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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Intercultural communication and international students





1 Introduction

As internationalization becomes a central goal in higher education, the intricate relationship between intercultural communication and the international student experience warrants close examination. For many international students, studying abroad is more than an academic pursuit; it is a transformative opportunity to engage with new linguistic and cultural environments and to develop intercultural communication competence (Deardorff, 2006; Mittelmeier et al., 2023).

Traditionally, international students are defined as those pursuing part or all of their education in a country other than their own. This Research Topic adopts a broader perspective that also includes students engaged in transnational education (TNE), who earn degrees from foreign institutions while remaining in their home countries or relocating to a third country (Knight, 2016). This expanded understanding reflects the growing diversity of international learning pathways and the increasingly fluid boundaries between studying abroad and studying across borders.



2 Global context: mobility and transnational education

The global number of international students in tertiary education has risen sharply, from around 2 million in 2000 to 6.9 million in 2023 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2025). In parallel, transnational education has expanded significantly, particularly in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. TNE includes diverse models such as dual and joint degrees, international branch campuses, and other collaborative arrangements that allow students to earn foreign qualifications without relocating (Schueller et al., 2024).

In addition to its cultural and social importance, international and transnational education have become major economic drivers. In the United Kingdom alone, total revenue from education-related exports and TNE activity reached £32.3 billion in 2022, up from £29.5 billion in 2021 (Department for Education, 2025). This steady growth underscores the strategic value of international education as both an economic sector and a catalyst for global engagement.

While this overall growth reflects increasing global interconnectedness, participation remains uneven across regions. Students from Asia, especially China, India, and South Korea, continue to represent the largest share of outbound mobility, whereas students from low-income countries in Africa and Latin America face persistent barriers to participation. These disparities highlight structural inequalities shaped by economic capacity, visa regimes, and institutional partnerships. Addressing them requires a more equitable model of internationalization that promotes inclusivity alongside global competitiveness.

The rise of TNE can also be interpreted through theories of transnationalism and globalization, which emphasize fluid identities and the emergence of hybrid spaces where local and global cultures intersect (Appadurai, 1996; Giddens, 1990; Vertovec, 2009). Within these frameworks, international and TNE students are not merely educational migrants but active participants in constructing transnational academic and cultural networks. This perspective deepens understanding of how mobility, technology, and policy shape hybrid identities, communication practices, and evolving notions of belonging in global higher education.



3 Theoretical foundations of intercultural communication

Research on international students spans communication, education, psychology, and linguistics. Within this multidisciplinary field, intercultural communication examines how people from different cultural backgrounds interact, interpret meaning, and negotiate understanding. The intersection between intercultural communication and the international student experience has therefore become a rich and timely area of inquiry.

Studies have explored students' perceptions of intercultural encounters, the challenges they face, and factors such as intercultural competence, intergroup anxiety, cultural sensitivity, attitudes, stereotypes, empathy, and motivation to engage in intercultural dialogue (e.g., Leask, 2009; Müller et al., 2020). Foundational theories include Gudykunst's (2004) Anxiety/Uncertainty Management Theory, Deardorff's (2006) Process Model of Intercultural Competence, and Spitzberg and Cupach's (1984) model of Interpersonal Communication Competence, all of which view competence as dynamic and context-dependent. Macro-level frameworks such as Hofstede's (1980) Cultural Dimensions and the GLOBE study (House et al., 2004) explain how cultural values shape communicative behavior.

In recent years, scholars have questioned the universality of these models and called for more context-sensitive and decolonial approaches. Critical intercultural communication theories highlight the power asymmetries embedded in global education and advocate for recognition of epistemic diversity. Incorporating postcolonial, feminist, and intersectional perspectives has enriched the field and enabled a more inclusive understanding of international and transnational education.



4 Research gaps and future directions

Despite the growing attention to international education, research on intercultural communication has not kept pace with the rapid expansion of student mobility. Significant gaps remain, including the limited representation of TNE students and the continued predominance of institutional and academic staff perspectives over students' lived experiences. As Mittelmeier et al. (2023) emphasize, research with international students requires critical, context-sensitive methodologies that recognize students as co-constructors of knowledge rather than subjects of inquiry. Although academic advising plays a crucial role in student success, many advisers lack intercultural training to support diverse learners effectively. Real-world interactions within academic and social contexts also remain underexplored.

Future studies should adopt interdisciplinary and innovative methodologies. Qualitative approaches such as narrative inquiry, digital ethnography, and participatory action research can reveal lived experiences in greater depth, while mixed-methods designs that integrate psychological, communicative, and sociocultural dimensions can yield richer insights. Centering student voices is essential to move beyond deficit-oriented perspectives and toward more empowering, experience-based understandings of global education.

Theoretical perspectives on adaptation, such as Berry's (1997) model of acculturation and Kim's (2001) Integrative Theory of Cross-Cultural Adaptation, offer valuable insights into how international students adjust to new environments. These frameworks highlight the relationship between communication competence, identity negotiation, and sociocultural adaptation, demonstrating the transformative potential of intercultural experiences in shaping both personal and academic development.



5 Digital interculturality and online learning environments

The digitalization of higher education, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has reshaped intercultural communication. Research on digital interculturality (Dervin and Liddicoat, 2013; Thorne, 2016) suggests that online platforms create both new opportunities and new challenges for developing intercultural competence. In virtual classrooms, communicative cues and power dynamics differ from in-person settings, requiring revised theoretical frameworks to understand intercultural engagement in hybrid and online contexts.

The growing use of artificial intelligence and language technologies adds another dimension. Automated translation tools, AI tutoring systems, and adaptive learning platforms can enhance access but may also reproduce cultural biases embedded in their design. Understanding how technology mediates perception, participation, and interaction is therefore an emerging frontier in digital intercultural communication.



6 Contributions in this Research Topic

This Research Topic brings together studies that explore underexamined intersections of intercultural communication and international education. Collectively, the papers address themes such as language and communication, intercultural competence, interaction, international student experience, TNE, and higher education internationalization.

The contributions offer wide-ranging insights. Wang examines recurrent intercultural challenges in transnational higher education using data from students, parents, staff, institutional leaders, and regulators. From this evidence, the study develops the Triple A framework of Agility, Adaptability, and Alignment, offering a clear lens for understanding how TNE partnerships can navigate cultural complexity and build sustainable collaboration.

Munk et al. analyze classroom “error culture,” showing that supportive responses to mistakes foster engagement across cultures. Vu et al. explore how international professional development transforms Vietnamese teachers' identities. Hofhuis et al. find that social networking sites facilitate adaptation but that strong home-culture ties online can impede wellbeing. Nadeem and Zabrodskaja propose a comprehensive model of intercultural communication that captures adaptability among international students.

Other studies extend theoretical boundaries. Peng and Dervin introduce the concept of inter-ideologicality to explore ideological tensions in online intercultural learning. Yin et al. and Shen and Luo examine how teacher behavior, resilience, and institutional factors influence sociocultural adaptability in post-pandemic contexts. Haikuo advances cultural intelligence theory by identifying mediating pathways between multicultural literacy and intercultural competence. Zhang et al. highlight the importance of peer and teacher relationships for psychological wellbeing, mediated by belonging. Yang and Gao demonstrate that resilience bridges identity and successful adjustment, while Wang et al. analyze institutional communication during COVID-19 to uncover culturally embedded values of independence and interdependence.

Further studies address adaptation, health, and motivation. Li and Zhang propose a cultural regulatory fit model linking motivational alignment with wellbeing. Li, Quan et al. examine how social media communication shapes institutional image and enrollment intentions. Kim and Kim connect intercultural sensitivity, uncertainty tolerance, and conflict management. Atiku and Adofo explore international students' healthcare access in Hungary, aligning their findings with Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG3). Amlashi and Forstmeier analyze how acculturative stress, emotion regulation, and coping strategies shape resilience. Additional contributions include Wei's exploration of sociocultural adaptation among Chinese students in the United States; Li, Wang et al.'s (Hongwei) hybrid risk assessment model identifying key adaptation factors; Wu et al.'s framework connecting life satisfaction and acculturation; Malakouti et al.'s application of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) to crisis volunteering; Le and Jin's analysis of trust, discrimination, and reacculturation among returnees; Xu and Shapii's extension of SDT to intercultural communicative competence; and Lap et al.'s investigation of academic resilience among Vietnamese students.

