent with the Chen and Sta-
rosta framework adopted here; it has previously been used in cross-cultural research in Malaysia; it 
relates to learners’ cross-cultural orientations and interactions; and its length is moderate, making it 
convenient to administer.

The questionnaire was administered in English because it functions as a shared academic language across 
the participating Malaysian universities (Government of Malaysia, 2026). The original Chinese-language 
SSRS underwent forward translation, independent back-translation, reconciliation, expert review, and 
pilot testing, following cross-cultural adaptation guidance (Bartram et al., 2018; van de Vijver & Leung, 
2021). Two Chinese translation specialists completed the forward and back translations, and the research 
team reconciled discrepancies. Two Malaysian specialists in education and language assessment reviewed 
clarity, cultural appropriateness, and contextual relevance. The ISS was administered in English, with 
selected wording contextualised to Chinese cultural encounters while retaining the intended constructs. 
For example, references to interaction with “people from different cultures” in selected items were con-
textualised as interaction involving Chinese language and cultural practices.

Before the main data collection, the questionnaire was pilot tested with 30 participants drawn from 
the target population across the five participating universities. All pilot participants met the formal 
inclusion criteria but were excluded from the final analytical sample. In accordance with recommen-
dations for adapted instruments, feedback was collected through open-ended comments and short fol-
low-up interviews focusing on item comprehensibility, clarity of instructions, contextual relevance, 
and ambiguous wording (Bartram et al., 2018). Revisions were made to unclear expressions and con-
textually inappropriate wording before the questionnaire was finalised. The final instruments were 
subsequently examined using the main sample of 380 participants. As shown in Table 2, internal con-
sistency was satisfactory, with Cronbach’s α values of .812 for the ISS and .769 for the SSRS. The 
KMO statistics exceeded the commonly applied .70 threshold, and Bartlett’s tests of sphericity were 
statistically significant for both instruments, as shown in Table 3.

Table 2 Internal Consistency Reliability of the Study Instruments

Instrument Cronbach’s α Coefficient
ISS 0.812

SSRS 0.769

Table 3 KMO and Bartlett’s Test Results for the Study Instruments

Variables KMO Value Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity
Approx. Chi-Square df p value

SSRS 0.726 2733.376 45 <.001

ISS 0.839 9865.648 276 <.001

Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected through an online questionnaire administered via Google Forms from 22 June to  
6 July 2025. The questionnaire link was distributed through class messaging groups with the assistance 
of Chinese language lecturers at the five participating universities, and eligible participants could also 
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share the link with other eligible CFL learners at the same institution. The questionnaire took approx-
imately 3 to 6 minutes to complete.

The survey’s first page provided study information and electronic consent. It explained the purpose, 
academic use, eligibility, time commitment, voluntary participation, minimal risks and benefits, ano-
nymity, data protection, withdrawal rights, and researcher contact details. Only respondents selecting “I 
have read the information above and agree to participate” proceeded. No incentives or penalties applied, 
and participants could exit before submission. The study was also reviewed by an institutional ethics 
committee. No names, student numbers, contact details, addresses, photographs, IP addresses, or other 
identifiers were collected. The questionnaire used non-clinical measures and excluded highly sensitive 
topics. Data from adults were stored on a password-protected computer, accessed only by the research 
team, analysed in aggregate, and deleted after preparation of the anonymised analytical dataset.

Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0. Descriptive statistics were first 
calculated to characterise the sample and the distributions of the study variables. Frequencies and 
percentages were reported for participants’ demographic characteristics, while means, standard devi-
ations, and theoretical ranges were reported for the SSRS dimensions and the ISS total score. Internal 
consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha. All analyses were based on the 380 complete and 
eligible responses retained after data screening. Pearson product-moment correlations were then cal-
culated to describe the zero-order associations between the ISS total score and subjective support, 
objective support, and support utilisation. 

