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Abstract 

 

Globally the high prevalence of psychological distress among university students is concerning. Two factors 

associated with low psychological distress among university students are adaptive coping strategies and 

campus connectedness. The current study examines the cross-cultural differences among university students 

across three countries, Australia, United States of America and Hong Kong in the utilization of academic coping 

strategies, levels of campus connectedness and psychological distress. Cross-cultural differences were 

examined using the theory of cultural orientations; individualism and collectivism. Participants consisted of 

217 university students.  The results indicated no significant differences between the countries on individualism 

or collectivism or on the reported use of academic coping strategies and levels of campus connectedness. Lower 

use of avoidance coping and higher levels of campus connectedness predicted significantly lower psychological 

distress for university students in all countries. The implications of the results are discussed along with 

limitations and future directions.  

 

Key words: psychological distress; coping; campus connectedness; cross-cultural differences 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Recent research suggests that university students compared to the general community are at significantly greater 

risk of mental health concerns (Stallman, 2010). The presence of academic demands, work commitments, 

financial concerns and adjustments to new living arrangements and social environments are associated with 

psychological distress among university students globally (Gall, Evans, & Bellerose, 2000; Hunt & Eisenberg, 

2010; Wong, Cheung, Chang, & Tang, 2006). Two key factors associated with reduced psychological distress 

in university students are adaptive coping strategies and social connectedness between peers (Hawkley & 

Cacioppo, 2009; Park & Adler, 2003; Struthers, Perry, & Menec, 2000). Research suggests the differences in 

coping strategies and social connectedness between Eastern and Western cultures can be explained by the 

individual orientation of the university students in the West and collective orientation of university students in 

the East (Chun, Moos, & Cronkite, 2006; Dykstra, 2009). Although these factors are shown to be important in 

the university context, no study to date has examined the cross-cultural differences in the use of coping strategies 

and levels of social connectedness associated with individualism and collectivism. Therefore, this study 
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conducted such an investigation with university students from Australia, the United States of America (USA) 

and Hong Kong.  

 

1.1. Individualism and Collectivism 

 

The evidence for cross-cultural differences in the use of coping strategies and levels of social connectedness is 

grounded in the theory of cultural orientations (Triandis, 1995). Culture, which is defined as communal values, 

beliefs and ideas resulting from collective past experiences, can significantly influence an individual’s view of 

themselves, behaviour and attitudes. Triandis (1995) identified two primary cultural orientations: individualism 

and collectivism. Individualism focuses on autonomy and prioritising the self, whereas collectivism focuses on 

the needs of the group and places those above the needs of the self (Triandis, 1995). Western countries tend to 

uphold individual orientations, whereas Eastern countries tend to uphold collective orientations (Triandis, 

1995). For example, USA university students compared to Asian university students report significantly higher 

levels of individualism (Chiou, 2010; Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002), whilst Hong Kong university 

students compared to USA university students report significantly higher levels of collectivism (Hwang, 

Francesco, & Kessler, 2003; Oyserman et al., 2002). Furthermore, compared to Asian university students, 

Australian university students report significantly higher levels of individualism and lower levels of 

collectivism (Noordin & Jusoff, 2010; Teoh, Serang, & Lim, 1999). The degree of individualism or collectivism 

adopted by university students influences how students engage in social interactions and the strategies adopted 

to cope with stress (Lykes & Kemmelmeier, 2013; Yeh, Arora, & Wu, 2006). Based on this theory of cultural 

orientations, it is expected that in the present study Australian and USA university students will report similar 

experiences of coping, connectedness and the relationship to psychological distress. Predicted differences are 

expected to occur between Hong Kong university students and Australian and USA university students.  