Together, these 24 studies advance understanding of intercultural communication and adaptation in an era of global mobility. They demonstrate how international and transnational education transform learning, identity, and belonging while offering practical insights for improving institutional practices and student support.



7 Practical and pedagogical implications

Beyond theoretical advances, these studies offer practical and pedagogical implications. Intercultural communication training should be embedded in curricula and staff development, making intercultural competence a core learning outcome across disciplines. Initiatives such as dialogue workshops, mentoring schemes, and reflective learning tasks can cultivate empathy, adaptability, and mutual understanding. Teacher education programs can also integrate intercultural awareness and communicative sensitivity to prepare instructors for culturally diverse classrooms.



8 Policy and institutional perspectives

The findings highlight the importance of institutional frameworks that support students' academic and psychosocial adaptation. Culturally responsive pedagogy, inclusive assessment, and effective advising can strengthen engagement and belonging. Universities should align policy, pedagogy, and support systems to promote intercultural engagement. Digital learning platforms can facilitate collaboration across borders, while counseling and health services should incorporate intercultural competence into professional standards.

At the policy level, internationalization must move beyond recruitment toward transformation. Global engagement should not only attract international students but also reshape institutional cultures to value dialogue, diversity, and reciprocity. Embedding intercultural communication principles into governance, leadership development, and quality assurance can help create resilient and culturally fluent educational ecosystems.



9 Toward global citizenship

Intercultural competence lies at the heart of global citizenship. In an age of geopolitical tension and social fragmentation, universities play a crucial role in nurturing empathy, ethical awareness, and reflexivity. Education that fosters intercultural understanding prepares graduates to become responsible global citizens capable of bridging divides and contributing to more peaceful and just societies.



10 Future directions

Future scholarship should integrate psychological, sociological, and critical approaches to better capture the complexity of intercultural encounters. Emerging concepts such as intercultural empathy (Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017), intersectionality, and critical interculturality (Dervin, 2020) offer promising pathways for exploring how structural inequalities and identity negotiations shape intercultural learning in higher education.



11 Conclusion

Ultimately, advancing knowledge in this field is fundamental to shaping the future of global education. As institutions welcome increasingly diverse cohorts, creating environments that foster cultural exchange, empathy, and mutual understanding will be central to their success. By addressing the intercultural communication challenges and opportunities faced by both international and transnational students, we can move toward more inclusive, transformative, and future-ready educational systems. Cultivating a culturally fluent global academic community is not only desirable but essential for the world we share.
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Introduction: A growing body of literature focuses on the impact of social media on well-being of international students. What remains understudied, is how these effects may be explained through acculturation and adaptation processes. This paper examines the mediating roles of acculturation dimensions (cultural maintenance and host country participation) and (psychological and sociocultural) adaptation, on the relationship between host and home Social Network Site (SNS) use and well-being, among two populations.
Methods: Hypotheses were tested using surveys distributed among a diverse group of international students in the Netherlands (n = 147) and a sample of Chinese students in Germany (n = 102).
Results and discussion: The results of both studies show that international students use SNS to initiate contact with the host society, which relates positively to adaptation. However, using SNS to stay in contact with the home culture appears to inhibit the adaptation process, which relates to lower well-being. Our work suggests that these processes are similar across different contexts.

KEYWORDS
social network sites, social media, international students, acculturation, adaptation, wellbeing


1. Introduction

Over the past decades, higher education has globalized at a rapid pace (OECD, 2018; de Wit and Altbach, 2021). International mobility has been shown to enhance students' competence development (Netz, 2021; Hofhuis et al., 2023), employability (Nilsson and Ripmeester, 2016), and may contribute to the social and cultural development of society at large (Jones et al., 2021). However, there may also be drawbacks to studying abroad. On the dark side of what is typically considered an exciting and memorable life phase, international students may be exposed to stressors such as the loss of social support, difficulties adjusting financially as well as academically, language and cultural barriers, discrimination, and prejudice (Gautam et al., 2016). This has led to the finding that feelings such as loneliness and alienation are pervasive among this population (Sherry et al., 2010; Hendrickson et al., 2011). One of the factors that may protect international students from such negative outcomes is social support (Kuo, 2014; Bender et al., 2019).

The development and popularization of Social Network Sites (SNS) have greatly increased the opportunities that international students have to stay in contact with relations in the home country, as well as to initiate contact with individuals in the host society. A growing body of research focuses on how SNS contribute to the mobility experience (e.g., Hendrickson and Rosen, 2017; Pang, 2018; Gaitán-Aguilar et al., 2022). However, the question whether SNS are beneficial or detrimental for international students' wellbeing remains difficult to answer; social media use has been linked to positive outcomes such as social support and increased social capital (Billedo et al., 2020), as well as negative outcomes such as increased psychological alienation and loneliness (Hendrickson et al., 2011; Serrano-Sánchez et al., 2021).

To explain the divergent relationships between international students' SNS use and wellbeing, some prior studies examined the role of acculturation, focusing on how students relate to the home and host cultures (e.g., Hofhuis et al., 2019; Yu et al., 2019). Others focus on the way SNSs help international students adapt to living in a new cultural environment (e.g., Billedo et al., 2019; Gaitán-Aguilar et al., 2022). Acculturation and adaptation are related, but have been shown to be conceptually independent processes, which may together influence the wellbeing of international sojourners (see Bierwiaczonek and Kunst, 2021 for an overview). The first research question that is addressed in this study, therefore, is how acculturation and adaptation together may explain the relationship between SNS use and wellbeing.

Furthermore, literature reviews on sojourner wellbeing reveal that most study designs focus on a single group, or one specific context (Bierwiaczonek and Waldzus, 2016). The second research question that is addressed in this paper is whether the reported relationships between social media use, acculturation, adaptation, and wellbeing are generalizable across different populations. To answer this question we will test our hypotheses in two independent studies, among two different samples of students in higher education: (1) a culturally heterogeneous sample of international students in the Netherlands, and (2) a more culturally homogeneous sample of Chinese students in Germany. By doing so, we may provide insight into the robustness of the reported effects.



2. Theoretical background


2.1. International student wellbeing

International student wellbeing is a complex construct, that may include many different facets, often categorized into affective and academic wellbeing. Affective wellbeing can be broadly defined as “optimal psychological experience and functioning”, (Ryan and Deci, 2001, p. 142) or as the absence of negative constructs such as stress, loneliness, depression, or anxiety (Gong et al., 2010; Weinstein, 2018; Karsay et al., 2022). For the purpose of this study, we are interested in how different aspects of living abroad, and (digital) communication with important others during the sojourn, may relate to the overall wellbeing of international students. In line with previous work (Demes and Geeraert, 2015), we therefore operationalize affective wellbeing through the broad concept of life satisfaction, meaning an general state of feeling well in one's life (Lazarowitz et al., 1994; Diener et al., 2010).

Academic wellbeing refers specifically to the academic life domain, and can include constructs such as academic adjustment (Anderson et al., 2016; Forbush and Foucault-Welles, 2016) or variables related to performance or academic achievement (Rienties et al., 2012; Karpinski et al., 2013; Samad et al., 2019). In the context of the present study, we focus on the overall affective outcomes that international students experience while studying, and how this relates to their personal experiences in the academic context. As such, academic wellbeing is broadly operationalized as study satisfaction, defined as having positive overall perceptions of the academic environment (Lizzio et al., 2002).



2.2. Adaptation and outcomes

One of the most commonly reported predictors of international students' wellbeing is their level of adaptation to the new cultural environment (Bierwiaczonek and Waldzus, 2016). The consensus among scholars is that cross-cultural adaptation has two dynamic dimensions that develop over time: psychological and socio-cultural adaptation (Searle and Ward, 1990; Ward and Kennedy, 2001). Psychological adaptation refers to the individual's ability to cope with the psychological pressures of being abroad, and is usually examined from a stress and coping perspective. For example, international students may need to learn to deal with language barriers, perceived discrimination, and unfamiliar social norms (Ward and Kennedy, 2001; Smith and Khawaja, 2011; Szabó et al., 2020). Socio-cultural adaptation, often studied from a cultural learning perspective, refers to international students' ability to manage everyday tasks in the new social context. By identifying and internalizing the specific norms, values, and behaviors of the environment, students develop practical skills to navigate social interactions (Ward and Kennedy, 2001; Wilson et al., 2013; Szabó et al., 2020).