Hierarchical multiple regression was used to test the hypotheses. The ISS total score was entered as the 
dependent variable. Age, gender, and educational background were entered in Block 1 as demographic 
covariates. The three social support dimensions—subjective support, objective support, and support 
utilisation—were entered simultaneously in Block 2. Gender was dummy-coded, while the age and 
educational-level categories were entered according to their ascending ordinal codes. The change in 
explained variance between the two blocks was evaluated using ΔR² and the F-change test. Support 
for H1 was evaluated from the significant incremental contribution of the social support dimensions 
together with the direction of their associations with intercultural sensitivity. The regression coeffi-
cients for subjective support, objective support, and support utilisation in the full model were used to 
evaluate H1a, H1b, and H1c, respectively. Model results were evaluated using unstandardised regres-
sion coefficients (B), standard errors (SE), standardised coefficients (β), t statistics, and p values. Over-
all model fit was reported using R², adjusted R², F statistics, ΔR², and F-change statistics. Before 
interpreting the coefficients, regression assumptions were checked using residual plots and diagnostics 
for linearity, homoscedasticity, residual normality, error independence, and multicollinearity. VIF and 
tolerance were used to assess multicollinearity; the Durbin–Watson statistic was used to test residual 
independence. Standardised residuals and Cook’s distance were used to identify influential observa-
tions. All tests were two-tailed with α = .05.

Results 

This section presents the findings in two parts. The first describes the patterns of social support and 
intercultural sensitivity among the participating Malaysian CFL learners. The second examines the 
hypothesised association between social support and intercultural sensitivity, including the unique 
associations of the three social support dimensions.

Patterns of Social Support and Intercultural Sensitivity among Malaysian CFL Learners

This section addresses the two descriptive study goals: documenting the observed level of 
multidimensional social support reported by non-Chinese CFL learners in Malaysian universities and 
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documenting intercultural sensitivity among this learner group. Table 4 presents the theoretical score 
ranges, means, and standard deviations for the total scores and social support dimensions.

Table 4 Descriptive Statistics for Social Support and Its Dimensions

Dimension of Social Support Theoretical Range M SD
Subjective Support 8–2 11.32 2.15

Objective Support 1–22 16.58 3.74

Support Utilisation 3–12 7.23 1.89

Total 12–66 35.13 6.92

Note. N = 380. Theoretical score ranges follow the original SSRS scoring protocol (Xiao, 1994).

The participants reported a mean total social support score of 35.13 (SD = 6.92). At the dimensional 
level, the mean scores were 11.32 (SD = 2.15) for subjective support, 16.58 (SD = 3.74) for objective 
support, and 7.23 (SD = 1.89) for support utilisation. For intercultural sensitivity measured via the 
24‑item Intercultural Sensitivity Scale, the instrument has a theoretical total‑score range of 24 to 120. 
Across the 380 participants in the analytical sample, the observed mean ISS total score was 78.62, 
with a standard deviation of 9.35. These statistics describe the distributions of the measured constructs 
within the present sample. 

Social Support in Relation to Intercultural Sensitivity

This section tests H1 and the three dimension-specific hypotheses, H1a, H1b, and H1c. First, 
zero‑order bivariate Pearson correlations are computed to examine raw pairwise relationships among 
study variables. Hierarchical multiple regression is subsequently conducted, where age, gender, and 
educational background are entered as demographic covariates in Block 1, followed by subjective 
support, objective support, and support utilisation in Block 2. Collinearity diagnostics are inspected 
prior to interpreting regression coefficients. All statistical tests adopt an alpha level of 0.05.

Pearson correlation coefficients are presented in Table 5. The ISS total score exhibited positive and 
statistically significant bivariate correlations with subjective support (r = .367, p < .01), objective 
support (r = .329, p < .01), and support utilisation (r = .362, p < .01). Moderate positive intercorrelations 
were also observed among the three social-support dimensions: subjective support correlated with 
objective support (r = .287, p < .01) and support utilisation (r = .469, p < .01), while objective support 
correlated with support utilisation (r = .348, p < .01).

Table 5 Correlations Between ISS Total Score and Social Support Dimensions

ISS Total Score Subjective Support Objective Support Support Utilisation
ISS Total Score 1
Subjective Support 0.367** 1
Objective Support 0.329** 0.287** 1
Support Utilisation 0.362** 0.469** 0.348** 1

Notes: N = 380. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Results from the hierarchical multiple regression analysis are summarised in Table 6. In Block 1, only 
demographic covariates (age, gender, and educational background) were entered into the model. The 
Block 1 model was statistically significant, F(3, 376) = 9.58, p < .001, accounting for 7.1% of the 
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variance in the ISS total score (R² = .071; adjusted R² = .064). Within Block 1, age showed a statistically 
significant positive association with the ISS total score (β = .15, p = .003), whereas gender (β = .08, p = 
.088) and educational background (β = .06, p = .192) did not reach statistical significance.