 

1.2.  Academic Coping Strategies Across Cultures 

 

Coping is broadly defined as the process used by individuals to manage internal and external demands and 

stressors (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The choice of strategies that university students’ choose to deal with 

stressors is important as coping responses have been found to predict variability in psychological responses 

(e.g., distress) to stressful situations (Chang, 2001). Sullivan (2010) identified three distinct coping strategies 

used by university students in response to academic stressors; approach, avoidance and seeking support and 

refers to these as academic coping strategies. Approach coping refers to active and direct attempts to manage 

or fix the problem; avoidance coping refers to behavioural or cognitive avoidance, disengagement and 

distraction from the problem; while seeking support coping which can be either emotional or instrumental by 

seeking support from family, friends and other students (Sullivan, 2010). The coping strategy of seeking support 

from others is distinct from the concept of perceived social support, which relates to an individual’s perception 

of available support rather than the active seeking of it (Wethington & Kesller, 1986). Cultural beliefs and 

values inherently affect the ways in which situational stressors are perceived and the coping strategies an 

individual uses to address these stressors. The theory of individualism and collectivism postulates that 

individuals high in collectivism are less inclined to disrupt group harmony and draw attention to themselves in 

order to seek help or vent emotions (Feng & Burleson, 2006). Therefore, according to the theory of 

individualism and collectivism depending on the cultural setting, certain coping strategies may be more or less 

appropriate than others (Chun et al., 2006).  For example, individuals from cultures high in individualism tend 

to use approach strategies because they prefer to exercise control over the external environment. Whereas, 

individuals from cultures high in collectivism are more likely to use avoidance coping strategies to regulate 

their emotions and exercise secondary control over the problem by changing their thoughts or perceptions (Chun 



International Journal for Innovation Education and Research           Vol.3-2, 2015 

International Educative Research Foundation and Publisher © 2015           pg. 116 

et al., 2006; Kuo, 2011).  Evidence from research with university students supports this notion with university 

students of Asian descent compared to Caucasian students are less likely to seek support from others as a means 

of coping (Chang, 2001; Feng & Burleson, 2006; Taylor et al., 2004). The present study extends previous 

research by comparing coping strategies used by students living in Australia, USA and Hong Kong, whilst also 

examining levels of individualism and collectivism.  

 

1.3. Campus Connectedness across Cultures 

 

Social connectedness defined as an individual’s experience of interpersonal closeness and belonging within 

their social network is associated with improved mental health and well-being (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; 

Lee & Robbins, 1995). Understanding the influence of social connectedness in an academic context in relation 

to university students’ mental well-being is important. Campus connectedness is the specific aspect of social 

connectedness relating to students’ connectedness and feelings of belonging with their peers at university (Lee 

et al., 2002). Research into the phenomenon of campus connectedness among university students in USA found 

that high levels of campus connectedness was associated with a lower experience of stress (Lee et al., 2002). 

As no research to date has examined cross-cultural differences in campus connectedness among university 

students, the present study addresses this gap by comparing levels of campus connectedness between university 

students in Australia, USA and Hong Kong.  

 

1.4. Academic Coping Strategies, Campus Connectedness and their Relationship to Psychological 

Distress  

 

The prevalence of psychological distress in university samples highlights the importance of identifying and 

understanding adaptive behaviours which prevents and reduces such distress. In line with previous research, the 

present study measured psychological distress as the cumulative experience of depression, anxiety and stress 

(Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; Stallman, 2010; Wong et al., 2006). Coping has been defined as the cognitive and 

behavioral approaches used to manage stressful life events and is related to mental health outcomes (Chang, 

2001). Research has suggested that some coping strategies are more effective than others in reducing 

psychological distress. For example, Park and Adler (2003) found that higher avoidance coping predicted 

significantly lower psychological wellbeing, and approach coping predicted significantly higher psychological 

wellbeing. Research into seeking support as a coping strategy amongst USA university students (N = 64) found 

that seeking support coping resulted in significantly reduced negative psychological symptoms (Compas, 

Wagner, Slavin, & Vannatta, 1986).  