There is a myriad of empirical studies that show how both psychological and socio-cultural adaptation positively contribute to international students' affective wellbeing (see Brunsting et al., 2018 for an overview). Being able to speak, understand and communicate with locals in an appropriate manner, adapting fully to one's new environment, and successfully coping with the transition into the host society are variables that may lead to higher life satisfaction, lower stress levels, and higher overall happiness (Demes and Geeraert, 2015; Campos et al., 2022). Furthermore, although not as commonly studied, socio-cultural and psychological adaptation have also been related to positive academic outcomes of international students (Rienties et al., 2012; Anderson et al., 2016; Forbush and Foucault-Welles, 2016). We therefore hypothesize positive effects of both types of adaptation on affective as well as academic wellbeing.

H1. Psychological adaptation is positively related to (a) life satisfaction and (b) study satisfaction.

H2. Socio-cultural adaptation is positively related to (a) life satisfaction and (b) study satisfaction.



2.3. Acculturation and adaptation

Adaptation processes, as described above, may be better understood by also taking into account the students' acculturation process. In his guiding framework, Berry (2005) defines two acculturation dimensions that individuals have to navigate while abroad: Cultural maintenance reflects the extent to which one seeks to maintain one's heritage culture and identity, while Host country participation reflects the degree to which one seeks to become involved in the host country society, its people and customs (see also Berry, 1997; Berry and Sam, 1997). It is important to mention here that host country participation reflects migrants' intent to engage with home and host societies, which is conceptually different from the adaptation constructs mentioned above, which reflect one's ability to do so. Through a literature review, Smith and Khawaja (2011) confirm that both acculturation dimensions play an important role in international student adaptation.

Previous studies that examine the interplay between cultural maintenance and adaptation reveal both positive and negative effects. One the one hand, cultural maintenance is associated with increased interactions with similar others during the sojourn, which increases opportunities for receiving social support, thus enhancing higher psychological adaptation (Sullivan and Kashubeck-West, 2015; Bender et al., 2019). However, a growing number of studies shows that cultural maintenance may also lead international students to close themselves off to new intercultural experiences, thus inhibiting adaptation (e.g., Hofhuis et al., 2019; Serrano-Sánchez et al., 2021).

Host country participation has been shown to be a predictor of intercultural contact and identification with the culture of the host country (Li and Tsai, 2015), which in turn enhances adaptation (Demes and Geeraert, 2015). For example, among Swiss exchange students in the U.S. and New Zealand, positive contact with the host family predicted intentions to meet other host community members (Rohmann et al., 2014), and among Mainland Chinese university students in Hong Kong, a positive relationship is reported between home county participation and both socio-cultural and psychological adaptation (Ng et al., 2017).

In sum, we predict that cultural maintenance may inhibit psychological and socio-cultural adaptation, because it may reduce motivation and opportunities for intercultural contact. Conversely, we predict that the intent to participate in the host society is more helpful for the adaptation process of this particular group, by providing a motivation to engage in meaningful interactions with locals, and seek out new social contacts.

H3. Cultural maintenance is negatively related to (a) psychological and (b) socio-cultural adaptation.

H4. Host country participation is positively related to (a) psychological and (b) socio-cultural adaptation.



2.4. Social network sites and acculturation

Prior studies show that mediated intercultural contact may enhance participation in new social groups (Ferguson et al., 2016). SNS, in particular, appear to encourage contact among people and different cultures, which influences acculturation processes (Ju et al., 2021). For example, Forbush and Foucault-Welles (2016) show that Chinese students who used SNS often during their study abroad preparation had larger, more diverse social networks than students who used SNS less often. Yu et al. (2019) found that Chinese students use social media to seek advice from peer groups, which helps to ease their “culture shock” as well as find the best way to live in the new host environment.

However, we also see negative effects. Hofhuis et al. (2019) report that international sojourners in the Netherlands who use home country SNS are more likely to feel psychologically alienated, which in turn enhances cultural maintenance. Similarly, Allison and Emmers-Sommer (2011) report that ethnic communication on social media can distance immigrants from the host culture.

Based on previous findings, we hypothesize that use of home country SNS may enhance international student's cultural maintenance, while simultaneously providing a support network that may enhance their host country participation. Use of host country SNS is expected to negatively contribute to cultural maintenance, and directly enhance host country participation.

H5: Home Country SNS use is (a) positively related to Cultural Maintenance and (b) positively relate to Host Country Participation.

H6: Host Country SNS use is (a) negatively related to Cultural Maintenance and (b) positively related to Host Country Participation.



2.5. Social network sites and wellbeing—mediation effects

The aim of the present study is to integrate the different streams of research presented above, and examine whether the relationship between SNS use and wellbeing among international students may be explained through acculturation and adaptation processes.

Previous work has investigated the overall effects of SNS use on student wellbeing, providing mixed results (for a comprehensive review, see Oh et al., 2014; Erfani and Abedin, 2018; Weinstein, 2018). In the specific context of international student mobility, positive effects are reported, for example by Park et al. (2014), who found that Chinese and Korean international students in the US who used local SNS (i.e., Facebook) exhibited lower stress levels. Other studies show that Chinese international students who use SNS to create culturally diverse networks exhibited higher levels of academic wellbeing than students with less diverse networks (Forbush and Foucault-Welles, 2016; Pang, 2019), and that international students use the opportunities provided by SNS in the host country to achieve higher psychological wellbeing and life satisfaction (Pang, 2018).

In contrast, the abovementioned study by Park et al. (2014) also reports that co-ethnic social media use among Korean and Chinese international students is associated with higher levels of stress. Similarly, a study in the Netherlands suggests that increased contact with friends and family in the home country, through SNS, is related to feelings of loneliness and alienation, which may reduce wellbeing (Hofhuis et al., 2019).

To better understand these divergent findings, the present research examines whether direct relationships can be identified between home/host country SNS use and wellbeing, and whether these relationships are mediated through acculturation and adaptation processes that are described above.



2.6. Present research

Two studies will be presented, which test the conceptual path model that follows from our hypotheses (see Figure 1), among two different samples of international students: study 1 focuses on a diverse group of international students in the Netherlands, whereas study 2 focuses on Chinese students in Germany. Testing our hypotheses in these distinct contexts provides us with a unique opportunity to examine the same effects among two different populations, providing insights into the robustness and generalizability of the reported findings, over and above studies that focus on just one of populations.


[image: Diagram showing the relationships between social networking site (SNS) use, acculturation, adaptation, and well-being. It includes pathways from Home Country SNS Use and Host Country SNS Use to Cultural Maintenance and Host Country Participation, leading to Psychological and Socio-Cultural Adaptation, and finally to Life and Study Satisfaction. Each pathway is labeled with hypotheses (e.g., H5a+, H3a+) indicating positive relationships.]
FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.





3. Study 1


3.1. Methods
 
3.1.1. Procedure and sample

Study 1 tests our hypotheses among a sample of international students from different cultural backgrounds, enrolled in bachelor's or master's degree programs at institutes of higher education in the Netherlands. Students at both research universities (Universiteiten) and universities of applied science (Hogescholen) were included. At the time of research, 11.5% of students enrolled in Dutch universities originated from abroad, most commonly from Germany, Italy, China, Belgium and the UK (Nuffic, 2019). For a more comprehensive description of internationalization in the Dutch higher education context, please consult work by Condette and De Wit (2023). English is the default language of instruction for international students at Dutch universities, and before being allowed to enroll, proof of proficiency must be provided. Therefore, we assumed that respondents would be comfortable answering our questions in English.

An invitation to complete a digital survey was distributed through Facebook groups for international students in the Netherlands, and through academic networks of the researchers. In total, 147 respondents participated (61% female; Mage = 24.1; Range = 18–40; SD = 3.48; Average length of stay: 24.9 months). In total, 36 countries of origin were represented in the dataset. Most respondents came from Europe, with Germany (34.7%), France (4.7%), and Spain (4.7%) being the most represented. In total, 16.3% of students came from non-European countries, of which Indonesia (2.0%), Vietnam (1.3%), Brazil (1.3%), and South-Africa (1.3%) were most represented.

