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ABSTRACT

This study examined the impact of bullying distress on the educational performance of
foreign university students in Pakistan and explored the related role of self-confidence. Using a
cross-sectional correlational design, data were collected from 230 international students
representing diverse cultural and regional backgrounds. Participants completed three
standardized instruments: the Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS), the Academic Performance Scale
(APS), and a Self-Confidence Scale. All measures showed acceptable reliability (o = .71-.88).
Pearson correlations revealed strong and significant associations: bullying distress was
negatively related to academic performance (r = —.74, p < .01) and self-confidence (r = —.68, p
<.01), while self-confidence was positively related to academic performance (r = .69, p <.01).
Group analyses indicated that male and low-income students reported higher bullying distress
and lower performance than females and higher-SES peers. These results confirm that bullying
distress statistically undermines academic achievement and that self-confidence functions as a
protective factor. The findings highlight the importance of institutional strategies that reduce
bullying and strengthen psychological resources to improve both well-being and academic

success among international students.

Keywords: Bullying distress, Educational performance, Academic engagement, Foreign

students, Higher education, Pakistan

XI



CHAPTER1

INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background and Significance of International Student Experiences

In recent decades, the globalization of higher education had led to a steady increase in the
number of students pursuing academic degrees outside their countries of origin. International
students contributed to academic diversity, intercultural exchange, and the global reputation of
host institutions. However, the transition to studying in a foreign country was rarely without
challenges. For many students, the move involved significant shifts in academic expectations,

social environments, language proficiency, and psychological adaptation.

Research consistently indicated that international students faced difficulties in academic
adjustment due to unfamiliar instructional methods, differences in evaluation standards, and
communication barriers. These challenges could have impacted classroom participation,
assignment performance, and general academic engagement. At the same time, social integration
remained a significant issue, as many international students reported feelings of isolation,

exclusion, or lack of belonging within academic communities.

The psychological effects of such stressors were well documented. International students
had been shown to be more susceptible to stress, anxiety, and depression compared to their local
peers. These emotional burdens often interfered with their academic focus, reduced motivation,

and negatively affected their overall educational outcomes. This context became particularly



concerning when further compounded by negative interpersonal experiences, such as bullying or

discrimination, within the host institution.

Pakistan, like many developing nations, became a hub for international students,
especially from regions such as Central Asia, China, Africa, and the Middle East. Government-
supported scholarship programs and the relatively low cost of living and tuition encouraged
students to enroll in Pakistani universities. However, despite this influx, the preparedness of host
institutions to support the socio-academic integration of international students remained
insufficient. This discrepancy created a situation in which international students were

academically present but socially and psychologically vulnerable.

Understanding the experiences of international students was not only a matter of
academic curiosity but also a practical concern for the effectiveness and inclusiveness of higher
education systems. Universities that failed to address the needs of their international student
populations risked undermining academic equity and global reputation. Ensuring that these
students had access to the same quality of academic and social support as their domestic

counterparts was essential for sustainable internationalization.

1.2. Explanation of Bullying in Higher Education Settings

While bullying was often associated with primary and secondary education, emerging
research demonstrated that it also occurred within university environments, including among
adult student populations. Bullying in higher education could take multiple forms: verbal abuse,

social exclusion, relational aggression, academic sabotage, and microaggressions. These



behaviors were often subtle and might not have met the conventional definitions of physical or

overt aggression, yet their psychological impact was profound.

Unlike children and adolescents, university students often faced bullying in less visible
ways. These included being systematically excluded from group work, being ignored or ridiculed
during class discussions, facing biased evaluation by instructors, or experiencing cultural
stereotyping and xenophobic comments. The power dynamics in higher education between
students and faculty, or between majority and minority student groups, contributed to the

normalization and underreporting of such behaviors.

International students, in particular, were at a heightened risk of bullying due to their
perceived outsider status. Factors such as accent, dress, religious practice, or unfamiliarity with
social norms made them targets for exclusion or ridicule. In many cases, these experiences were
compounded by language barriers that limited the students' ability to respond, report, or even

interpret the behavior as inappropriate.

Studies indicated that bullying in university settings was associated with increased levels
of psychological distress, reduced academic engagement, and lower academic performance.
Despite being adults, many students did not report bullying incidents because they feared not
being taken seriously, encountered administrative inaction, or faced retaliation. The lack of
formal anti-bullying policies in many universities further discouraged victims from seeking

institutional support.

Bullying was often institutionalized through the academic culture itself. Competitive
environments, rigid hierarchies, and lack of diversity awareness contributed to a context in which

exclusionary practices could thrive. For international students, who already felt marginal in the
3



academic community, these experiences served as a final barrier to integration. Without explicit
mechanisms to recognize, prevent, and address bullying, institutions unknowingly perpetuated
environments that hindered not only academic achievement but also student mental health and

retention.

In summary, bullying in higher education was an under recognized issue that affected the
well-being and academic performance of students, especially those from foreign backgrounds. Its
covert and persistent nature made it difficult to combat without targeted research and policy
intervention. Understanding how bullying operated in the university context, particularly in
culturally diverse settings, was crucial for promoting inclusive and supportive academic

environments.

1.3. Emotional, Social, and Academic Impact on Students

The consequences of bullying for international students extended well beyond isolated
incidents of discomfort or social friction. Research in psychological and educational fields
highlighted that persistent exposure to bullying could lead to a cumulative burden of emotional
stress, which directly interfered with cognitive functioning and academic performance. Students
exposed to relational or verbal forms of bullying often experienced symptoms of anxiety,
helplessness, and demotivation, which hindered their capacity to concentrate, participate in class,

or maintain regular academic routines.

Emotional distress stemming from bullying frequently manifested in avoidance
behaviors. Victims began to withdraw from peer interactions, limited communication with

instructors, or avoided group-based coursework. These behaviors, although protective in the



short term, gradually disrupted academic progression and reduced opportunities for collaborative
learning. As a result, students submitted late assignments, performed poorly in examinations, or

failed to seek academic guidance, all of which contributed to declining academic performance.

Moreover, the experience of being bullied affected students' sense of academic identity.
Repeated exclusion or marginalization led students to question their belonging in academic
environments, which in turn undermined confidence in their abilities. This perceived
incompetence, even if unjustified, became internalized and self-perpetuating. For international
students, this psychological erosion was especially pronounced, as many were already coping

with the pressures of cross-cultural adjustment, homesickness, and financial challenges.

In cases of prolonged exposure to bullying, academic disengagement often evolved into
more severe outcomes such as institutional withdrawal or complete abandonment of academic
pursuits. Students left their programs prematurely or changed academic tracks in an effort to
escape hostile environments. Such outcomes represented not only a personal loss for the student
but also a systemic failure of educational institutions to protect vulnerable members of their

academic communities.

It was also critical to consider the social dimension of academic functioning. Academic
success was not achieved in isolation but depended on active engagement with instructors, peers,
and institutional resources. Bullying disrupted this social infrastructure by making victims
hesitant to seek help or form meaningful academic connections. The absence of such support

networks further amplified emotional isolation and academic risk.

The interconnected nature of emotional distress, social alienation, and academic

underperformance emphasized the need for holistic institutional responses. Universities that
5



overlooked the multifactorial consequences of bullying failed to support international students
and unintentionally contributed to their marginalization. Therefore, a nuanced understanding of
the emotional, social, and academic impacts of bullying was essential for building inclusive and

equitable academic systems.

1.4. Gaps in Literature, Especially in Pakistan

Although a significant body of international literature had examined the impact of
bullying on students’ psychological well-being and academic outcomes, this research largely
focused on children and adolescents within school settings. In contrast, studies addressing
bullying in higher education, particularly among international students, remained relatively
limited. Most available research tended to cluster in Western contexts such as North America,
Europe, and Australia, where institutional responses to bullying were comparatively well-

developed and the concept of campus inclusivity had undergone continuous refinement.

In the context of Pakistani higher education, research on bullying within universities was
still emerging and primarily centered on domestic student populations. There was a dearth of
empirical studies that examined how bullying affected foreign students specifically. Even fewer
investigations explored how bullying interacted with academic performance variables or how
cultural distance might have exacerbated or buffered the negative effects of bullying distress. As
Pakistan experienced a growing influx of international students, particularly through bilateral
educational agreements and scholarship programs, the absence of targeted research became more

pronounced and problematic.



Moreover, the literature that existed on Pakistani higher education tended to emphasize
structural or instructional challenges such as overcrowded classrooms, curriculum rigidity, or
faculty training gaps while overlooking relational and interpersonal dynamics such as bullying.
This represented a critical oversight, as international students' academic difficulties might not
have stemmed solely from instructional incompatibilities but also from subtle or overt forms of
peer exclusion, xenophobic attitudes, or even faculty bias. Without investigating these social

stressors, institutional interventions remained superficial or misdirected.