Coping strategies, which are identified as adaptive amongst cultures high in individualism, are not necessarily 

adaptive in cultures high in collectivism (Kuo, 2011). Only a few studies have investigated cross-cultural 

differences in the relationship between coping strategies and mental health. For example, Chang (1996) 

examined the use of approach coping amongst Caucasian and Asian American university students (N = 674) 

and found that approach coping was significantly negatively related to pessimism for Caucasian students, and 

positively related to pessimism for Asian American students. Levels of pessimism were found to significantly 

predict depressive symptoms for all students, suggesting that approach coping was more adaptive for Caucasian 

students compared to Asian students. Similarly, in a subsequent study, Chang (2001) measured differences in 

the relationship between coping strategies and psychological adjustment (N = 94) among university students.  

The results indicated that Asian American students’ use of avoidance coping did not result in significantly 

increased depression or decreased life satisfaction, whereas, Caucasian students using avoidance coping 

reported significant increased depression and decreased life satisfaction.  
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Whilst there are differences in levels of social connectedness between countries, it appears that high levels of 

social connectedness are adaptive for both individualist and collectivist countries. Roberts and Burleson’s 

(2013) study examined differences in social connectedness between a sample of Caucasian and Hispanic female 

USA university students (N = 316). Caucasian students reported high in individualism and Hispanic students 

reported high in collectivism. The results found that lower levels of social connectedness predicted higher levels 

of depression and anxiety for both Caucasian and Hispanic participants (Roberts & Burleson, 2013). Lee et al. 

(2002) found that higher levels of campus connectedness predicted lower levels of perceived stress for male 

and female university students in USA. Lee et al. (2002) assessed the impact of independent versus 

interdependent self-construals on the relationship between campus connectedness and perceived stress. These 

self-construals can be seen to reflect individualistic versus collectivistic cultural orientations. The results found 

that the impact of campus connectedness on perceived stress was stronger for university students with an 

interdependent self-construal compared to those with an independent self-construal (Lee et al., 2002). Therefore 

it could be suggested that the effect of campus connectedness on psychological distress would be stronger for 

Hong Kong compared to Australian and USA university students, due to their expected elevated levels of 

collectivism.  

 

1.5. Hypotheses 

 

The present study aimed to increase our knowledge address limitations of previous research, which conducted 

cross-cultural comparisons of students within a single country. No study to date has measured cross-cultural 

differences in the effects of academic coping strategies and campus connectedness on psychological distress 

within the individualism and collectivism framework. It was predicted that:  

H1. Australian and USA university students compared to Hong Kong university students would report 

significantly higher individualism and significantly lower collectivism.  

H2. Australian and USA university students compared to Hong Kong university students would report 

significantly higher use of approach and support seeking coping strategies and campus connectedness and 

significantly lower use of avoidance coping.  

H3. Across all universities, higher levels of avoidance coping and lower levels of approach coping, seeking 

support coping and campus connectedness would predict significantly higher psychological distress.  

H4. Country (Hong Kong compared to Australia and USA combined) would moderate the effects of academic 

coping strategies and campus connectedness on psychological distress. More specifically:  

1. Avoidance coping was expected to be more maladaptive (predict a greater increase in psychological distress) 

for Australian and USA university students compared to Hong Kong university students.  

2. Approach and seeking support coping were expected to be more adaptive (predict a greater decrease in 

psychological distress) for Australian and USA university students compared to Hong Kong university students.  

3. Campus connectedness was expected to be more predictive of psychological distress (predict a stronger 

negative association) for Hong Kong university students compared to Australian and USA university students.  

 

2. Method 

 

2.1. Participants 

 

A total of 217 university students aged 18 to 59 (M = 22.26, SD = .39) participated in the current study, 86 Bond 

University students, 63 University of Hong Kong students and 68 University of Florida students. Inclusion 

criteria required participants to be aged 18 years and over and students who identified with a nationality other 
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than the country where the survey was completed and exclusion criteria of international students at the 

respective universities. All participants in the current study were fluent in English, therefore the survey was 

presented to all three universities in English to increase internal validity of the study. 