All respondents provided informed consent. The study meets all the criteria formulated by the Ethics Review Board of the first author's institution.



3.1.2. Measures

At the time of the study, Facebook was the most commonly used social network among this population (Hofhuis et al., 2019). As such, it was decided to operationalize SNS use through use of Facebook, measured using 10 items adapted from the scale by Junco (2012). Respondents reported how frequently they communicate with host country, as well as home country contacts on Facebook, through activities such as posting status updates, sharing links, sending private messages, etc., on a scale of 1 (never) to 7 (very often).

Acculturation dimensions were measured using two four-item subscales (Demes and Geeraert, 2014). On a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), respondents reported their intended Cultural Maintenance (e.g., “I find it important to take part in the events and traditions of my home culture”) and Host Country Participation (e.g., “I find it important to take part in the events and traditions of the Netherlands”).

Psychological Adaptation was measured using a 7-item scale (Demes and Geeraert, 2014), asking adaptation experiences (e.g., “In the last two weeks, how often have you felt homesick when you think of your home country?”) on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always).

Socio-Cultural Adaptation was measured using the Socio-Cultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS-R; Wilson et al., 2017). Respondents reported on their competence (1 = not at all competent; 7 = extremely competent) on 21 items, such as “Interacting at social events” and “Finding my way around”.

Life Satisfaction was measured with the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985), consisting of five items (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life”) to be answered on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Study Satisfaction was measured using three items adapted from the Michigan Organizational Assessment Questionnaire Job Satisfaction Subscale (MOAQ-JSS, as used by Bowling and Hammond, 2008), which were reformulated to measure respondents' contentment with academic life (e.g., “In general, I like studying here”) on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Covariates: Gender, age, and time in the host country were included as control variables. Reliability, descriptive statistics, and correlations for all study variables are shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Reliability, descriptive statistics, and correlations.

[image: A correlation table showing the relationships between various variables with alpha, mean, and standard deviation values. Variables include Facebook use home, Facebook use host, cultural maintenance, host country participation, psychological adaptation, socio-cultural adaptation, life satisfaction, study satisfaction, gender, age, and time in host country. Correlation values are marked with asterisks indicating significance levels: one asterisk for p less than 0.05, two asterisks for p less than 0.01, and three asterisks for p less than 0.001. Total sample size is 147.]




3.2. Results

We constructed a model in MPlus 7 (Muthén and Muthén, 2015) based on the hypotheses outlined above. Ideally, all latent constructs would be estimated based on the individual items in the survey. However, because of the limited sample size, it was decided to reduce model complexity by entering mean scores of each construct as manifest variables. Control variables were included as predictors of the outcome variables. We used Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) to account for missing data. The model exhibited a good fit with the data [X2(27) = 29.981; p = 0.32; CFI = 0.953; TLI = 0.955; RMSEA = 0.068]. Figure 2 displays the standardized estimates for the relationships between variables in the model.


[image: Diagram illustrating the relationships between SNS use, acculturation, adaptation, and well-being. Solid arrows indicate significant paths with coefficients: home country SNS use affects cultural maintenance and psychological adaptation; host country SNS use influences host country participation and socio-cultural adaptation. Psychological adaptation strongly impacts life satisfaction. Thicker lines indicate stronger relationships.]
FIGURE 2
 Standardized estimates of relationships between SNS use, acculturation, adaptation and life/study satisfaction among international students in the Netherlands (n = 147). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.



3.2.1. Adaptation and wellbeing

Our results confirm that psychological adaptation is positively related to both life satisfaction (b* = 0.33; p = 0.001) and study satisfaction (b* = 0.38; p = 0.001), confirming Hypotheses 1a and 1b. Socio-cultural adaptation was unrelated to both outcomes, prompting us to reject Hypotheses 2a and 2b.



3.2.2. Acculturation and adaptation

Cultural maintenance displayed a negative relationship with psychological adaptation (b* = −0.21; p = 0.010), confirming Hypothesis 3a. No relationship was found with socio-cultural adaptation, so Hypothesis 3b was rejected. The relationships between host country participation and both psychological (b* = 0.20; p = 0.012) and socio-cultural adaptation (b* = 0.36; p = 0.001) were found to be positive, confirming Hypotheses 4a and 4b.



3.2.3. SNS use and acculturation

Home country SNS use was positively related to cultural maintenance (b* = 0.21; p = 0.010), confirming hypothesis 5a. However, it did not have a significant relationship with host country participation, failing to confirm Hypothesis 5b. For host country SNS use, the opposite pattern emerged: no significant relationship was found with cultural maintenance, failing to confirm Hypothesis 6a, but a significant positive relationship was found with host country participation (b* = 0.36; p = 0.001), confirming Hypothesis 6b.



3.2.4. Mediations

We examined the direct effects of SNS use on wellbeing, and indirect effects through acculturation and adaptation, using bootstrapping (5,000 iterations; 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals).

For home country SNS use, we found a small yet significant negative indirect effect on life satisfaction, through cultural maintenance and psychological adaptation [b* = −0.02; p = 0.016; 95% CI (−0.06, −0.004)]. No direct effect was found, which means the relationship is fully mediated. No direct or indirect relationship was found between home country Facebook use and study satisfaction.

Host country SNS use displayed a small positive indirect effect on life satisfaction [b* = 0.04; p = 0.003; 95% CI (0.01, 0.08)], mediated through host country participation and psychological adaptation. Lastly, host country Facebook use also displayed a small positive indirect effect on study satisfaction [b* = 0.03; p = 0.012; 95% CI (0.01, 0.07)], again through host country participation and psychological adaptation.

The results described above will be interpreted below, in relation to the results obtained from study 2, in the general discussion section.





4. Study 2


4.1. Methods
 
4.1.1. Procedure and participants

Study 2 tested our hypotheses among a sample of Chinese international students enrolled in bachelor's or master's degree programs at German institutes of tertiary higher education. As in study 1, students of both research universities (Universitäten) and universities of applied science (Hochschulen) were included. At the time of data collection, 14.5% of students in German higher education were of foreign origin, of which Chinese students form the largest group (Statista, 2021). For a comprehensive description of internalization in German higher education, please consult earlier work by Gürtler and Kronewald (2015). Although the higher education system in Germany is structured in a similar way as in the Netherlands, some significant differences exist. Most importantly, in Germany, learning the local language is seen as an important aspect of being an international student, and many programs are only offered in German (Gürtler and Kronewald, 2015). Therefore, in study 2, extra care was taken to accommodate language differences and language fluency. Respondents were contacted through Chinese student associations in Germany, Chinese SNS chat groups (e.g., on WeChat), and referrals from lecturers. All respondents provided informed consent. The study meets the criteria set forth by the Ethics Review Board of the first author's institution. A total of 104 respondents participated in the study. Two respondents were removed from the sample, because they were not currently enrolled in an institute of higher education. As such, the final sample consisted of 102 respondents (54.9% Female; Mage = 23.78; Range = 20–46; Average length of stay: 24.1 months).



4.1.2. Measures

All measures were presented in simplified Chinese, German, and English. We chose to use scales for which validated English and German versions were available. When a Chinese version of a measure was not available, a back-translation method with committee resolution of discrepancies was used to prepare the translation (Sireci et al., 2006).

SNS Use: Since many international social network sites, such as Facebook, are not available to residents of China, we expected Chinese international students to make use of different platforms to stay in contact with the home country relations. As such, the variables for SNS use were operationalized differently to study 1. Chinese international students' use of Home (Chinese) and Host (German) SNS were measured with modified versions of the Facebook Intensity Scale (FIS; Ellison et al., 2007), adapted to measure overall use home or host country SNS platforms. It consisted of five items each (e.g., “Chinese/German SNS has become part of my daily routine”, “I feel out of touch when I haven't logged on to Chinese/German SNS for a while”). Participants responded on five-point scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Acculturation was assessed using six items by Rohmann et al. (2006), including subscales for cultural maintenance (e.g., “I believe it is important that we Chinese keep up our way of life in Germany”) and host country participation (e.g., “I believe it is important that we Chinese have German friends in Germany”), rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Psychological Adaptation was measured using the Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS; Gong et al., 2010), consisting of 21 items (e.g., “I found it hard to wind down”), answered on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (does not apply to me at all) to 4 (applies to me very much, or most of the time). Items were reversed to indicate psychological adaptation.