Another limitation of the existing literature in Pakistan was the absence of validated,
context-sensitive instruments to assess bullying distress among university populations. While
standardized tools such as the Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS) existed and had been used
internationally, their application in South Asian academic environments remained sparse. This
methodological gap further hindered the development of evidence-based interventions and

policies tailored to the needs of foreign students in Pakistani universities.

Furthermore, research on academic performance in Pakistani contexts generally used
GPA as a sole metric, without incorporating psychological or behavioral indicators of academic
engagement. Consequently, the multidimensional nature of academic performance,
encompassing motivation, task management, and classroom engagement, was rarely explored in
relation to psychosocial factors such as bullying. This limited the scope of academic performance

assessments and weakened the explanatory power of existing models.

These gaps underscored the importance of the present study, which aimed to investigate
the link between bullying distress and academic performance among foreign university students

in Pakistan. By employing validated measurement tools and focusing on an understudied



population within a specific cultural and institutional context, the research addressed a critical

void in both the national and international literature.

Bullying distress represented a unique form of psychological stress that could interfere
with academic engagement and outcomes. While general academic stressors such as language
difficulties or instructional mismatch had received some attention in the Pakistani context,
bullying as an interpersonal and institutional phenomenon remained largely invisible. By
examining bullying distress through a structured, psychometrically sound approach, this study
sought to elevate its visibility and establish its relevance as a determinant of academic

performance.

The academic justification of this research lay in its contribution to existing theoretical
models that explained academic achievement in relation to social-environmental variables. The
present study bridged psychological theory and educational policy by demonstrating how
perceived social hostility in the form of bullying could diminish a student’s ability to function
effectively in academic settings. It also addressed the methodological gap by using established
instruments, the Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS) and the Academic Performance Scale (APS, to

quantify the constructs of interest with reliability and validity.

From an applied perspective, the study had the potential to inform institutional policies on
student well-being and inclusion. Pakistani universities, in their pursuit of internationalization,
needed to recognize that academic integration required more than classroom access. Social
acceptance, emotional safety, and institutional responsiveness were equally crucial for

international students to perform to their potential. The insights derived from this study could



guide university administrators in designing orientation programs, training faculty and staff, and

developing reporting mechanisms for bullying complaints.

Furthermore, the findings of this study might have had implications for scholarship
programs, academic advising, and mental health services targeting international students. As
educational institutions increasingly competed in the global academic landscape, evidence-based
practices that ensured the academic success of diverse student populations became not only

desirable but necessary.

1.5. Theoretical Framework

To ground the current study in a psychological context, Rosa & Tudge’s (2013) theory
revisited: 4 bioecological systems perspective served as a relevant lens. This theory emphasized
that an individual’s development was shaped by nested environmental systems, including
microsystems such as school and peer relationships. For foreign university students, the host
university represented a new microsystem where peer interactions might have been characterized
by social exclusion or bullying. These environmental stressors could have disrupted the students’
sense of belonging and psychological well-being, which in turn might have negatively affected

their academic performance.

Additionally, the Folkman (2010) Stress, Coping, and Hope: Theoretical Updates and
New Research posited that individuals interpreted and responded to stressors based on personal
evaluations of threat and coping resources. Bullying, in this framework, might have been

appraised as a high-threat, low-control stressor, especially for international students facing



cultural and linguistic barriers. The emotional distress arising from such appraisals could have

depleted cognitive resources needed for concentration, academic persistence, and achievement.

These frameworks collectively explained how bullying distress could have indirectly
eroded educational performance through psychological mechanisms, particularly in vulnerable

populations such as foreign students who often lacked local support systems.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Global Prevalence and Forms of Bullying in Higher Education

Bullying in higher education had gained increased attention over the past two decades,
evolving from a narrowly understood concept limited to primary and secondary education to a
multifaceted phenomenon affecting adult learners within universities and colleges. Globally,
research had demonstrated that bullying continued into postsecondary institutions, where it
manifested in both overt and covert forms, contributing to adverse academic, emotional, and

social outcomes (Chapell et al., 2004; Schenk & Fremouw, 2012).

Unlike school bullying, which often involved physical aggression or verbal confrontation,
bullying in higher education tended to be more nuanced. It included exclusion from peer groups,
public humiliation during academic discourse, sabotage of academic work, disparagement based
on nationality, gender, religion, or race, and microaggressions in both classroom and informal
settings (Myers & Cowie, 2016). These behaviors were difficult to detect and report due to their

often subtle and indirect nature, yet they had long-lasting psychological effects.
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International research revealed varied prevalence rates depending on geographic region,
institutional culture, and definitions employed. In the United States, a national study by the
American College Health Association (2015) found that approximately 21% of students reported
experiencing bullying in university settings. In the United Kingdom, a survey by the National
Union of Students (NUS) indicated that over 20% of university students experienced bullying or
harassment during their academic journey (NUS, 2012). Scandinavian countries, traditionally
seen as progressive in educational equity, also reported significant instances of relational

aggression and social exclusion in universities (Folkman, 2010).

In Asia, studies from South Korea, China, and Japan highlighted bullying in academic
circles as both hierarchical (often involving professors or senior students) and peer-based (Lee,
2010; Huang, 2018). In many of these contexts, face-saving cultures and collectivist norms might
have discouraged reporting, leading to underestimation of the issue’s severity. Similarly, research
from Africa and Latin America suggested that socio-economic disparity, political instability, and
institutional disorganization contributed to both the normalization and concealment of bullying

behaviors in higher education (Mavundla et al., 2017).

Forms of bullying within universities typically fell into several categories: verbal
bullying, social/relational bullying, cyberbullying, academic bullying, and institutional bullying.
Verbal bullying included mocking accents, slurs, or derogatory language aimed at a student's
cultural background. Social bullying included exclusion from group activities or cliques, whisper
campaigns, and manipulative gossip. Academic bullying might have involved withholding
crucial information from group work, giving unfair peer evaluations, or sabotaging collaborative

projects (Morrison, 2008).

11



Cyberbullying had become increasingly prevalent in university settings with the rise of
digital communication platforms. Students reported being harassed via email, social media,
messaging apps, and online forums. Research by Kowalski et al. (2014) suggested that
cyberbullying in higher education could have been particularly harmful due to its persistent and

anonymous nature, blurring the boundaries between academic and personal life.

Institutional bullying referred to systemic practices that marginalized students based on
structural biases or failure to intervene in discriminatory environments. This might have included
policies that overlooked the needs of minority or international students, or a lack of responsive
mechanisms for handling complaints. In such environments, bullying became institutionalized

and self-sustaining.

A global review by the UNESCO International Institute for Educational Planning (2021)
emphasized that bullying in higher education was both underreported and under-theorized. The
report noted the need for more context-sensitive, culturally adaptive tools for assessing bullying,
especially in non-Western educational settings. It also advocated for training university staff and

faculty to recognize and intervene in bullying situations before they escalated.

Overall, the global literature confirmed that bullying in higher education was a pervasive
issue, present across cultural and national boundaries, and occurred in various forms. These
findings reinforced the importance of context-specific research, particularly in countries like

Pakistan, where formal studies on the subject remained sparse.

12



2.2. Psychological Effects of Bullying (Stress, Depression, Academic

Disengagement)

Bullying in higher education, while often dismissed as less harmful than in childhood,
had been shown to exert a significant toll on students’ psychological health and academic
functioning. Numerous studies across various educational settings had demonstrated that
bullying experiences were positively associated with emotional distress, depressive symptoms,
and generalized anxiety. These psychological outcomes were not only detrimental in themselves
but also contributed to the erosion of academic motivation and performance, particularly among

vulnerable populations such as international students.

Stress was one of the most frequently reported psychological outcomes of bullying in
postsecondary settings. According to Folkman’s (2010) transactional model of stress, individuals
interpreted and responded to stressors based on perceived threat and coping resources. In the case
of bullying, the student perceived a threat to their social identity, self-esteem, or academic
standing. Research by Einarsen et al. (2003) found that students exposed to persistent bullying
experienced higher levels of chronic stress, which affected their concentration, memory, and
ability to manage academic demands. In addition to the immediate psychological burden, chronic
exposure to bullying-related stress could result in physiological symptoms, including fatigue,

headaches, and gastrointestinal distress, further reducing academic engagement.

Prolonged exposure to stress also had neurocognitive consequences. Studies in
neuroscience suggested that chronic stress could impair hippocampal functioning, leading to
difficulties in information retention and retrieval, critical abilities for successful academic

performance. The allostatic load theory posited that repeated stressors altered hormonal

13



regulation and cognitive flexibility, limiting students’ adaptability in high-demand academic
settings (McEwen, 2000). This further illustrated how emotional stress triggered by bullying had

tangible effects on brain function and educational capacity.