 

2.2. Measures 

 

2.2.1. Cultural Orientation Scale (COS; Triandis, & Gelfand, 1998). The COS is a 16-item self-report scale 

designed to measure the constructs of individualism and collectivism. Scores are obtained by summing the items 

for each subscale with higher scores indicating higher agreement with the cultural orientation. 

 

2.2.2. Academic Coping Strategies Scale (ACSS; Sullivan, 2010). The ACSS is a 34-item self-report scale 

measuring three coping strategy subscales; approach, avoidance and seeking support. A total score for each 

subscale is calculated by summing each of the items, with higher scores indicating greater use of the coping 

strategy. 

 

2.2.3. Campus Connectedness Scale (CCS: Lee, Keough, & Sexton, 2002). The CCS is a 14-item self-report 

scale designed to measure the degree of social connectedness experienced by individuals within a university 

context. Higher scores indicate higher levels of campus connectedness. 

 

2.2.4. Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). The DASS is a 21-item self-

report scale designed to measure the negative affective states of depression, anxiety and stress. A total score for 

the DASS was used in the present study to refer to psychological distress, with higher scores indicating greater 

distress.  

 

3. Results 

 

The data was cleaned prior to running the main analysis. The statistical assumptions were met and the internal 

consistency of the scales was adequate for each country’s sample and overall. Means and standard deviations 

for each variable are presented in Table 1. Due to the nature of the international sample, the psychometric 

properties of the scales used in the present study have not been tested in each respective country. Therefore, 

reliability analyses were conducted to demonstrate the internal consistency of the scales in each country’s 

sample and overall. Cronbach’s alpha for each scale ranged from .70 to .94, well exceeded the recommended 

value of .40 by Tabacknick and Fidell (2013). This suggests that internal consistency was adequate both within 

each country and across the sample. 

 

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics for Independent and Dependent Variables Across Countries. 

  

Variable Australia 

(n = 86) 

USA 

(n = 68) 

Hong Kong 

(n = 63) 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Individualism 46.71 (8.75) 47.22 (7.43) 48.60 (8.15) 

Collectivism 52.28 (9.25) 50.63 (9.34) 50.67 (7.23) 

Approach 57.51 (8.43) 57.84 (8.66) 56.33 (7.50) 

Avoidance 27.22 (7.83) 27.68 (6.48) 28.24 (5.91) 
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Seeking Support 26.74 (5.26) 26.82 (6.69) 27.48 (5.56) 

CC 61.80 (13.83) 62.56 (15.57) 58.52 (11.55) 

N = 217. CC = Campus Connectedness. 

 

A one-way between-groups multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to determine whether 

there were any differences in cultural orientations between the countries. Contrary to the hypothesis, the 

multivariate analysis revealed no significant main effect of country on individualism and collectivism, F(4, 426) 

= 1.322, p = .261, indicating that there were no differences between Australia, USA and Hong Kong students 

on individualism or collectivism. A second one-way between-groups MANOVA was conducted to determine 

whether there were any differences in the use of academic coping strategies and reported levels of campus 

connectedness between the countries. Contrary to the second hypothesis, the multivariate analysis revealed no 

significant main effect of country on academic coping strategies and campus connectedness, F(10, 420) = 1.316, 

p = .219 suggesting that they were equal across the countries. 