Socio-Cultural Adaptation was measured using the Socio-Cultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS-R; Wilson et al., 2017). Respondents reported on their competence (1 = not at all competent; 7 = extremely competent) on 21 items, such as “Interacting at social events” and “Finding my way around”.

Life satisfaction was measured using the Flourishing Scale (FS; Diener et al., 2010) consisting of eight items which ask respondents to rate their success in important life areas such as relationships, self-esteem, purpose, and optimism on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Study Satisfaction was measured using nine items from the Academic Adjustment Scale (AAS; Anderson et al., 2016), such as “I expect to successfully complete my degree in the usual allocated timeframe”, on a scale ranging from 1 (never applies to me) to 5 (always applies to me).

Covariates: As in Study 1, gender, age and time in the host country were included as control variables. Following Noels et al.'s (1996) suggestion that language self-confidence is a stronger predictor of acculturative outcomes than actual linguistic ability, German language efficacy was included as an additional control variable, measured using a 12-item scale by Clement and Baker (2001) in which respondents indicated language confidence (e.g., “I believe that I am capable of listening and understanding German very well”), rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Descriptive statistics, reliabilities and correlations for all study variables and covariates are shown in Table 2.


TABLE 2 Reliability, descriptive statistics and correlations.
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4.2. Results

A model was constructed using the same procedure as in study 1, exhibiting adequate fit with the data [X2(32) = 26.817; p = 0.73; CFI = 0.963; TLI = 0.945; RMSEA = 0.083]. Figure 3 displays the standardized estimates of the relationships between the study variables in this model.


[image: Path model diagram illustrating relationships among variables: SNS use, acculturation, adaptation, and well-being. Arrows show direct effects between factors like cultural maintenance, psychological adaptation, and life satisfaction. Coefficients indicate strength and significance.]
FIGURE 3
 Standardized estimates of relationships between SNS use, acculturation, adaptation and life/study satisfaction among Chinese students in Germany (n = 102). *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.



4.2.1. Adaptation and wellbeing

Our results confirm that psychological adaptation is positively related to both life satisfaction (b* = 0.53; p < 0.001) and study satisfaction (b* = 0.37; p = 0.001), confirming Hypotheses 1a and 1b. Socio-cultural adaptation again seems unrelated to both outcomes, prompting us to reject Hypotheses 2a and 2b.



4.2.2. Acculturation and adaptation

Cultural maintenance exhibited a negative relationship with psychological adaptation (b* = −0.21; p = 0.014), again confirming Hypothesis 3a. A negative relationship was also found with socio-cultural adaptation (b* = −0.19; p = 0.031), confirming Hypothesis 3b. The relationships between host country participation and both psychological (b* = 0.20; p = 0.033) and socio-cultural adaptation (b* = 0.22; p = 0.016) were found to be positive, confirming Hypotheses 4a and 4b.



4.2.3. Host country SNS use and acculturation

As predicted in Hypothesis 5a, home country SNS use was positively related to cultural maintenance (b* = 0.21; p = 0.029). Contrary to expectations, a negative relationship was found with host country participation (b* = −0.18; p = 0.048), leading us to reject Hypothesis 5b. For host country SNS use, a significant positive relationship was found with host country participation (b* = 0.48; p < 0.001), confirming Hypothesis 6a. No significant relationship was found with cultural maintenance, thus we reject Hypothesis 6b.



4.2.4. Mediations

Finally, we examined whether home and host country SNS use are directly related to life and study satisfaction, and whether these relationships are mediated by acculturation and adaptation, using bootstrapping (5,000 iterations; 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals). No significant direct or indirect relationships were found for home country SNS use. However, we found a significant indirect relationship between host country SNS use and life satisfaction [b* = 0.09; p = 0.027; 95% CI (0.01, 0.19)], through host country participation and psychological adaptation. No direct effect was found, so the relationship is fully mediated. No direct or indirect effects were found on study satisfaction.





5. Discussion


5.1. Summary of findings

We examined the relationships of Social Network Sites (SNS) use with acculturation, adaptation, and wellbeing of two groups of international students, a culturally heterogeneous group of foreign students in the Netherlands, and a more culturally homogenous group of Chines students in Germany. In both samples, we found that host country SNS use is positively associated with life satisfaction, as predicted. Our data confirm that SNS contact with host country individuals increases participation in the host society, which in turn enhances psychological adaptation, in line with previous research (Forbush and Foucault-Welles, 2016; Pang, 2019, 2021). It also mimics findings reported for offline social networks (Geeraert et al., 2014), and other types of media (e.g., Allison and Emmers-Sommer, 2011; Sommier et al., 2019; Zerebecki et al., 2021), where similar effects are found.

In contrast, home country SNS use seems to have primarily negative effects. It predicts higher cultural maintenance, which in turn is associated with lower levels of psychological as well as socio-cultural adaptation. Moreover, among international students in the Netherlands, the more time spent on home country social media, the lower one's life satisfaction. These findings contradict earlier suggestions that international students may use SNS to gain social support from similar others (e.g., Billedo et al., 2019), and confirm negative effects reported in other empirical work (Hendrickson et al., 2011; Hofhuis et al., 2019), which suggests possible detrimental effects of SNS on international student wellbeing, if used primarily to maintain contact with home country relations.

An interesting finding that emerged in both models is that socio-cultural adaptation does not seem to contribute directly to wellbeing. For the Chinese sample, one explanation for this lack of a relationship could be that this variable does not explain variance over and above language fluency. Since language fluency could be interpreted as a necessary pre-condition for socio-cultural adaptation, it could be argued that language fluency is a more fundamental skill. For the sample of international students in the Netherlands, a possible explanation could be that many international students sojourn to the Netherlands primarily with the intention of obtaining a degree; socio-cultural adaptation may be less of a priority. However, for both samples, it is also possible that the influence of socio-cultural adaptation on wellbeing is mediated through the length of the sojourn. As time passes, international students may display increased adaptation, and enjoy higher satisfaction. As such, by controlling for this variable, the effects of socio-cultural adaptation may have become obscured. Further research is needed to better understand which of these possible explanations may account for these findings.



5.2. Theoretical implications

The obtained pattern of results holds implications for scholars interested in digital media use in the context of international student mobility. Our findings shed new light on the relationship between SNS use and wellbeing of international students, by showing that previously inconsistent findings (see Oh et al., 2014) may be contingent on the different type of contacts (home vs. host) that individuals interact with on SNS, and may be explained in part by how these online interactions affect acculturation and adaptation processes in different ways. As such, we recommend that future scholars take into account different contact groups when studying these phenomena (for examples, see Gaitán-Aguilar et al., 2022; Hofhuis et al., 2023).

Secondly, our findings across both studies speak to the overall generalizability of the reported effects of SNS use on wellbeing across different groups of students. Although previous scholars have suggested that adaptation process may be dependent on the cultural distance between home and host country (e.g., Geeraert et al., 2019), or that the different online platforms that are in use in different societies may have a differential impact (Pang, 2021; Vauclair et al., 2023), our work shows that the psychological processes that underlie the effects are in fact quite similar across different populations, and platforms. The congruence in the observed pattern of relationships among variables is remarkable, especially considering differences in operationalizations between the two studies, and provides a conceptual replication of the results across contexts. Of course, future research aiming to explore the similarities and generalizability of a general model of SNS use and wellbeing would benefit from including more diverse samples, in different educational contexts.



5.3. Limitations and future research directions

Although we tested our model with two samples, we were not able to provide a direct statistical comparison between estimated effects, due to differences in operationalization. To further strengthen the argument for generalizability, we encourage future scholars to conduct fully identical studies in different contexts, and conduct multiple group analyses (Van de Vijver and Leung, 1997). Furthermore, the samples of both studies were relatively small. We were able to reduce the complexity of the structural equation models by including the mean scores on each scale as manifest variables, which allowed us to reliably estimate the relationships between constructs. However, to capture the nuances contained within the individual items in the scales, we recommend replicating our results with larger samples.

Another limitation of the studies presented in this paper is their reliance on cross-sectional data. Although our mediation analyses assume a direction along the hypothesized paths, it is not unlikely that the relationships between the constructs in our model are reciprocal (Billedo et al., 2020; Gaitán-Aguilar et al., 2022). Future studies should seek to replicate our findings using a longitudinal design in order to better understand the direction of these effects.