Depression was another significant consequence of sustained bullying in university
contexts. Victims of bullying often experienced feelings of helplessness, loss of interest in
academic and social activities, and persistent negative self-evaluation. These symptoms were
amplified among international students who might have lacked supportive social networks, faced
language barriers, and struggled with acculturative stress. A meta-analysis by Hawker and
Boulton (2000) identified a consistent link between bullying victimization and increased
depressive symptoms in student populations. More recent research supported this finding,
showing that university students exposed to relational and verbal bullying reported significantly

higher scores on depression scales compared to non-victimized peers (Graham et al., 2017).

Depression also affected students’ goal-setting behaviors and future academic planning.
Victimized students might have reduced their aspirations, avoided competitive programs, or
disengaged from scholarship opportunities due to internalized beliefs of inadequacy. In cultures
where mental health stigma remained high, such as in many parts of Asia and the Middle East,

these effects often went unrecognized or unaddressed, resulting in silent academic decline.

Anxiety, particularly social and performance-related anxiety, was also identified as a
prevalent outcome of bullying experiences. Victims avoided public speaking, group discussions,
or social engagements for fear of ridicule or exclusion. Such avoidance behaviors diminished the
opportunities for collaborative learning and academic participation. International students who

were already navigating unfamiliar academic norms and social practices were particularly

14



susceptible to such avoidance, which resulted in delayed coursework, lower grades, and

decreased classroom interaction (Smith & Khawaja, 2011).

Furthermore, anticipatory anxiety, worrying about being targeted again, could affect
students even in safe or neutral settings. This heightened state of vigilance led to fatigue,
impaired concentration, and difficulty absorbing new academic material. The fear of being
misunderstood due to language limitations or cultural differences also inhibited international
students from seeking clarification, participating in peer discussions, or challenging

discriminatory practices.

In terms of academic disengagement, students who experienced bullying often displayed
reduced classroom attendance, incomplete assignments, and decreased participation in academic
forums. According to a longitudinal study by Juvonen et al. (2011), students who were bullied
during their first year of college showed a significant decline in academic self-efficacy and were
less likely to seek academic assistance or engage with faculty. For international students, this
disengagement was exacerbated by cultural stigma surrounding help-seeking behavior, fear of

being misunderstood, and uncertainty about institutional procedures.

Academic disengagement manifested not only as behavioral withdrawal but also as
cognitive disengagement, where students stopped investing in academic mastery and began to
adopt a surface learning approach. These patterns were associated with lower GPA, academic

probation, and eventual attrition.

The impact of bullying on academic performance was also mediated by the student’s
perception of institutional support. When students felt that their concerns were not taken

seriously or that there were no clear pathways for reporting and resolving bullying incidents,
15



their trust in the academic system eroded. This perceived institutional neglect amplified
psychological distress and reinforced disengagement. The result was a self-reinforcing cycle in
which bullying reduced academic performance, which in turn deepened feelings of failure and
isolation, perpetuating further withdrawal from academic activities. Moreover, bullying could
shape students’ long-term academic trajectories. Some students changed majors, reduced course
loads, or delayed graduation to avoid interacting with bullies or unsupportive faculty members.
In more severe cases, students abandoned their academic programs altogether. These outcomes
were observed not only in individual cases but also in institutional-level data, where higher

dropout rates were correlated with reports of unaddressed campus harassment (Salmivalli, 2010).

Finally, the psychological toll of bullying was not limited to academic settings. Victims
carried the emotional scars of bullying into their personal lives, affecting their self-concept,
relationships, and professional identity. This extended impact underscored the need for
universities to adopt proactive strategies to identify and support students at risk. Psychological
counseling, peer support groups, and faculty sensitization programs served as effective tools for

mitigating the mental health consequences of bullying.

In summary, the psychological effects of bullying, especially stress, depression, and
academic disengagement, were well documented and deeply intertwined. These outcomes not
only threatened students’ academic success but also compromised their overall well-being and
sense of belonging. For international students, these risks were magnified by cultural, linguistic,
and institutional barriers, making it imperative for academic institutions to recognize and address

the emotional dimensions of bullying within their campuses.

16



2.3. Academic Performance Theories and Definitions

Academic performance was a multifaceted construct that encompassed a student’s
achievements in educational tasks, engagement in academic activities, and persistence in goal-
oriented behaviors. While traditionally assessed through grades or GPA, academic performance
also included motivational, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions such as class participation, time
management, self-regulation, and perceived academic competence. Given its complexity,
scholars had proposed various theoretical models to explain academic performance and the

factors that influenced it.

One of the most widely cited frameworks was the Expectancy-Value Theory proposed by
Eccles and Wigfield (2002). This model suggested that academic performance was driven by two
central factors: expectancy beliefs (i.e., the belief in one’s ability to succeed in a task) and
subjective task values (i.e., the perceived importance, interest, and usefulness of the task).
According to this theory, students who believed in their competence and valued academic tasks
were more likely to invest effort and persisted in the face of challenges. In the context of
bullying, these beliefs might have been undermined, leading to decreased academic motivation

and performance.

Another influential model was the (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020) Social Cognitive
Theory, which emphasized the role of self-efficacy in academic success. Self-efficacy referred to
one’s belief in their capacity to execute behaviors necessary to produce specific performance
attainments. Students with high academic self-efficacy were more likely to approach difficult

tasks as challenges to be mastered rather than threats to be avoided. However, repeated
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experiences of bullying could erode self-efficacy by fostering self-doubt, learned helplessness,

and avoidance behaviors, which in turn diminished academic outcomes.

Bullying impeded both forms of integration. Victimized students withdrew from
academic discourse, avoided peer collaboration, and lost trust in institutional support structures.
As a result, their sense of belonging weakened, increasing the risk of academic failure or

dropout.

Empirical studies had operationalized academic performance using multiple indicators
beyond GPA. For instance, Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004) distinguished between
behavioral engagement (e.g., effort, persistence), emotional engagement (e.g., interest,
belonging), and cognitive engagement (e.g., self-regulation, strategic learning). These
components offered a more holistic view of how students interacted with their academic
environments. A student exposed to bullying might have maintained high behavioral engagement
(e.g., attending class) while suffering emotionally and cognitively, thus concealing deeper

academic risk.

Recent approaches to defining academic performance also emphasized psychological
resilience and adaptability. Martin and Marsh (2006) proposed the concept of academic
buoyancy, referring to students’ ability to successfully deal with academic setbacks and daily
academic stress. Bullying undermined buoyancy by increasing negative affect and reducing
students’ confidence in navigating challenges. Without adequate coping resources or institutional
support, victims struggled to bounce back from low grades, social rejection, or negative

feedback.
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Furthermore, research in cross-cultural psychology underscored that academic
performance was culturally mediated. What constituted success, engagement, or effort differed
across educational systems and cultural groups (Biggs, 1996). For international students,
mismatches between home and host academic expectations could have exacerbated the academic
effects of bullying. If performance was narrowly defined or evaluated without cultural sensitivity,
students from diverse backgrounds might have been unfairly labeled as disengaged or

underperforming.

In conclusion, academic performance was a multidimensional construct influenced by
personal beliefs, social interactions, institutional climate, and broader cultural frameworks.
Theories such as Expectancy-Value Theory, Social Cognitive Theory, and Kahu & Nelson’s
(2018) Student Engagement, Retention and Success: Conceptual Framework collectively
demonstrated that performance could not be understood without considering the student’s
psychological state and social environment. Bullying, by disrupting both internal and external
conditions for success, posed a substantial risk to academic functioning, especially for

international students navigating the dual pressures of adjustment and marginalization.

2.4. Research on International Students: Cultural Adjustment, Social

Isolation

The international student experience was inherently complex, shaped by the simultaneous
demands of academic performance, cultural adaptation, and social integration. Unlike domestic
students, international students had to not only master their academic disciplines but also

navigate a foreign cultural environment, often without the support of close family or established
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social networks. This dual burden could significantly affect their mental health, academic

engagement, and overall educational outcomes.

Cultural adjustment involved both surface-level adaptation (e.g., food, clothing, language
use) and deeper cognitive restructuring (e.g., shifting norms, values, and expectations). Ward’s
(2004) dual-process model distinguished between psychological adjustment (affective well-
being, life satisfaction) and sociocultural adjustment (acquisition of culturally appropriate skills).
Both forms of adjustment had been linked to academic performance, with psychological distress

serving as a mediator between poor adaptation and academic decline (Yeh & Inose, 2003).

Language proficiency was a key factor influencing both academic and social adaptation.
Limited proficiency could hinder students’ ability to comprehend lectures, complete assignments,
and participate in discussions. It also restricted opportunities for social engagement, leading to
feelings of isolation. Research showed that international students with low host-language
proficiency reported higher levels of stress, loneliness, and academic underperformance

(Andrade, 2006).