A moderated hierarchical regression was conducted to determine the predictive weights of each academic 

coping strategy and campus connectedness on psychological distress. The continuous predictors were centered 

and entered in the regression in step one. The regression revealed that the academic coping strategies and 

campus connectedness in combination were significant predictors of psychological distress, F(4, 212) = 24.211, 

p < .001 and accounted for approximately 31% of variance. As predicted, higher scores on avoidance coping 

predicted significantly higher scores on psychological distress and higher scores on campus connectedness 

predicted significantly lower scores on psychological distress. Contrary to the hypothesis, approach coping and 

seeking support coping did not have a unique contribution to psychological distress. Country differences were 

predicted between Hong Kong and the other two countries therefore country was dummy coded as Hong Kong 

= 1 and Australia and USA = 0. Country was added into the regression in step two, F(5, 211) = 19.360, p < .001 

however the addition of country did not predict psychological distress over and above the effects of academic 

coping and campus connectedness,  

ΔF(1, 211) = .284, p = .595.  Interaction terms between country and each of the centered predictors; approach 

coping, avoidance coping, seeking support coping and campus connectedness, were entered into the regression 

in step three to determine whether the predictors’ effects on psychological distress differed between Hong Kong 

and the other two countries. The overall regression remained significant after the addition of the interaction 

terms in step three, F(9, 207) = 10.754, p < .001, however the interactions did not have a unique contribution 

to psychological distress, ΔF(4, 207) = .311, p = .870. Contrary to the hypothesis, the results suggest that the 

effects of the academic coping strategies and campus connectedness on psychological distress were the same 

for university students in Hong Kong compared to Australia and USA. Table 2 displays the unstandardised and 

standardised coefficients from step three of the regression.  

 

Table 2. Hierarchical Regression Coefficients Predicting Psychological Distress. 

 R Adjusted R2 ∆R2 B SEB β 

  .56*** .29 .00    

 (Constant)    22.12*** 2.66  

Approach    .08 .20 .04 

Avoidance    .78*** .21 .28 

Seeking Support    .45 .27 .14 

Campus Connectedness    -.58*** .10 -.42 

Country    -1.83 5.72 -.04 
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Country x Approach    -.29 .40 -.06 

Country x Avoidance    -.19 .47 -.03 

Country x Seeking Support    .29 .54 .08 

Country x Campus Connectedness    -.17 .24 -.06 

N = 217. * p <  .05. ** p <  .01.  *** p <  .001. 

Due to this unexpected similarities in cultural orientations between the counties, a follow up analysis was 

conducted to determine whether individualism or collectivism interacted with the effects of the academic coping 

strategies and campus connectedness on psychological distress across all three counties. This would reveal 

whether individualist or collectivist orientations impacted on the adaptiveness of academic coping strategies 

and campus connectedness across the sample. Based on the theory of cultural orientations, it was expected that 

for individuals high in collectivism compared to low in collectivism, greater use of approach and seeking 

support coping strategies would result in greater psychological distress, greater use of avoidance coping would 

result in decreased psychological distress and campus connectedness would have a stronger negative 

relationship with psychological distress. The opposite was predicted for individuals high in individualism 

compared to low in individualism. A follow up hierarchical regression was conducted which included the 

academic coping strategies and campus connectedness as predictors of psychological distress in step one. 

Individualism and collectivism were centered and entered as continuous predictors into the regression in step 

two, F(6, 210) = 16.646, p < .001. Individualism and collectivism in combination did not have a unique 

contribute to psychological distress ΔF(2, 210) = 1.354, p = .260. Interaction terms were created between each 

of the coping strategies and campus connectedness and both individualism and collectivism. The interactive 

effects of individualism were assessed in step three of the regression, F(10, 206) = 10.002, p < .001, and revealed 

no significant interaction between the predictors and individualism, ΔF(4, 06) = .347, p = .846. The interactive 

effects of collectivism were assessed in step four of the regression, F(14, 202) = 7.222, p < .001, and revealed 

no significant interaction for any of the predictors with collectivism, ΔF(4, 202) = .509, p = .729. Contrary to 

expectations, across all countries, neither individualist nor collectivist cultural orientations appeared to affect 

the relationship between the coping strategies and psychological distress. Table 3 displays the unstandardised 

and standardised coefficients from step four of the regression. 