Furthermore, the main outcome variables included in this work are relatively general constructs of wellbeing, including life and study satisfaction. The advantage of using such broad constructs, is that we were able to capture the overall effects of our predictors on international students' life experiences. However, this approach does not allow for a more fine-grained analysis of how these constructs affects different aspects of the life domain, such as mental health, social interactions, or academic performance. We hope future scholars may be able to include such variables in their work, to further tease out the nuances of relationships that are reported in this paper.

The goal of our research was to understand the impact of online contact, through social media, on acculturation, adaptation and wellbeing of international students. However, a large body of previous literature has shown that face-to-face contact may have a stronger impact on these variables than online contact. To further investigate the degree to which online contact plays a role over and above face-to-face, we recommend that scholars conduct more studies that compare the two (e.g., Billedo et al., 2019).

Finally, as mentioned above, an important variable in studying international student experiences is the degree of perceived cultural distance between the student and the host society. Even though our findings confirm that the processes involved are similar across different samples and contexts, future studies would benefit from more direct statistical approach to confirm these findings, or perhaps control for cultural variations in the data. Previous work (e.g., Bell et al., 2009; Geeraert et al., 2019) has made use of existing aggregated scores on cultural dimensions on the level of nations or regions to estimate cultural distance. However, we believe that this may obscure individual variance among respondents, and may not account for the notion that international students may not be a representative subsample of their home country (see also Yakunina et al., 2012). Instead, we recommend including an individual-level measure of perceived cultural distance in future studies, to be able to control for or examine its effects on international student adaptation and wellbeing.



5.4. Conclusions and practical implications

Our findings speak to potential that host country social media hold for easing the transition process for international students. We believe that it would be beneficial for both host and home institutions to offer services that enable students to make use of host social media while preparing for their exchange as well as during their time abroad. Not only could institutions set up their own social media accounts, they could also offer links to online applications and services that facilitate contact between local and foreign students. Next to introductory activities aimed at welcoming international students, they could provide links to online groups of international students or expats in the host city, that can offer informational social support if needed. Simultaneously, it would help for students to be made aware of the risks of relying solely on home country relations for social support or social capital, and instead open up to initiating new contacts in the host society. Our findings suggest that such activities may be effective in increasing wellbeing of international students, across different educational contexts.
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Intercultural communication (IC) and international students go side by side in this era of internationalization of higher education. The key concepts of IC, namely intercultural effectiveness (ICE), intercultural competence (ICC), intercultural adjustment (ICA), and intercultural adaptation (ICN) are used interchangeably in the literature. However, the present study argues that the stated concepts are theoretically different and further proposes that ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN are phases of IC. Based on these conceptual differences, a comprehensive model of IC (CMIC) is proposed in this study. The CMIC explains that these four concepts are principally developmental phases for international students to become interculturally effective in adapting to a new culture. The current research further offers preliminary testing of CMIC, which is applied to international students in Shanghai, China through quantitative research followed by a survey. Instruments developed by experts were used in this study. International students were approached to participate in the survey at the convenience of the researcher. One hundred and seventy-one international students represented 18 different cultures, which reconfirms the culture-general approach by considering the stance of more than two different cultures. The findings revealed that international students became interculturally effective and competent which further enabled them to adjust to China. Later, their adjustment helped them adapt better to the new culture. The findings of this study validated the core predictions of the CMIC. As this is the first testing of CMIC on a relatively small sample, more extensive testing is expected soon to validate its assumptions in different contexts, such as Pakistan, Malaysia, and Australia, among others. The CMIC also suggests practical implications for policymakers and institutes of host countries regarding international students and other people living in a culturally different society.

KEYWORDS
intercultural communication, international students, effectiveness, competence, adjustment, adaptation, CMIC, China


1 Introduction

The internationalization of higher education has played a significant role in regional transformations and has brought about important global shifts. These shifts include making education accessible to a larger number of people, the rise of a global knowledge-driven economy, and greater emphasis on institutional reputation and rankings (de Wit, 2019). When exposed to a new culture, an international student's initial encounters revolve around intercultural communication (IC). The effectiveness of IC is an indication of their stay, satisfaction, and adjustment to the host culture (Nadeem et al., 2020a). A failure in effective IC can lead to discouragement, dissatisfaction, and frustration, ultimately negatively impacting the student's higher education objectives (Nadeem et al., 2020b). Therefore, it is recommended by experts of IC that individuals possess attitudes, skills, and knowledge that emphasize both effectiveness and appropriateness, which can then facilitate a smoother transition into new cultural environments (Chen and Starosta, 1996; Deardorff, 2006; Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009).

IC research has provided a broad range of perspectives, models, and theories to assess almost every aspect of the human population (Sinicrope et al., 2007). The four major concepts in the IC literature are ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN—all of which are elements that cannot be dismissed or disregarded by international students, given that they aid in navigating life within culturally-diverse or multicultural societies (Nadeem et al., 2020b). The terms ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN were initially used in the 1970s (Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009). Theoretically, the terms discussed are considered to be similar concepts across past studies (Ruben and Kealey, 1979; Gudykunst, 1995; Gibson and Zhong, 2005; Nadeem et al., 2020b); however, the current study treats each concept differently because of the strong theoretical conceptualization of these phenomena. The historical evolution of the above-mentioned terms, along with their explanations, must be briefly considered before heading toward the aims of the current research.

The initial effort to explain the concept of IC was done by Hammer et al. (1978) who labeled it as “intercultural effectiveness.” Subsequently, the researchers opted for the term “intercultural competence” and classified its dimensions as sensitivity, skills, and awareness (Chen and Starosta, 1996, 2000; Fritz et al., 2005). Following the same pattern, Bennett (1986, 1993) introduced the developmental model of intercultural sensitivity (DMIS), and which contains six stages ranging from ethnocentrism to ethnorelativism for a better understanding of cultural differences. During this timeframe, multiple intercultural experts explored this concept through different models, theories, and perspectives (Arasaratnam and Doerfel, 2005; Arasaratnam, 2016); however, these authors did not reach an agreement on a unified term and description. Deardorff (2006) conducted a Delphi study to eliminate such ambiguities and complexities from this concept and came up with a universally-acceptable and clear definition of ICC from the consensus of a majority of experts as “the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations as based on one's intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (p. 247–248).

A person's motivation, attitude, knowledge, and skills regarding the ICC can be evaluated at some point. This assessment is a continuous process that occurs when an individual delves deeper into a culturally-distinct society (Deardorff, 2006). The distinction is mainly based on the concepts of ICE and ICC. On the other hand, Spitzberg and Changnon (2009) further clarified the differences between ICA and ICN. They described ICA as a state in which an individual encounters minimal stress or cultural shock and successfully adapts to a new culture. In addition, they highlighted ICN as a shift in communication behavior aligned with the host context, further corresponding to adjustment and assimilation. Lewthwaite (1996) confirmed that ICN cannot be attained if students are not competent in communication. It is evident that ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN are significantly different from one another and must, therefore, be fostered while living in a culturally-diverse or multicultural society (Chen and Starosta, 1996; Nadeem et al., 2020b).

The anxiety uncertainty management (AUM) theory has emerged as a strategically-structured and comprehensive theory in IC research (Nadeem and Koschmann, 2023). The strength of AUM is not limited to the conception of strangers and their primary communication behaviors (Gudykunst, 1991, 1993, 1995, 2005). However, the core assumptions and theorems of the AUM have been validated across various areas and contexts, even as the theory has expanded (Nadeem et al., 2023). An overlooked area of AUM is its foundational predictions and explanations, which have been applied to ICE (Gudykunst, 1991, 1993; Nadeem and Koschmann, 2023), ICC (Nadeem et al., 2020a), ICA (Gudykunst, 1995, 2005), and ICN (Hammer et al., 1998) separately. This reaffirms the central focus of the study. The ongoing debate on IC research was either subjected to only two cultural groups (such as the USA and Japan, or to the home and host cultures) or considered the multicultural standpoints (more than two cultures) for maximum generalizability of the research findings. These two cultural approaches are culture-specific, and more than two cultural approaches are known as culture-general approaches (Arasaratnam, 2007; Nadeem, 2022). Therefore, the culture-general approach was favored and further integrated into the current study.