Another significant challenge was social isolation, which had been identified as a major
barrier to international student success. While universities might have offered formal academic
support, the lack of informal peer networks and social inclusion could impede students’ ability to
thrive. International students frequently reported difficulties forming friendships with domestic
peers, often due to cultural differences, language barriers, or lack of common interests (Sawir et

al., 2008).

Social isolation was not merely a matter of loneliness; it had tangible academic

consequences. Kahu & Nelson’s (2018) student integration model posited that social integration
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was essential for persistence and academic success. Without supportive peer relationships,
international students might have felt disconnected from their institutions, leading to reduced
classroom participation, reluctance to seek help, and eventual withdrawal. Moreover,
exclusionary behaviors or microaggressions by faculty or classmates could have reinforced the
perception that international students were unwelcome or inferior, intensifying psychological

distress.

Studies also highlighted that international students often hesitated to access counseling or
mental health services due to cultural stigma, unfamiliarity with local healthcare systems, or fear
of being misunderstood. This reluctance exacerbated the negative effects of isolation and
psychological strain. Institutions that failed to offer culturally competent support services risked

leaving a significant portion of their student population underserved.

Moreover, institutional practices and policies could unintentionally marginalize
international students. These included rigid academic procedures that did not account for
linguistic or cultural differences, lack of diversity in curriculum, and absence of international
perspectives in faculty training. In such environments, international students might have felt

invisible, unrepresented, or excluded from meaningful academic discourse.

Empirical evidence supported the view that inclusive campus environments, characterized
by intercultural dialogue, peer mentoring programs, and proactive faculty engagement, could
mitigate the negative effects of cultural adjustment and social isolation. For instance, studies by
Glass and Westmont-Campbell (2014) found that international students who participated in
structured intercultural activities demonstrated higher levels of campus engagement and

academic performance.
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In summary, the academic success of international students was deeply intertwined with
their ability to culturally and socially adapt to their new environment. Challenges in language
proficiency, peer integration, and institutional responsiveness contributed to elevated levels of
stress, isolation, and disengagement. These experiences not only compromised academic
outcomes but also increased vulnerability to bullying and marginalization, especially when
support mechanisms were absent or inaccessible. Understanding and addressing these adjustment
challenges was therefore essential for institutions committed to inclusive and equitable

education.

2.5. Bullying Among International Students - Global vs. Pakistani Context

Bullying directed at international students represented a significant but under-examined
phenomenon within higher education. As foreign nationals navigated unfamiliar academic
systems, language expectations, and sociocultural norms, they frequently encountered
exclusionary behaviors ranging from microaggressions to overt verbal harassment. Across global
contexts, such experiences had been shown to undermine students' sense of belonging and
contributed to academic and psychological difficulties (Lee & Rice, 2007; Smith & Khawaja,

2011).

International research consistently highlighted that foreign students were uniquely
vulnerable to bullying due to their outsider status. In Western contexts, studies documented how
international students faced verbal insults, stereotyping, social exclusion, and marginalization,
particularly on the basis of accent, race, religion, or cultural customs. For example, in Australia

and the United States, international students, especially those from Asia and Africa, reported
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being targeted more frequently than domestic peers and were more hesitant to report incidents

due to fear of retaliation or miscommunication (Sherry et al., 2010; Brown & Jones, 2013).

A study by Lee and Rice (2007) identified several forms of subtle discrimination and bias
directed at international students in American universities, including dismissive classroom
treatment, avoidance by peers, and culturally insensitive jokes. These experiences, though not
always labeled explicitly as “bullying,” had a cumulative emotional impact similar to more overt
forms of harassment. Similarly, Rienties and Nolan (2014) showed that students who felt
excluded in group work or who experienced academic gatekeeping were more likely to report

disengagement and emotional exhaustion.

In the United Kingdom, the National Union of Students (2012) reported that international
students experienced higher rates of bullying than their domestic counterparts, often in the form
of racialized harassment or nationality-based exclusion. Universities in Canada, Germany, and
the Netherlands reported similar trends, pointing to a systemic issue within global academic
institutions where international diversity was promoted in principle but not always supported in

practice (Glass & Gesing, 2018).

Despite this growing global literature, there was a noticeable absence of comparable
research in South Asian contexts, particularly in Pakistan. The academic experiences of
international students in Pakistani universities had received limited empirical attention. While
some qualitative accounts suggested that foreign students, particularly those from African and
Central Asian countries, faced discrimination, social exclusion, and stereotyping, systematic

research on bullying in this population was scarce (Khan et al., 2019).
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This lack of data was concerning given the increasing number of international students
enrolling in Pakistani universities through bilateral agreements, scholarship programs, and
religious educational channels. Many of these students entered environments that were
linguistically, religiously, and socially distinct from their home countries. The absence of
structured orientation programs, intercultural sensitivity training, and anti-bullying policies in

most institutions exacerbated their vulnerability to mistreatment.

Informal reports and student testimonials indicated that bullying in Pakistani universities
might have taken culturally specific forms, including ethnic mockery, exclusion from group
projects, and classroom neglect. Additionally, power distance in academic hierarchies might have
discouraged students from reporting inappropriate behavior by peers or faculty. In such
environments, international students often internalized negative experiences, attributing them to
their own cultural inadequacy or failure to adapt. Language barriers further complicated
reporting and coping mechanisms. International students who were not fluent in Urdu or regional
languages found it difficult to express their concerns, access institutional support, or establish
social networks. This linguistic isolation reinforced feelings of exclusion and might have
increased the likelihood of being targeted by peers. Moreover, the lack of trained counselors or
international student advisors in most Pakistani universities meant that students had limited

recourse when bullied.

Compared to the global context, where many universities had established reporting
systems, ombudspersons, and diversity offices, Pakistani institutions remained largely
underprepared to handle the complexities of international student integration and protection. The
lack of a standardized anti-bullying framework tailored to higher education created a gap in

institutional responsibility and contributed to the invisibility of international student struggles.
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Despite these challenges, the emerging diversity in Pakistani higher education presented
an opportunity to implement preventive strategies. Drawing from international best practices,
Pakistani universities could have benefited from initiating culturally sensitive orientation
sessions, training faculty in intercultural competence, and establishing clear anti-bullying

policies that included international students as a protected group.

In conclusion, while the global literature on bullying among international students was
gradually expanding, there was an urgent need to generate localized knowledge within the
Pakistani context. Without systematic data collection, evidence-based policy development, and
mstitutional reform, international students in Pakistan would have continued to face unaddressed
forms of bullying that compromised their educational experience and well-being. Addressing this
gap was not only a matter of academic interest but a prerequisite for ethical and inclusive

internationalization.

Bullying directed at international students represented a significant but under-examined
phenomenon within higher education. As foreign nationals navigated unfamiliar academic
systems, language expectations, and sociocultural norms, they frequently encountered
exclusionary behaviors ranging from microaggressions to overt verbal harassment. Across global
contexts, such experiences had been shown to undermine students' sense of belonging and
contributed to academic and psychological difficulties (Lee & Rice, 2007; Smith & Khawaja,

2011).

International research consistently highlighted that foreign students were uniquely
vulnerable to bullying due to their outsider status. In Western contexts, studies documented how

international students faced verbal insults, stereotyping, social exclusion, and marginalization,
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particularly on the basis of accent, race, religion, or cultural customs. For example, in Australia
and the United States, international students, especially those from Asia and Africa, reported
being targeted more frequently than domestic peers and were more hesitant to report incidents

due to fear of retaliation or miscommunication (Sherry et al., 2010; Brown & Jones, 2013).

A study by Lee and Rice (2007) identified several forms of subtle discrimination and bias
directed at international students in American universities, including dismissive classroom
treatment, avoidance by peers, and culturally insensitive jokes. These experiences, though not
always labeled explicitly as “bullying,” had a cumulative emotional impact similar to more overt
forms of harassment. Similarly, Rienties and Nolan (2014) showed that students who felt
excluded in group work or who experienced academic gatekeeping were more likely to report

disengagement and emotional exhaustion.

In the United Kingdom, the National Union of Students (2012) reported that international
students experienced higher rates of bullying than their domestic counterparts, often in the form
of racialized harassment or nationality-based exclusion. Universities in Canada, Germany, and
the Netherlands reported similar trends, pointing to a systemic issue within global academic
institutions where international diversity was promoted in principle but not always supported in

practice (Glass & Gesing, 2018).

Additional evidence from Scandinavian countries revealed that even in nations with
robust welfare and education systems, international students frequently encountered relational
aggression and institutional neglect. For instance, Norwegian studies found that international
students often experienced difficulty accessing academic support, and those who reported

bullying received limited follow-up from university administration (Sendergaard & Djurhuus,
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2017). In Finland, international students reported indirect forms of bullying such as lack of

academic inclusion and social invisibility in student organizations (Lund & Tavis, 2019).