Block 2 added the three social-support dimensions to the existing demographic covariates. The full 
Block 2 model was statistically significant, F(6, 373) = 19.42, p < .001. The inclusion of the three 
social-support predictors produced a statistically significant increment in explained variance, ΔR² = 
.167, ΔF(3, 373) = 27.25, p < .001. The full-model R² was .238, with an adjusted R² of .226.

In Block 2, subjective support (β = .22, p < .001), objective support (β = .20, p < .001), and support 
utilisation (β = .19, p < .001) each displayed a statistically significant positive unique association with 
the ISS total score. After the social-support variables were introduced, age was no longer statistically 
significant (β = .08, p = .076); gender (β = .04, p = .318) and educational background (β = .03, p = .437) 
remained non-significant. The significant increase in explained variance, together with the positive 
adjusted associations of all three social-support dimensions, supported H1. Accordingly, H1a, H1b, 
and H1c were supported.

Collinearity diagnostics indicated negligible multicollinearity: all variance inflation factor values were 
below 1.40, and all tolerance statistics were greater than 0.73. The Durbin‑Watson statistic for the full 
model was 1.96. 

Table 6 Hierarchical Multiple Regression Associations with ISS Total Scores

Variable Block 1 Block 2 (Full Model)
B SE β t p B SE β t p

Constant 72.35 2.85 – 25.39 <0.001 48.65 4.85 – 10.03 <0.001

Age 0.92 0.31 0.15 2.97 0.003 0.48 0.27 0.08 1.78 0.076

Gender 1.68 0.98 0.08 1.71 0.088 0.85 0.85 0.04 1.00 0.318

Education 
Background

0.81 0.62 0.06 1.31 0.192 0.42 0.54 0.03 0.78 0.437

Subjective 
Support

– – – – – 1.85 0.28 0.22 6.61 <0.001

Objective 
Support

– – – – – 1.12 0.19 0.20 5.89 <0.001

Support 
Utilisation

– – – – – 1.45 0.26 0.19 5.58 <0.001

R² 0.071 0.238

Adjusted R² 0.064 0.226

ΔR² – 0.167

F 9.58*** 19.42***

ΔF – 27.25***

Durbin-Watson – 1.96

Notes: N = 380. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
Collinearity Diagnostics (Block 2): All VIFs < 1.40, Tolerance > 0.73.
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Discussion

This study examined the associations between multidimensional social support and intercultural sensi-
tivity among non-Chinese Malaysian CFL learners. Subjective support, objective support, and support 
utilisation each showed a positive association with intercultural sensitivity after demographic charac-
teristics and the other support dimensions were controlled. The following discussion considers these 
findings in relation to the overall and dimension-specific hypotheses, their relevance to the Malaysian 
CFL context, and their implications, limitations and future research directions.

H1 was supported. After age, gender, and educational background were taken into account, the collec-
tive addition of subjective support, objective support, and support utilisation explained a significant 
additional proportion of variance in intercultural sensitivity. The overall pattern is consistent with 
ecological and relational perspectives that situate intercultural development within individuals’ inter-
actions, networks, and social environments (Arends-Tóth & van de Vijver, 2006; Ward & Geeraert, 
2016). Social support has long been conceptualised as a relational resource relevant to cross-cultural 
adjustment (Adelman, 1988). Subsequent studies have primarily linked it to psychological adjustment, 
communication anxiety, and sociocultural adaptation among internationally mobile students. Bender  
et al.’s (2019) meta-analysis demonstrated a positive association between social support and the psycho-
logical adjustment of international students, while Ng et al. (2017), English et al. (2021), and Shu et al. 
(2020) showed that the sources, perceptions, and characteristics of support networks were differently 
related to cross-cultural experiences and adjustment. Oommen (2014) further connected perceived 
social support with intercultural communication apprehension and conflict-management preferences. 
Although adjustment, communication apprehension, and intercultural sensitivity are conceptually dis-
tinct, these studies establish that individuals’ responses to intercultural situations are embedded in 
social relationships. The present study extends this literature by showing that multidimensional social 
support is also associated with an affective and interactional orientation towards cultural difference.