Relying solely on IC is insufficient for international students and cannot facilitate their journey toward a meaningful stage or phase. In fact, a student should possess the effectiveness, competence, and both the ability and adaptiveness to adjust within an intercultural context. Previous studies have examined only the factors that contribute to the stages and processes by which one can reach the discussed concepts (ICE, ICC, ICA, or ICN). However, what transpires after the attainment of any individual concept (such as ICE or ICC) remains uncharted in the IC research literature. This study aims to answer this question by proposing a comprehensive model of IC (CMIC) that links four major concepts of IC as the phases necessary for adapting to a new culture. The model proposes that a student must be effective (ICE) which then paves the path for competence (ICC), leading to adjustment (ICA) in an intercultural setting. Upon successfully navigating these three stages, there is a probability that they can adapt (ICA) to the new culture. The following section explains the differences in the supportive literature and proposes CMIC.



2 Literature review

The literature is further divided into four key subsections—ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN—in which research practices and differences among the mentioned concepts are gathered individually and discussed further.


2.1 Intercultural effectiveness

IC is best defined as “people of two different ethnic groups or cultures trying to communicate, perhaps despite their differences” (Arasaratnam and Doerfel, 2005, p. 155). ICE is assumed to occur when misunderstandings can be minimized between communicators and when communication becomes effective (Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001). Neuliep (2012) defined ICE as “the notion that a person receiving and interpreting a message attaches a meaning to the message that is relatively similar to what was intended by the transmitter” (p. 4). The AUM theory appears to be the most promising theory which discussed ICE in greater depth, comprehensiveness, and systematic detail (Nadeem et al., 2023). AUM's theoretical framework defines a systematic procedure with three important components—superficial causes, fundamental causes, and a moderation process—which informs the approach to ICE (Gudykunst, 1993).

AUM contains six major superficial causes (e.g., the motivation to interact with strangers, connections with strangers, reactions to strangers, and others) in broader terms, and every category is further divided into various factors. The subsequent stage concerns basic causes, including the management of anxiety and uncertainty, and the final step includes the moderation process of mindfulness to attain ICE (Neuliep, 2012). In summary, superficial causes, individually or collectively, function as a guide for individuals in navigating anxiety and uncertainty during interactions with strangers, and they must be mindful of being effective in IC (Nadeem and Koschmann, 2023). Furthermore, it has been claimed that the communication process remains consistent regardless of whether or not the communicators are from the same cultural background (Gudykunst, 1991; Neuliep, 2012).

The AUM theory labels these communicators as potential strangers, and they are considered strangers in their basic and initial interactions. ICE goes beyond the simplified method of interpersonal or intercultural encounters that require effective interactants (Gudykunst, 1993). Intercultural scholars have defined it slightly differently depending on the requirements of their relevant domains of interest (Nadeem et al., 2020b). The consensus among most experts is that achieving appropriateness and effectiveness in intercultural interactions depends on an individual's motivation, skills, attitudes, and knowledge (Nadeem, 2022). In terms of AUM, ICE is achieved when the receiver can understand the message in the same way as intended by the sender during an intercultural interaction (Gudykunst, 2005). The central emphasis is on the effectiveness of the individuals engaged in the communication process and their ability to be effective throughout the process.

During early attempts to conceptualize ICE, Hammer et al. (1978) noted three prevailing dimensions: the capacity to communicate effectively, managing psychological stress, and cultivating intercultural relations. In the coming years, the AUM theory elaborated that ICE is a multifaceted process that can be attained when individuals are able to manage anxiety or uncertainty and can remain mindful during intercultural interactions (Gudykunst, 1993, 1995, 2005). Subsequently, this proposition was reconfirmed within the non-Western cultural contexts of Pakistan (Nadeem and Koschmann, 2023) and China (Nadeem et al., 2023), with ICE being shaped by various factors, such as sensation seeking, anxiety, empathy, and uncertainty, and moderated by mindfulness. The discussed assumption demonstrates that ICE is an output of certain processes (Gudykunst, 2005) rather than having several dimensions that can portray it.

As is quite evident, ICE only emphasizes the effectiveness of individuals engaged in an intercultural interaction according to the experts of ICE (Gudykunst, 1993; Neuliep, 2012). This suggests that effectiveness is achieved when the receiver accurately interprets the sender's message as it was intended. Careful examination of the conceptualization of ICC reveals that both communication effectiveness and appropriateness stem from individuals' knowledge, attitudes, and skills. This finding suggests that ICE precedes the conscious manifestation of ICC through an individual's skill set. Based on this reasoning, it can be argued that ICE (effectiveness) is a prerequisite for ICC (appropriateness and effectiveness) and that ICE could directly impact the ICC of the individual.

Hypothesis 1: There is a direct influence by ICE on ICC.



2.2 Intercultural competence

ICC is defined as “the knowledge, motivation, and skills to interact effectively and appropriately with members of different cultures” (Wiseman, 2002, p. 208). The term ICC and its definition have been the focus of continued discussion for a long time. Spitzberg and Changnon (2009) referred to ICC as “the appropriate and effective management of interaction between people who, to some degree or another, represent different or divergent affective, cognitive, and behavioral (sic) orientations to the world” (p. 7). In addition, numerous contradictions and ambiguities become noticeable when critically examining previous ICC studies. For example, ICC is a multidimensional construct, a theoretical approach, and ICC can be influenced by various predictors (Nadeem et al., 2018).

Throughout the development of the ICC concept, most experts maintained it as a multidimensional construct, that is, both a term and a variable (Wiseman et al., 1989). Ruben (1976) claimed seven underlying dimensions of the ICC: empathy, role behavior, display of respect, knowledge, posture, tolerance for ambiguity, and interaction management. Furthermore, it has been proposed that an individual's ability to convey these concepts through their actions should be emphasized, rather than relying exclusively on evaluating competency based on attitude, knowledge, intentions, and motives (Ruben, 1976). An interesting approach has noted that individuals' personal networking with culturally-different people can aid in attaining ICC in intercultural interactions (Kim, 1986). However, this has not been empirically validated by other researchers (Arasaratnam and Doerfel, 2005). The five-factor model for ICC proposed by Byram (1997) includes skills, knowledge, attitudes, discovery and interaction skills, and critical cultural awareness which are considered integral components of ICC. According to scholars, the ICC is a combination of three main dimensions, namely those concerning the cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions (Chen and Starosta, 1996; Spitzberg, 2000; Fritz et al., 2005).

Experts have also examined and established the theoretical rationale behind ICC in diverse ways. Intercultural sensitivity is a crucial aspect of ICC. Chen and Starosta (2000) introduced a model associated with this dimension as (MIS). The model was established in the US and later applied in Germany, yielding significant results (Fritz et al., 2005). One study highlighted that five factors predict intercultural sensitivity: interaction engagement, attentiveness, enjoyment, confidence, and respect for cultural differences (Fritz et al., 2005). Conversely, it is argued that intercultural sensitivity and ICC are different, with intercultural sensitivity being referred to as the ability to differentiate and witness cultural differences, and ICC as the ability to behave appropriately within intercultural settings or contexts (Hammer et al., 2003). The DMIS has also been identified as an important contribution that serves as the basis for assessing intercultural sensitivity and ICC (Sinicrope et al., 2007). DMIS has six stages, in which the first three stages (denial, defense, and minimization) are ethnocentric, and the remaining three (acceptance, adaptation, and integration) are ethnorelative stages (Bennett, 1986, 1993). In simpler terms, these developmental stages shift a person from lower to higher ICC levels.

Other researchers have continued to explore the predictors or antecedents of ICC by observing their direct and indirect influences. Empathy (Gibson and Zhong, 2005; Deardorff et al., 2017), knowledge of the host culture (Wiseman et al., 1989), attitudes, motivation (Arasaratnam et al., 2010), and other factors are direct influencers of ICC. Conversely, sensation seeking (Nadeem et al., 2020b), ethnocentrism (Arasaratnam and Banerjee, 2011), and several others (see, Arasaratnam, 2016) have indirect effects on ICC. Arasaratnam and Doerfel (2005) introduced a unique “culture-general” approach to identify key contributors of ICC. This approach subsequently helped establish an integrated ICC model (IMICC). The IMICC has been applied in the context of the US, Australia, and Malaysia, and has yielded noteworthy results regarding the predictors of ICC (Nadeem, 2022). The underlying strategy behind this model covers the perspective of people who belong to various cultures, and is considered a strength of the IMICC (Nadeem et al., 2022). Thus far, the IMICC version has not been widely tested, despite its strong theoretical foundation. In recent decades, a noticeable trend has emerged wherein the ICC dimensions that were once predominant are now regarded as predictors of ICC itself (Nadeem et al., 2020a).