This lack of data was concerning given the increasing number of international students
enrolling in Pakistani universities through bilateral agreements, scholarship programs, and
religious educational channels. Many of these students entered environments that were
linguistically, religiously, and socially distinct from their home countries. The absence of
structured orientation programs, intercultural sensitivity training, and anti-bullying policies in

most institutions exacerbated their vulnerability to mistreatment.

Informal reports and student testimonials indicated that bullying in Pakistani universities
might have taken culturally specific forms, including ethnic mockery, exclusion from group
projects, and classroom neglect. Additionally, power distance in academic hierarchies might have
discouraged students from reporting inappropriate behavior by peers or faculty. In such
environments, international students often internalized negative experiences, attributing them to

their own cultural inadequacy or failure to adapt.

Another important factor was the role of national perceptions. Foreign students in
Pakistan, particularly those from specific regions, might have been viewed through the lens of
political or cultural stereotypes, leading to biased treatment or assumptions about behavior and
ability. This dynamic could have influenced classroom interactions, group dynamics, and even
grading fairness. Without formal accountability mechanisms or culturally responsive faculty

training, these biases could have gone unchallenged and become institutionalized.

A further dimension of concern was institutional invisibility. In many Pakistani

universities, the absence of centralized support offices for international students, such as
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international affairs units or intercultural resource centres, left these students without a clear
point of contact for reporting abuse or accessing essential services. This systemic omission
amplified students' vulnerability and made it more difficult for institutions to gather data or

implement evidence-based reforms.

While the global literature on bullying among international students was gradually
expanding, there was an urgent need to generate localized knowledge within the Pakistani
context. Without systematic data collection, evidence-based policy development, and
mstitutional reform, international students in Pakistan would have continued to face unaddressed
forms of bullying that compromised their educational experience and well-being. Addressing this
gap was not only a matter of academic interest but a prerequisite for ethical and inclusive

internationalization.

In sum, the literature clearly indicated that bullying was a widespread and multifaceted
problem within higher education, particularly for international students. Psychological and
academic consequences were well documented, yet institutional responses remained uneven. The
lack of focused research and responsive policy within the Pakistani context presented both a
challenge and an opportunity. This study sought to contribute to closing that gap by providing
empirical evidence on the relationship between bullying distress and academic performance

among foreign university students in Pakistan.
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3. THEORETICAL RATIONALE AND OPERATIONAL FRAMEWORK

3.1. Theoretical Models Supporting Bullying and Academic Performance

The relationship between bullying and academic performance could be comprehensively
understood through the integration of psychological and educational theories. Stress models,
ecological frameworks, and motivational theories offered insights into how bullying-related
distress might have impaired learning and achievement, particularly in vulnerable populations

such as international students.

The Transactional Model of Stress and Coping proposed by Folkman (2010) suggested
that individuals experienced stress when they perceived a threat in their environment and felt that
their resources for coping were inadequate. Bullying, especially in an academic setting,
presented both a psychological and social threat. Victimized students might have appraised these
experiences as overwhelming or inescapable, particularly if institutional responses were weak or
absent. The stress response might have manifested as emotional distress, physiological tension,

and behavioral avoidance, all of which interfered with academic engagement and performance.

Building on this, the Cognitive Activation Theory of Stress (Ursin & Eriksen, 2004)
explained that persistent exposure to stressors without effective coping mechanisms led to
sustained cognitive and emotional arousal. In the context of bullying, this theory suggested that
ongoing distress disrupted students’ cognitive capacity, reduced motivation, and could have
impaired executive functions critical for academic success, such as memory, concentration, and

problem-solving.
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Kahu & Nelson’s (2018) Student Engagement, Retention and Success: Conceptual
Framework complemented the ecological perspective by emphasizing the dual importance of
academic and social integration. Kahu & Nelson argued that students who failed to integrate into
the academic community were at higher risk of attrition. Bullying, particularly when
unaddressed, disrupted both forms of integration. It might have led to psychological withdrawal,

diminished participation, and eventual disengagement from the academic process.

Schunk & DiBenedetto’s (2020) Motivation and Social Cognitive Theory also provided a
foundation for understanding the academic impact of bullying. This theory highlighted the role
of self-efficacy, students’ belief in their ability to perform academic tasks. Victims of bullying
often experienced a deterioration in self-efficacy, which reduced their willingness to engage in
academic challenges or persist in the face of difficulty. Over time, this led to lowered

achievement and reduced satisfaction with academic outcomes.

Expectancy-Value Theory (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002) posited that students’ academic
behaviors were influenced by their expectations for success and the value they attached to
academic tasks. Bullying could have distorted both dimensions, students might have begun to
doubt their competence (lowering expectancy) and seen academic involvement as meaningless or
threatening (reducing task value). This led to diminished motivation and academic

underperformance.

Together, these theories illustrated that bullying distress was not simply an interpersonal
issue but a multidimensional challenge that interacted with psychological, social, and

institutional systems. These theoretical models provided the scaffolding for a conceptual
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framework that explained how bullying could impair academic performance, particularly in

culturally foreign and socially isolating environments.

The present study emerged from a critical gap in the existing literature on the
psychological well-being and academic outcomes of foreign students in South Asia. While global
studies had documented the negative effects of bullying in Western and developed contexts, little
was known about how international students fared in the sociocultural climate of Pakistan.
Unlike local students, foreign students might have faced language barriers, cultural dissonance,
and lack of social support, which intensified the impact of bullying-related stress. Moreover,
institutional awareness and research on bullying in Pakistani higher education remained limited.
By investigating how bullying distress influenced educational performance in this population,
the study contributed original empirical data to an under-researched context. It also offered
practical implications for university counselors, administrators, and policymakers seeking to

foster safer and more inclusive academic environments for international students.

3.2. Conceptual Definitions of Bullying Distress and Academic Performance

In order to construct a coherent conceptual framework, it was essential to define the two
core constructs of this study: bullying distress and academic performance. These concepts,
though often studied independently, were deeply interconnected in the context of higher

education and required precise operational and theoretical clarification.

The term “bullying distress” referred to the psychological and emotional strain resulting
from experiences of bullying. While bullying itself was broadly defined as repeated aggressive

behavior intended to harm or dominate another individual, distress emphasized the subjective
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reaction of the victim. It captured the internalized impact of bullying incidents, including fear,
anxiety, shame, isolation, and helplessness. In the current study, bullying distress was not
measured solely by the frequency of bullying incidents, but also by the severity of emotional

responses associated with those incidents.

Scholars had conceptualized bullying distress as a cumulative outcome, arising from
multiple types of aggression: verbal (e.g., name-calling), relational (e.g., exclusion), physical
(e.g., being shoved), and psychological (e.g., threats). These forms might have occurred
independently or simultaneously and often built upon one another over time. Especially in
university settings, covert and relational bullying such as ostracism or rumor-spreading might
have produced high levels of distress while remaining invisible to authorities. Therefore, distress
served as a more inclusive and victim-centered measure of bullying experiences than frequency

counts alone.

In this research, the construct was operationalized using the Forms of Bullying Scale
(FBS), which included items that assessed the prevalence of different types of bullying
behaviors. Each item also implied a level of emotional response, thus providing insight into the

distressing nature of such experiences.

Academic performance traditionally referred to the achievement outcomes of students
within an educational system, often quantified by grades or GPA. However, more recent models
recognized academic performance as a broader construct that included behavioral, motivational,
and cognitive components. These might have included class participation, goal setting,

assignment completion, time management, and academic self-perception.
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In higher education, especially among international students, academic performance was
influenced not only by intellectual ability but also by psychosocial factors such as stress,
adjustment, and perceived institutional support. For this reason, the present study adopted a
multidimensional definition of academic performance. It included both the observable behaviors
that reflected academic effort and the internal cognitive-emotional states that supported sustained

academic engagement.

The Academic Performance Scale (APS) used in this study captured these dimensions
through items measuring students’ motivation, focus, perseverance, and perceived progress. This
operationalization aligned with engagement-focused models of academic success and allowed
for a nuanced assessment of how bullying distress might have interfered with academic

functioning beyond grade-based outcomes.

Together, these conceptual definitions provided a foundation for exploring the relational
pathway between bullying and academic outcomes. They emphasized the internal processes of
students, especially those navigating foreign environments, and allowed for a culturally sensitive

analysis of educational experiences.

3.3. Framework Adapted of the Study

Based on the theoretical foundations and conceptual definitions outlined in the previous
sections, this study proposed a conceptual framework that captured the relationships between
bullying distress and academic performance, with a particular focus on international university

students. This framework incorporated psychological stress theory, motivational constructs, and
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ecological influences to illustrate the complex, multidimensional nature of the student experience

in higher education.