The findings are also consistent with research more directly connecting relational experiences with 
intercultural sensitivity. Engagement with ethnic diversity and patterns of social contact have been 
associated with intercultural sensitivity in Malaysian, international-student, and internationalised 
classroom settings (Liang & Pho, 2025; Pastena, 2025; Tamam & Krauss, 2017). Research has also 
identified interethnic friendship as a relevant antecedent of intercultural sensitivity among preservice 
teachers (Mlinar et al., 2026). In other contexts, intercultural sensitivity has been associated with 
intergroup contact among students from majority and minority communities (Dolev & Shapira, 2026), 
while structured participation as study-abroad programme buddies has provided qualitative evidence of 
intercultural sensitivity development through sustained interaction (Deacon et al., 2025). These studies 
support the broader proposition that intercultural sensitivity is related to individuals’ opportunities for 
meaningful interaction. However, social contact, interethnic friendship, and social support should not 
be treated as interchangeable. Contact-based studies generally examine the frequency, composition, or 
quality of cross-group interaction, whereas the present study distinguishes perceived support, tangible 
resources, and the active use of available support. The findings therefore add a more differentiated 
account of the relational conditions associated with intercultural sensitivity.

H1a was supported because subjective support retained a significant positive association with intercul-
tural sensitivity after the demographic covariates and the other support dimensions were controlled. 
Among the three dimensions, subjective support had the largest numerical standardised coefficient. 
Learners who perceived greater emotional understanding, interpersonal recognition, and psychologi-
cal support tended to report greater intercultural sensitivity after the other variables were controlled. 
This pattern is consistent with research showing that the meaning and responsiveness of support may 
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be as important as its objective availability. Kim et al. (2008) demonstrated that support seeking and 
support use are culturally situated, while Wu et al. (2021) emphasised the importance of perceived 
responsiveness and cultural fit in supportive interactions. Bender et al. (2019) similarly found that 
perceived social support was particularly relevant to international students’ psychological adjustment. 
In an intercultural learning context, feeling understood and accepted may be associated with greater 
confidence and willingness to engage with cultural difference.

H1b and H1c were also supported. Objective support and support utilisation also showed unique pos-
itive associations with intercultural sensitivity. Objective support represents tangible assistance and 
accessible social resources, whereas support utilisation captures the extent to which individuals seek 
and use those resources. The findings indicate that the availability of support and learners’ engagement 
with it were independently associated with intercultural sensitivity within the present sample. Access 
to teachers, classmates, university activities, cultural information, and language-learning communi-
ties may provide opportunities for learners to encounter alternative perspectives and participate in 
culturally diverse interactions. However, the presence of these resources does not necessarily ensure 
that learners will use them. Research on international students has similarly distinguished between 
the existence, composition, and mobilisation of support networks (Shu et al., 2020). Structured peer 
relationships, such as participation as study-abroad programme buddies, may also provide sustained 
opportunities for intercultural interaction and reflection (Deacon et al., 2025). In CFL education, Ruan 
and Medwell (2020) showed that social networking resources can create opportunities for language 
use and intercultural communication, while patterns of participation vary among learners. The present 
results therefore support the analytical distinction between possessing social resources and actively 
drawing on them.

The Malaysian context is important for interpreting these findings. Much of the existing social-support 
literature concerns students who have relocated internationally and must reconstruct support networks 
while adjusting to an unfamiliar host society (Bender et al., 2019; English et al., 2021; Lee & Ciftci, 
2014; Ng et al., 2017). By contrast, the participants in this study were local learners who encoun-
tered cultural difference through Chinese language education and everyday participation in Malay-
sia’s multilingual and multi-ethnic society. They generally remained embedded in established family, 
peer, community, and institutional networks. Social support in this context is therefore not primarily 
a resource for restoring social stability following international relocation. Its relevance may instead 
lie in providing reassurance, cultural information, opportunities for participation, and encouragement 
to interact across linguistic and cultural boundaries. This interpretation is compatible with emerg-
ing evidence that multicultural classrooms, student activities, and institutional support services form 
part of the environments through which Malaysian university students engage with cultural diversity 
(Trisnawati et al., 2025). The positive associations observed in the present study suggest that the rela-
tionship between social support and intercultural orientations is not confined to internationally mobile 
populations.