 

Table 3. Hierarchical Regression Coefficients Predicting Psychological Distress. 

 R Adjusted R2 ∆R2 B SEB β 

 

 

 .58*** .29 .01    

(Constant)    20.33*** 2.62  

Approach    -.06 .19 -.02 

Avoidance    -.59*** .10 -.43 

Seeking Support    .71 .20 .26 

Campus Connectedness    .67*** .25 .20 

Individualism    .17 .27 .07 

Collectivism    .16 .24 .07 

Individualism x Approach    -.01 .02 -.05 

Individualism x Avoidance    -.02 .02 -.07 

Individualism x Seek Support    .01 .03 .03 

Individualism x Campus 

Connectedness 
   -.00 .01 -.02 

 Collectivism x Approach    .01 .02 .02 

 Collectivism x Avoidance    .02 .02 .08 
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 Collectivism x Seek Support    -.03 .03 -.14 

 
Collectivism x Campus 

Connectedness 
   .01 .01 .10 

N = 217. * p <  .05. ** p <  .01.  *** p <  .001. 

4. Discussion 

 

The present study aimed to increase the understanding of cross-cultural differences in academic coping 

strategies and campus connectedness and their effects on psychological distress in university students. 

Individualism and collectivism were measured to determine whether cross-cultural differences could be 

attributed to differences in cultural orientations. Hypothesis one predicting that Hong Kong university students 

compared to Australian and USA university students would report higher levels of collectivism and lower levels 

of individualism was not supported. This finding conflicts previous research which found USA and Australian 

university students to be higher in individualism and lower in collectivism compared to Hong Kong university 

students (Noordin & Jusoff, 2010; Oyserman et al., 2002). A potential explanation for this finding could be due 

to the measure of individualism and collectivism. The individualism subscale of the COS in the present study 

has been shown to have a significant positive correlation with measures of competitiveness and several of the 

items appear competitive in nature, for example ‘winning is everything’ and ‘it is important that I do my job 

better than others’ (Oyserman et al., 2002). Further, the collectivism subscale of the COS appears to reflect 

values of cooperation, for example, ‘I feel good when I cooperate with others’ (Triandis & Gelfand, 1998). 

Research has demonstrated differences between Chinese and USA university students on academic values of 

competitiveness and cooperation therefore it is plausible that the results reflect cross-cultural differences in 

academic values rather than cultural orientation (Tang, 1999). Further, Chinese university students are under a 

lot of pressure to obtain good grades and compete with their peers, therefore this factor could have also primed 

higher than expected levels of individualism for Hong Kong university students in an academic context.  

Hypothesis two predicting that Hong Kong university students compared to Australian and USA university 

students would report higher utilisation of avoidance coping, lower utilisation of approach and seeking support 

coping and lower levels of campus connectedness was not supported. The results suggested that Australian, 

USA and Hong Kong university students are alike in their use of academic coping strategies and experience of 

campus connectedness. This finding conflicts previous research which found students of Asian background 

compared to Caucasian university students to report greater use of avoidance coping and lower use of approach 

and seeking support coping (Taylor et al., 2004) and lower levels of social connectedness (Lykes & 

Kemmelmeier, 2013).  

Although the results in the present study revealed no cross-cultural differences, previous research attributed 

cross-cultural differences to varying levels of individualism and collectivism (Chun et al., 2006; Kuo, 2011) 

The present study found that Hong Kong university students compared to Australian and USA university 

students were alike in their reported levels of individualism and collectivism, therefore this may explain why 

they were no less likely to use approach and seeking support coping strategies and no more likely to use 

avoidance coping or report lower levels of campus connectedness.   