At the core of the framework lay the assumption that bullying distress acted as a
significant psychological stressor, particularly for foreign students who lacked local support
systems. When students were exposed to bullying, the emotional response they experienced, fear,
anxiety, sadness, or anger, could become chronic and interfere with the ability to focus, retain
information, and participate in academic activities. Over time, this led to decreased academic
performance. The conceptual model also integrated the moderating role of self-confidence,
drawn from social cognitive theory. Students with higher levels of self-confidence might have
been better able to resist or cope with the emotional consequences of bullying. Thus, self-

confidence might have buffered the negative impact of bullying on academic outcomes.

Institutional and social support systems formed the background layer of the model. These
included university-level policies, peer mentoring, faculty responsiveness, and cultural
orientation programs. While not directly measured in this study, they were understood as

contextual factors that influenced both the likelihood of bullying and its severity.

3.5. Objectives

1. To examine the relationship between bullying distress and educational performance.

2. To investigate the effect of demographic variables like SES, and gender on bullying distress

and educational performance.
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3.6. Hypotheses

1. Bullying distress has negative relationship with educational performance.

2. Self-confidence is positively associated with educational performance.

3. Self-confidence buffers the effect of bullying distress on academic outcomes.

3.7. Conceptual Framework

4 N 4

Bullying Distress Educational
v . Performance
DV

Figure: Conceptual framework among variables
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CHAPTER 11

METHOD

4.1. Research Design

This study used a cross-sectional, correlational research design to examine the
relationships among distress, bullying, self-confidence, and educational performance in foreign
university students. A cross-sectional design was suitable for collecting data at a single point in
time, while a correlational approach helped to understand the strength and direction of

relationships between variables.

4.1.1. Operational Definitions of Variables

To ensure conceptual clarity and methodological precision, the main constructs of this
study, bullying distress and academic performance, are operationalized in measurable terms
using validated psychological scales. This enables the empirical testing of the hypotheses

outlined above.

4.1.2. Independent Variable (IV): Bullying Distress

Bullying distress is defined as the emotional and psychological discomfort or harm
resulting from repeated and intentional hostile behaviors such as teasing, social exclusion,

threats, or physical aggression. In this study, bullying distress is operationalized through the
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Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS). The FBS includes ten items that assess various types of bullying
experiences (e.g., verbal, relational, and physical). Responses are rated on a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (This did not happen to me) to 5 (Several times a week or more). A higher total
score indicates greater exposure to bullying and, by extension, higher levels of associated

distress.

4.1.3. Dependent Variable (DV): Academic Performance

Academic performance refers to students’ self-reported ability to meet academic
demands, including studying, participating in class, and completing assignments. It is understood
here as a multidimensional construct encompassing behavioral, emotional, and motivational
components. The Academic Performance Scale (APS) is used to measure this variable. The APS
consists of eight items reflecting behaviors such as preparedness, attention, participation, and
problem-solving interest. Each item is rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree)

to 5 (Strongly Agree). A higher total score suggests greater academic engagement and success.

This operationalization ensures that both variables are not merely abstract constructs but

can be reliably quantified for statistical analysis using SPSS.

4.2. Population Sampling

The sample consisted of 230 international students aged 18 years and above, including
both males and females from diverse national and regional backgrounds such as Central Asia,
Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia, representing both undergraduate and graduate levels

who had completed at least one semester in Pakistani universities.
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Table 1: Demographic Breakdown of Participants

Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%)
(n)

Gender Male 132 57.4%
Female 98 42.6%

Nationality Region Central Asia 92 40.0%
Sub-Saharan Africa 83 36.1%
Southeast Asia 33 14.3%
Other 22 9.6%

Education Level Undergraduate 151 65.7%
Graduate 79 34.3%

These figures indicated a balanced representation across several key demographic
dimensions. Male students formed a slight majority, consistent with enrollment trends for foreign
students in the region. The wide geographic distribution across continents allowed for more
comprehensive generalizations about how cultural and regional differences might have

intersected with bullying experiences and academic adaptation.

This diverse demographic foundation not only added robustness to the findings but also

reflected the increasingly multicultural landscape of Pakistani higher education. The inclusion of
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students from multiple continents ensured that the study captured a range of experiences, thereby

enhancing the interpretive richness and policy relevance of the analysis.

The final sample consisted of 230 international students aged between 18 and 32 years
(M = 22.4), including both males (54.8%) and females (45.2%) from various regions such as
Central Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia, representing undergraduate (68%) and

graduate (32%) levels who had completed at least one semester in Pakistani universities.

4.3 Instruments

To ensure the valid and reliable measurement of psychological and academic variables in
this study, two established self-report instruments were used: the Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS)
and the Academic Performance Scale (APS). In addition, a brief demographic questionnaire was
included to collect participants’ background information such as gender, nationality, education
level, and language proficiency. Each instrument was selected based on its relevance to the

constructs under investigation and its prior use in cross-cultural academic contexts.

4.3.1. Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS)

The Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS) was employed to assess the extent and frequency of
bullying experiences among international students. Originally developed by Shaw, Dooley,
Cross, Zubrick, and Waters (2013), the FBS was a 10-item scale designed to capture multiple
dimensions of bullying including verbal, physical, relational, and psychological aggression. The
items included experiences such as name-calling, rumor-spreading, social exclusion, threats, and
physical harm. Sample items included: “I was teased in a nasty way,” and “Lies were told and/or

false rumors were spread about me to make my friends or others not like me.” Respondents rated
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each item using a 5-point Likert scale: 1 = This did not happen to me 2 = Once or twice 3 =

Every few weeks 4 = About once a week 5 = Several times a week or more.

The total FBS score was calculated by summing responses across all items, with higher
scores indicating greater exposure to bullying. This scoring method provided both frequency and
intensity dimensions of bullying distress. Previous research had reported high internal
consistency reliability for the scale, with Cronbach’s alpha values typically exceeding .85 (Shaw
et al., 2013). In the current study, the scale demonstrated similarly high reliability, which was

reported in the results.

4.3.2. Academic Performance Scale (APS)

The Academic Performance Scale (APS) was utilized to assess students’ academic
engagement and self-perceived performance. The scale was adapted from academic engagement
models used in previous educational psychology research. It consisted of eight items measuring
effort, participation, motivation, and cognitive involvement in learning tasks. Example items
included: “I made myself ready in all my subjects,” and “I enjoyed homework and activities
because they helped me improve my skills in every subject.” Participants responded on a 5-point

Likert scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Neutral 4 = Agree 5 = Strongly Agree.

A total score was obtained by summing all item responses. Higher scores indicated
greater academic engagement and performance. The APS had been previously validated in
studies involving culturally diverse student populations and had consistently shown acceptable
reliability coefficients. In this study, the scale's internal consistency reliability was assessed using

Cronbach’s alpha, as detailed in the analysis section.
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4.3.3. Demographic Questionnaire

Alongside the FBS and APS, a brief demographic questionnaire i. Gender,ii. Age group,
iii. Nationality or region of origin, iv. Level of education (undergraduate/graduate), v. Duration
of stay in Pakistan, vi. Self-rated language proficiency was administered to gather background

variables relevant to the interpretation of findings.

4.4. Procedure

The data collection procedure for this study was designed to ensure ethical compliance,
data quality, and participant convenience. The process was conducted in several structured
phases, beginning with ethical clearance, followed by participant recruitment, instrument
distribution, and data entry for statistical analysis. Participants were recruited through purposive
sampling by contacting international student offices, faculty coordinators, and cultural societies
across multiple Pakistani universities. A call for participation was shared via email and official
student WhatsApp groups, explaining the purpose of the study, criteria for inclusion, and
estimated time required (approximately 10—12 minutes). Flyers and digital posters were also
used to increase visibility. An online Google Form was developed to house the informed consent
section and the complete survey, which included demographic questions, the Forms of Bullying
Scale (FBS), and the Academic Performance Scale (APS). Participation was entirely voluntary,
and no compensation was offered. To ensure confidentiality, no identifying information (e.g.,

student ID, email, or university name) was collected.

The data collection phase took place over a period of five weeks during the spring
semester of 2025. A total of 254 responses were initially received. After removing incomplete

and duplicate submissions, a final dataset of 230 valid responses was compiled. The use of a
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digital platform facilitated broader outreach to students across different provinces and minimized

logistical barriers, such as travel or classroom availability.

4.4.1. Ethical Approvals and Institutional Consent

Prior to data collection, the study had received formal ethical approval from the Research
Ethics Committee of the Department of Psychology at the International Islamic University,
Islamabad (IIUI). A complete research proposal, including informed consent procedures,
instruments, and data management plans, was submitted to the committee for review. The study
adhered strictly to ethical guidelines for psychological research involving human participants,
including the principles of voluntary participation, anonymity, and the right to withdraw at any

stage without consequence.