Theoretically, the findings extend evidence on the relationship between social support and intercultural 
sensitivity to domestic CFL learners and support examining social support as a multidimensional rela-
tional resource. The unique positive associations of subjective support, objective support, and support 
utilisation indicate that perceived support, tangible resources, and the use of available support each 
contribute statistical information beyond the other dimensions and demographic covariates. This pat-
tern is consistent with relational perspectives that situate intercultural orientations within individuals’ 
interpersonal environments (Chi & Suthers, 2015; Ward & Geeraert, 2016). For practice, the findings 
suggest that CFL educators and university administrators could consider learners’ perceptions of inter-
personal support, access to practical resources, and willingness to seek assistance when reviewing 
support provision.
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Several limitations of this investigation deserve emphasis. First, the cross-sectional design restricts 
interpretation to statistical covariation, and causal or directional conclusions cannot be drawn. Second, 
all outcome and predictor variables rely on self-report questionnaire data, which introduces risks of 
shared-method variance; future work could incorporate multi-source indicators such as behavioural 
observations, peer ratings, or qualitative interviews to triangulate intercultural orientations. Third, 
the sample was recruited via convenience and snowball sampling exclusively from Malaysian public 
research-intensive universities, leading to an over-representation of postgraduate and doctoral-level 
participants. The participants were volunteers who self-selected into elective Chinese-language 
courses, which may imply greater baseline curiosity about Chinese language and culture than among 
university peers who do not enrol in such classes. These selection effects limit external generalisabil-
ity to non-Chinese CFL learners in polytechnics, private colleges, or non-tertiary settings. Fourth, the 
Intercultural Sensitivity Scale measures only affective-attitudinal intercultural sensitivity as a subcom-
ponent of the broader intercultural communicative competence domain; it does not assess real-world 
behavioural performance, factual cultural knowledge, or intercultural communicative competence in 
its entirety. Finally, this study does not include an empirical comparison sample of overseas sojourner 
learners; contrasts between local and migrant learner groups are made only at the conceptual and lit-
erature-review levels.

Future research directions can be derived from these limitations. Longitudinal or cross-lagged study 
designs would help to illuminate the temporal ordering between multidimensional social support 
and intercultural sensitivity. Research using probability-based sampling strategies would improve 
external validity for Malaysian CFL populations. Further enquiry could also incorporate variables not 
measured in the present study, such as actual Chinese-language proficiency, frequency of cross-ethnic 
contact, and the composition of learners’ social networks. Comparative empirical work sampling 
both local domestic foreign-language learners and overseas sojourner learners would enable direct 
quantitative comparisons between these two groups. Mixed-methods approaches combining surveys 
with interviews could deepen understanding of how subjective, objective, and utilised social resources 
operate in everyday intercultural encounters for CFL learners in multicultural Southeast Asian higher-
education contexts.

Conclusion

This study examined the descriptive patterns of social support and intercultural sensitivity among 
non-Chinese Malaysian university students learning Chinese and tested whether multidimensional 
social support was associated with their intercultural sensitivity. A cross-sectional survey was con-
ducted with 380 CFL learners. Social support was operationalised through subjective support, objec-
tive support, and support utilisation, while intercultural sensitivity was measured using the total score 
of Chen and Starosta’s Intercultural Sensitivity Scale. Zero-order correlations and hierarchical mul-
tiple regression were used to examine the associations between the constructs, with age, gender, and 
educational background included as covariates.

The findings showed that all three dimensions of social support were positively associated with 
intercultural sensitivity. Collectively, the social support dimensions explained additional variance in 
intercultural sensitivity beyond the demographic variables, and each dimension retained a significant 
positive association when the other dimensions and covariates were controlled. Subjective support 
had the largest numerical standardised coefficient, while objective support and support utilisation 
also made unique statistical contributions. The study therefore extends research that has primarily 
examined social support in relation to the adjustment of internationally mobile students. It demonstrates 
that social support is also relevant to intercultural sensitivity among local language learners who 
remain embedded in established social networks within a multilingual and multicultural society.  
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By distinguishing perceived support, tangible resources, and the active use of support, the study 
provides a more differentiated understanding of the relational environments associated with intercultural 
sensitivity in CFL education.

These conclusions remain bounded by the cross-sectional, self-report design and the use of conve-
nience and snowball sampling. The results do not establish that social support causes intercultural 
sensitivity, and the Intercultural Sensitivity Scale does not measure intercultural communicative com-
petence or demonstrated communication performance in its entirety. The highly educated composition 
of the sample and the absence of an internationally mobile comparison group also limit the general-
isability and comparative interpretation of the findings. Future research should employ longitudinal, 
experimental, and mixed-method designs, incorporate behavioural or externally assessed indicators 
of intercultural interaction, and recruit learners from more diverse educational backgrounds. Direct 
comparisons between domestic CFL learners and learners studying abroad would further clarify how 
relocation, network stability, support sources, and support utilisation shape the relationship between 
social environments and intercultural sensitivity.
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