Hypothesis three predicting that lower use of avoidance coping, higher use of approach and seeking support 

coping and higher levels of campus connectedness would predict decreased psychological distress across the 

three universities was partially supported. Avoidance coping and campus connectedness both predicted 

psychological distress in the expected direction, whereas approach coping and seeking support did not. The 

significant results reflect findings from previous research, which found that higher use of avoidance coping and 

lower levels of social connectedness resulted in poorer mental health outcomes (Park & Adler, 2003; Roberts 

& Burleson, 2013). The non-significant predictive weights of the use of approach coping and seeking support 
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coping on psychological distress for any of the universities conflict previous research which found the use of 

both of these coping strategies to result in decreased psychological distress (Kim, Sherman, & Taylor, 2008; 

Park & Adler, 2003). This is an important finding to note since approach coping and seeking support from 

others are generally promoted as adaptive ways to cope. Although non-significant, the results of the present 

study revealed a trend in the opposite direction suggesting that higher support seeking led to higher 

psychological distress. A potential explanation for this finding could be that the direction of causality between 

the two variables is opposite to what was proposed, with individuals who experience more psychological 

distress being more likely to ask others for help.   

Hypothesis four predicting that country (Hong Kong compared to Australia and USA) would interact with 

academic coping strategies and campus connectedness to predict psychological distress was not supported. The 

results suggested that the effects of academic coping strategies and campus connectedness on psychological 

distress were equivalent for Australian and USA compared to Hong Kong university students. This finding 

conflicts with previous research, which found cross-cultural differences in the effectiveness of coping strategies 

on psychological distress (Chang, 2003). Contrary to expectations, avoidance coping and low campus 

connectedness was equally detrimental for Hong Kong compared to Australian and USA university students. 

The equivalent levels of individualism and collectivism for university students in all three countries may explain 

why the effects of academic coping strategies and campus connectedness on psychological distress were alike. 

However individual agreement with individualism or collectivism also did not alter the relationship between 

the academic coping strategies, campus connectedness and psychological distress. A trend of cross-cultural 

similarities is apparent in all the analyses suggesting that the present study revealed consistent results.  

 

4.1. Limitations and Future Research  

 

When interpreting the results it is important to note the limitations. Although presenting the survey in English 

for all three countries increased the internal validity of the study, Hong Kong participants were completing it in 

their second language whereas Australian and USA participants completed it in their first. Although students at 

the University of Hong Kong demonstrate a high proficiency of English, their birth language is Cantonese. It is 

possible that presenting the survey in English acted as a prime for a Westernised cultural identity (Yip, 2005).  

Future research should assess whether individual and collective orientations are still relevant when 

classifying these particular Eastern and Western populations and whether agreement with either cultural 

orientation predicts differences in the use of academic coping strategies and levels of campus connectedness. 

The sample consisted of predominantly female private university students therefore reducing the 

generalisability of the findings. Future studies should aim to clarify the relationship between approach coping, 

seeking support coping and psychological distress, which are generally viewed as adaptive coping strategies.  

 

4.2. Conclusions 

 

This study revealed two important factors, which contributed significantly to psychological distress for 

university students in Australia, USA and Hong Kong. The results suggest that interventions which aim to 

decrease avoidance coping and increase campus connectedness would promote positive mental health outcomes 

for university students across all three countries. University campuses in Australia, USA and Hong Kong should 

emphasize a community environment to ensure that students do not feel isolated from their peers. Further, the 

study did not provide evidence that approach coping and seeking support coping were associated with reduced 

psychological distress for university students in Hong Kong or Australia and USA. Therefore universities 

should be cautious in their promotion of these coping strategies until further research is conducted. The 

unexpected similarities in cultural orientations between the countries are an important finding. Eastern 
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countries, especially ones such as Hong Kong where English is commonly spoken, are becoming increasingly 

Westernised, therefore it is important not to categorise cultures as discretely individualist or collectivist. The 

present study provides preliminary evidence for an increasingly universal academic experience and sheds light 

on an increasingly relevant topic of cross-cultural variation, setting the scene for future research into factors 

that influence mental health for university students across the globe.   
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