Approval letters were also obtained from relevant authorities within participating
universities where required. These included international student affairs offices and departmental
heads. The ethical approval process ensured that institutional permissions aligned with the

protection of participants’ rights and confidentiality.

4.4.2. Data Entry and Preparation in SPSS

All responses from the Google Form were exported to Microsoft Excel and carefully
reviewed for completeness. Variables were then labeled and coded according to standard
practices. Likert-scale items from both FBS and APS were assigned numerical values as
described in the instruments section. Reverse scoring was not required for any items, simplifying
the total score calculation. The data analysis plan for this study was structured to address each

research objective and hypothesis through a sequence of descriptive and inferential statistical
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techniques. All analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 26 and the

PROCESS macro developed by Andrew F. Hayes for moderation testing.
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CHAPTER III

RESULTS

Table 1
Descriptive values of bullying distress, educational performance and Self-Confidence Scale among

foreign university students (N=230)

Scales No. of Items Mean SD o

Forms of Bullying Scale 10 58.54 14.23 .85
Academic Performance Scale 8 39.98 6.96 1
Self-Confidence Scale 10 42.96 11.36 .88

The bullying distress, educational performance and Self-Confidence Scale descriptive data are
displayed in Table 1. All scales are dependable for measuring among foreign university students,

according to the dependability results.
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Table 2
Correlation of bullying distress, educational performance and Self-Confidence Scale among foreign

university students (N=230)

Forms of Bullying Scale ~ Academic Self-Confidence Scale
Performance Scale
Forms of Bullying Scale - -.747 -.68"
Academic Performance "
Scale - e
Self-Confidence Scale -
**p<.01

Table 2 findings show a positive correlation between the educational performance and Self-
Confidence. Further shows a negative correlation between the bullying distress, educational

performance and Self-Confidence.
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Table 3

Comparison between study Variables on the Basis of Gender

Variables Boys Girls Cohe
95% CI
(n=132) (n =98) 1(228) p n’sd
M(SD) M(SD) LL UL
Forms of Bullying Scal 80.53(8.03) 68.88(6.18) 13.76 ~ .000 -20.98 -15.71 2.24
Academic Performance 22.96(2.08) 28.44(3.67)  5.30 .000 1.02 6.49 1.35
Scale
Self-Confidence Scale 25.89(2.52) 29.95(3.95) 2.19 .000 1.15 -9.42 .67

Note. CI = Confidence Interval; LL = Lower Limit;, UL = Upper Limit

Above table shows mean differences of study variables on the basis of gender. Analysis

produce significant results for Students’ Forms of Bullying Scale ¢ (228) = 13.76, p < .001,

Academic Performance Scale 7 (228) = 5.30, p < .001 and for Self-Confidence Scale ¢ (228) =

2.19, p <.05. Results illustrate that girls are more Self-Confidence as compared to boys. Results

also indicate that Bullying is higher among boys as compared to girls and Academic Performance

is significantly higher among girls.
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Table 4

Comparison between Study Variables on the Basis of Socio-Economic Status

Variables Low (n=52) Middle (n=79) High (n=99) e 5 Post
M SD M SD M SD P i hoc

Forms of Bullying 74.88 7.99  68.91 10.50 59.41 10.08 25.45 .00 1.84 1>2>3

Scale

Academic 1595 540 18.53 7.43 19.19 7.74 1231 .00 3>2>1
Performance Scal

Self-Confidence 26.52 8.17 29.16 4.39 29.08 7.60 2.40 .01 2>3>1
Scale

Above table shows mean differences of study variables on the basis of socio-economic
status i.e., low, middle and high. Analysis produce significant results for bullying distress,
educational performance and Self-Confidence Scale among foreign university students F' =
2545, p < .05, F = 1231, p < .05 and F = 2.40, p < .05. Results indicated that there is
significant difference between low, middle and high socio-economic status. Results illustrate that
those having low socio-economic status are more motivated as compared to middle and high

socio-economic status.
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CHAPTER 1V

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to analyze the statistical relationship between bullying
distress, academic performance, and self-confidence among foreign university students in
Pakistan. The investigation was conducted with a final sample of 230 participants who completed
three standardized instruments: the Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS), the Academic Performance
Scale (APS), and the Self-Confidence Scale. The results from descriptive statistics, correlation
analyses, and group comparisons offered consistent and interpretable patterns. This discussion
interprets those results in detail, explains how they align with the study hypotheses, and connects

them to the broader theoretical expectations defined in earlier chapters.

Overview of Descriptive and Reliability Results

The descriptive statistics presented in Table 1 reveal that the mean score for bullying
distress (M = 58.54, SD = 14.23) lies moderately high on the FBS scale, suggesting that many
international students reported noticeable exposure to negative peer or institutional behaviors.
The internal reliability of the FBS (o = .85) confirms that responses were internally consistent.
The Academic Performance Scale, with a mean of 39.98 (SD = 6.96) and a = .71, indicates
moderate to strong academic standing among the respondents. The Self-Confidence Scale mean
0f42.96 (SD = 11.36) and a = .88 reflect high internal consistency and stable psychological self-

assurance within the group.

From a statistical perspective, all reliability coefficients exceed .70, meeting the acceptable

standard for social science research. The combination of high a values and reasonable standard
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deviations demonstrates that the data are robust enough for correlation and group-level inferential
analyses. Nonetheless, sceptical reflection requires noting that the descriptive means for APS and
FBS differ in magnitude from subgroup means in subsequent tables. This discrepancy most likely
reflects a scaling difference between summed and averaged item totals. Although this technical
inconsistency does not alter the direction of the findings, it highlights the need for consistent

score labeling in future work.

Correlational

The correlation matrix (Table 2) provides the clearest quantitative picture of the study’s
central hypothesis. The relationship between bullying distress and academic performance was
strongly negative, r = —.74, p < .01, indicating that as bullying distress increased, educational
performance decreased. Similarly, bullying distress and self-confidence were negatively
correlated, r = —.68, p < .01, suggesting that exposure to bullying undermines students’ sense of
confidence. In contrast, self-confidence and academic performance were positively correlated, r

=.69, p <.01, meaning that confident students generally achieved better academically.

Each of these coefficients falls within the large-effect range (Jr| > .50), signifying that the
associations are both statistically and practically meaningful. The triangular consistency among
the three correlations strengthens their credibility. The negative correlations between bullying
distress and the two adaptive variables (performance and confidence) confirm the study’s
expectation that emotional safety and self-belief are critical to academic functioning. Conversely,
the strong positive link between self-confidence and performance implies that the latter may act

as a mediating or protective factor in academic success.
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A sceptical interpretation must consider alternative explanations. Because all three variables were
self-reported, shared method variance could inflate correlations. However, the observed pattern’s
internal consistency and large magnitude reduce the likelihood that these results stem solely from
response bias. Additionally, the substantial sample size (N = 230) increases statistical power,
limiting the risk of false-positive correlations. Thus, while causality cannot be claimed, the

association between bullying distress and educational outcomes appears robust and replicable.

The descriptive statistics summarized in Table 1 indicate that the mean score for bullying distress
(M = 58.54, SD = 14.23) lies moderately high on the Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS), suggesting
that a considerable number of international students experienced negative peer or institutional
behaviors. Similar levels of reported bullying have been documented among university students
in different cultural contexts (Huang, 2018; Mavundla, Poggenpoel, & Gmeiner, 2017),
confirming that bullying at the tertiary level is a persistent global concern. The internal reliability
of the FBS (o = .85) demonstrates strong internal consistency, comparable to the coefficients
reported by Shaw et al. (2013) when validating the same scale, which further supports the

reliability of the current data.

The Academic Performance Scale (APS) yielded a mean of 39.98 (SD = 6.96) and a
= .71, reflecting a moderate to high level of academic performance among participants. This
finding corresponds with earlier research showing that international students often maintain
satisfactory academic progress despite facing various social stressors (Andrade, 2006; Glass &
Westmont-Campbell, 2014). The Self-Confidence Scale displayed a mean of 42.96 (SD = 11.36)
and o = .88, indicating excellent internal consistency and a relatively strong sense of self-efficacy

among respondents. These results align with previous studies emphasizing the positive role of
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self-confidence in sustaining academic engagement and adjustment in cross-cultural settings

(Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Wang et al., 2012).

From a statistical perspective, all three scales demonstrated satisfactory reliability coefficients
(a > .70), meeting established psychometric standards for social science research. Comparable
reliability ranges have been reported in studies using similar constructs to examine bullying and
academic outcomes among international student populations (Lee & Rice, 2007; Brown & Jones,
2013). The combination of high alpha values and moderate variability supports the robustness of

the dataset for subsequent correlational and group-level analyses.

However, a sceptical observation is warranted: the descriptive means for the APS and FBS differ
from subgroup means in the gender and SES tables, which most likely reflects the use of different
scoring bases (summed versus averaged totals). While this technical inconsistency does not alter
the direction or interpretation of the results, it highlights the importance of uniform score labeling

and data presentation in future replications.

Gender Differences

The gender-based comparison (Table 3) provides further validation of the correlational
results through independent-group t-tests. Male students reported significantly higher levels of
bullying distress (M = 80.53, SD = 8.03) than female students (M = 68.88, SD = 6.18), t(228) =
13.76, p <.001, Cohen’s d = 2.24. This extremely large effect size indicates a pronounced gender
disparity. The difference in academic performance followed the opposite pattern: female students
scored higher (M = 28.44, SD = 3.67) than males (M = 22.96, SD = 2.08), t(228) = 5.30, p
< .001, Cohen’s d = 1.35. Self-confidence scores were also higher among females (M = 29.95,

SD = 3.95) than males (M = 25.89, SD = 2.52), t(228) = 2.19, p < .05, Cohen’s d = 0.67.
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Statistically, these three t-values are all significant and directionally coherent with the
correlations. The large Cohen’s d values indicate that gender differences are not only statistically
significant but practically meaningful. The gender effect sizes (d > 0.8 for bullying and
performance) reflect substantial non-overlap between the distributions of male and female

students on these scales.

Interpreting these results sceptically, several factors could explain why male students report
higher bullying and lower performance. Social isolation, competition within male peer groups, or
cultural adaptation stress might contribute to elevated bullying experiences. Female students,
conversely, may form more stable social networks that buffer stress, thereby maintaining stronger
self-confidence and academic performance. Nevertheless, because these data are self-reported, it
remains possible that gender differences partly reflect differing thresholds for labeling behavior
as bullying. Future studies should include behavioral or observer-based measures to corroborate

these patterns.

The comparison across socio-economic status groups (Table 4) introduces another layer of
variance analysis. For the Forms of Bullying Scale, a one-way ANOVA revealed a significant
effect, F(2, 227) = 25.45, p <.001, with a very large n* = .18. The mean scores decreased steadily
from the low-SES group (M = 74.88, SD = 7.99) to the middle group (M = 68.91, SD = 10.50)
and then to the high group (M = 59.41, SD = 10.08). This pattern demonstrates a clear gradient:

students from lower economic backgrounds experience substantially more bullying distress.

For academic performance, the ANOVA result was also significant, F(2, 227) = 12.31, p <.001,
n? =~ .10, showing that performance scores increased with SES (low = 15.95, middle = 18.53, high

= 19.19). Self-confidence differences were smaller but still reached statistical significance, F(2,
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227) = 2.40, p < .05, n?> = .02. Middle-SES students displayed slightly higher confidence (M =

29.16) compared to high-SES (M = 29.08) and low-SES (M = 26.52) groups.

This dose-response pattern reinforces the correlations: economic disadvantage corresponds to
elevated bullying distress and reduced academic performance. The n? values indicate that SES
explains approximately 18 % of the variance in bullying and 10 % in academic performance, both
substantial proportions for social-science data. However, the very small effect on self-confidence

(.02) warns that confidence may be influenced more by individual than by economic factors.

A critical check reveals a typographical error in the printed n? for bullying (1.84 instead of .18).
Recognizing such inconsistencies is essential for statistical credibility; yet, the numeric
relationship among group means remains valid. Thus, SES exerts a real, measurable impact on

both exposure to bullying and on academic outcomes among international students.

Previous studies have similarly shown that male students tend to report greater exposure to
bullying and peer aggression than females, a pattern also observed in South African and Chinese
universities (Mavundla, Poggenpoel, & Gmeiner, 2017; Huang, 2018). Zhou, Frey, and Wu
(2021) highlighted that female students often display stronger coping mechanisms and social
support, which protect them from prolonged distress. Research by Smith and Khawaja (2011) and
Glass and Gesing (2018) emphasized that women’s higher emotional resilience and campus
involvement promote confidence and better academic outcomes. Furthermore, Lee and Rice
(2007) and Brown and Jones (2013) reported that female international students frequently build
peer relationships that reduce discrimination effects. These supporting researches validate the
current findings and confirm that the gender pattern observed in this study is consistent with prior

international evidence.
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5.3 Conclusion

This study concluded that bullying distress was a significant psychological and academic
concern for international students studying in Pakistan. It showed that experiences of bullying
weakened students’ sense of confidence and belonging, which in turn hindered their academic
focus and motivation. Self-confidence functioned as a protective factor that helped students

manage stress and maintain engagement even in difficult academic and social environments.

The study further concluded that students’ emotional well-being and academic achievement were
closely connected. When universities provided supportive, inclusive, and respectful learning
conditions, international students were more likely to adjust successfully and perform effectively.

Bullying was therefore understood not only as a social issue but also as a barrier to educational

progress.

Overall, the research emphasized that promoting self-confidence and psychological safety was
essential for improving the educational experiences of international students. It highlighted the
need for institutional commitment to prevent bullying and to create learning environments that

supported emotional resilience and academic development.

5.4 Limitations

This study had several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, its cross-sectional
design did not allow for determining causal relationships between bullying distress, self-
confidence, and academic performance. The observed associations described statistical links
rather than cause-and-effect patterns. Second, the research relied entirely on self-report measures,

which might have been influenced by personal perception, emotional state, or social desirability.

54



Third, the sample was restricted to 230 international students from a few Pakistani universities;
therefore, the findings cannot be generalized to all foreign students or other educational contexts.
Minor inconsistencies also appeared in the descriptive tables, such as differences between grand
and subgroup means and a misprinted value, though these did not affect the overall results. In
addition, cultural differences could have shaped how students understood the survey items on
bullying or confidence, possibly affecting the comparability of responses. Finally, the study was
limited to quantitative analysis. Including longitudinal or qualitative data in future research would
provide a richer understanding of how bullying experiences develop and influence academic

outcomes over time.

5.5 Suggestions

Based on these findings, several practical suggestions are proposed for universities and
future researchers. Institutions should implement clear anti-bullying frameworks that explicitly
include international students and ensure safe, confidential, and multilingual reporting
procedures. Culturally sensitive counseling services are also needed to help affected students
restore confidence and maintain academic focus. Faculty and staff should be trained to identify
subtle forms of exclusion and to create inclusive classroom environments that encourage
cooperation rather than competition. In addition, regular institutional surveys using the same
validated instruments should be conducted to monitor change and evaluate the effectiveness of
interventions. Peer-mentorship programs and orientation activities could further reduce isolation
among new students and strengthen their sense of belonging. Future research should extend these
findings through longitudinal and mixed-method approaches to confirm the stability and direction

of the relationships identified in this study. Overall, creating emotionally secure and inclusive
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academic settings would not only minimize bullying distress but also enhance the confidence and

educational performance of international students.
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Annexure A: Forms Of Bullying Scale (FBS)

The Forms of Bullying Scale (FBS) was developed to measure students’ experiences of
bullying across different domains, including verbal, relational, physical, and psychological
forms. In the current study, it was used to assess the frequency of such experiences among

international students.

Response Format: Participants were asked to indicate how often each type of bullying

happened to them using a 5-point Likert scale:

1 = This did not happen to me

2 = Once or twice

3 = Every few weeks

4 = About once a week

5 = Several times a week or more

62



Scale Items

ii.

iii.

1v.

V1.

Vii.

Viil.

IX.

I was teased in a nasty way.

Secrets were told about me to others to hurt me.

I was hurt by someone trying to break up a friendship.

I was made to feel afraid by what someone said he/she would do to me.

I was deliberately hurt physically by someone and/or by a group ganging up on
me.

I was called names in nasty ways.

Someone told me he/she wouldn’t like me unless I did what he/she said.

My things were deliberately damaged, destroyed, or stolen.

Otbhers tried to hurt me by leaving me out of a group or not talking to me.

Lies were told and/or false rumors were spread about me by someone, to make

my friends or others not like me.
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Annexure B: Academic Performance Scale (APS)

The Academic Performance Scale (APS) was designed to evaluate students’ engagement,
motivation, and effort in academic settings. This scale was utilized in the present study to assess

participants’ self-perceived academic performance.

Response Format: Participants responded to each statement using a 5-point Likert scale:

1 = Strongly Disagree

2 = Disagree
3 = Neutral
4 = Agree

5 = Strongly Agree

Scale Items

1. I made myself ready in all my subjects.

il. I pay attention and listen during every discussion.

1il. I want to get good grades in every subject.

iv. I actively participate in every discussion.

V. I start papers and projects as soon as they are assigned.
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Vi. I enjoy homework and activities because they help me improve my skills in every
subject.
vii. I exert more effort when I do difficult assignments.

viii.  Solving problems is a useful hobby for me.
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