Based on the studies discussed above, it is evident that ICC can be considered a multidimensional construct, theoretical reasoning (process), or an outcome variable, depending on the nature of the research. However, the studies discussed did not explore the next stage after ICC, and which merits further exploration. In simpler words, the core concept of ICC involves an individual's adept and effective behavior as driven by their skills, with this behavior not to be assumed to reflect a person's satisfaction or comfort level in a different setting. This finding implies the existence of a subsequent stage or phase after one achieves competence in intercultural interactions. The next phase involves ICA for an individual. ICA refers to an individual's contentment derived from both overall and interactional adaptations in a new cultural context. Therefore, it must be assumed that after ICC, people can adjust to a different environment, and that ICC can directly impact the ICA of an individual in a foreign setting.

Hypothesis 2: There is a direct influence of ICC on ICA.

Hypothesis 3: There is a direct influence of ICE on ICA.



2.3 Intercultural adjustment

Intercultural or cross-cultural adjustment is best defined as an increased level of psychological satisfaction, comfort, or ease in relatively unfamiliar cultural settings (Black, 1988). Yoo et al. (2006) described ICA as “the process of altering one's behaviors (sic) or cognitions in relation to a different environment, in order to better interact with the environment to achieve desired end goals” (p. 346). This construct continues to be prominent in both IC research and professional environments where foreigners and expatriates work within culturally diverse organizations (Froese et al., 2012). Considering its conceptual and theoretical reasonings, the construct is further segmented into three major underlying concepts—general, working, and interaction adjustment (Black and Stephens, 1989)—and which have been reflecting the ICA of individuals for many years. Some fundamental and initial necessities—such as food, health, climate, and housing—are included in the general adjustment (Froese et al., 2012). Conversely, the ease of socialization and interaction with host members fall under the domain of interaction adjustment. Given that the primary focus of this study concerned international students (who are not typically engaged in work), the inclusion of general and interaction adjustments was intended to reveal their ICA.

Researchers from diverse fields have emphasized the significance of enhancing the theoretical understanding of ICA to benefit students, expatriates, the working class, and others. The most promising effort is the development of the U-curve model of ICA which outlines seven stages ranging from low satisfaction to higher adjustment satisfaction for individuals who are exposed to culturally-diverse environments (Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963). The model refers to the initial experiences of individuals as the “honeymoon stage” and the final stage of an individual's experiences as “witnessing resocialization” (Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009). The curve of this model defines the experiences of people toward their ICA and their satisfaction within a culture. Another study observed that, following the honeymoon phase—and having to overcome the challenges of adapting to a new culture—individuals tend to gain a higher level of adjustment to foreign cultures (Winkelman, 1994). Conversely, it is also noted that the influencers of ICC can facilitate individuals to better adapt to a new culture and be satisfied with their intercultural relationships (Ruben and Kealey, 1979).

Moreover, AUM theory thoroughly discusses the ICA of strangers in a new culture (Gudykunst, 1995). Nishida (2015) revealed a sub-theory under the umbrella of the main AUM theory and which solely discusses the adjustment of people in relatively different cultures. The primary explanations and predictions of AUM remain the same; however, theorists have expanded a few axioms associated with the adjustment of individuals in this sub theory (Gudykunst, 1995, 2005). Cultural dimensions (individualism-collectivism) and others have been integrated into the concept of adjustment in AUM (Gudykunst, 1995, 2005; Nishida, 2015). Furthermore, the sub-theory does not focus exclusively on the concept of adjustment; it also suggests training programs aimed at facilitating individuals' adjustment to the host culture in an impressive and efficient manner. A study on ICA revealed that the length of residence and self-evaluation of language competence facilitate the process of adjustment in a different cultural context (Lou and Noels, 2019).

Numerous studies are available within the extant body of literature that can explain how certain factors influence ICA and how ICA can be understood theoretically. However, locating literature that offers guidance on how ICA can further influence another factor, or what the subsequent phase-following adjustment might entail, can be challenging. Looking at the concept of ICA, it is noted that it is a combination of an individual's satisfaction with their general and interaction adjustments in the host context. Therefore, it reconfirms that it is dramatically different from ICE (effectiveness) and ICC (appropriateness and effectiveness) and can be positioned as a different phase. It also means that, if a person is well-adjusted (generally and communicatively) in a host culture, then it does not mean that they have adopted that culture. Given the rationale presented, it can be inferred that ICN may follow ICA and that an individual's adjustment can play a role in their adaptation process.

Hypothesis 4: There is a direct influence of ICA on ICN.

Hypothesis 5: There is a direct influence of ICC on ICN.



2.4 Intercultural adaptation (ICN)

Intercultural or cross-cultural adaptation is “the process of establishing (or reestablishing) and maintaining relatively stable, reciprocal, and functional relationships with individuals from different cultures” (Kim, 2001, p. 31). ICN is a process that increases one's level of fitness to meet the demands of a new cultural environment (Kim, 1989). It is similar to other transition processes in life, such as new jobs, new places to live, and studying in large cities (Martin and Nakayama, 2013). The term “third-culture perspective” was introduced by Gudykunst et al. (1977) and represents a broader context beyond an individual's home or host culture. Instead, it is a general foundation that can be used to understand the IC among interactants. Empathy is an integral component of the third cultural perspective. The findings suggest that the third cultural perspective increases an individual's satisfaction with a new culture (Gudykunst et al., 1977) and which may, in turn, help them adapt to that culture.

Ruben and Kealey (1979) outlined three key ICN dimensions: cultural shock, psychological adjustment, and intercultural effectiveness. They highlighted that during the initial stages of adapting to a new culture, most individuals experience cultural shocks. However, as they become more comfortable in the new environment, they undergo psychological adjustments and develop a relatively new culture. Following these two phases, individuals are likely to be interculturally effective and adapt to the culture. ICE is often considered one of the criteria of ICN (Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009).

Conversely, prominent theoretical approaches have enabled researchers to better understand the processes of individual adaptation. The application of AUM has been observed among international students in the United States regarding their adaptation to new cultures (Hammer et al., 1998). The affective, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions of ICN were acknowledged by Ting-Toomey (1993) from the perspective of identity negotiation, which helps individuals adapt to new or unfamiliar cultures. Outlining the major differences between cultural competence and ICC, the systems theory approach explains that competence within a specific context does not imply ICC among other contexts (Kim, 1991). Kim considered adaptability as an individual's capacity to adjust to the requirements of the new culture, which becomes obvious during intercultural encounters (Kim, 1995). Accordingly, adaptability and ICC share the same dimensions: cognitive, behavioral, and affective (Kim, 1995, 2002). Peng and Wu (2019) reconfirmed Kim's assumption that host social and communication competence, as well as basic and advanced intercultural transformations, play an integral role in the development of international students' ICA.

Winkelman (1994) explained, in detail, the stages of cultural shock in individuals exposed to a new culture. These four stages resemble the U-curve model with certain slight distinctions (Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963). The first stage is the “tourist” or “honeymoon phase” for a newcomer, followed by the second stage in which individuals experience cultural shocks and crises. The third stage revolves around the initiation of the recovery process from the crisis and the beginning of the process of adjusting to the new culture. The final stage comprises of individuals adapting to the culture by altering their existing behaviors so as to align better with the culture in question. Individuals must undergo substantial behavioral changes for maximum cultural assimilation (Winkelman, 1994). Lewthwaite (1996) discovered how international students can be adapted to new academic and cultural contexts. Students commonly experience frustration, cultural mismatches, and loneliness when adapting to a new culture. The lack of ICC has emerged as a major hurdle hindering ICA.

Based on the critical discussion in this section, it is evident that the terms ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN are distinct in terms of conceptualization and practical application. It is also an undeniable fact that these terms have been used interchangeably in previous efforts, but with different conceptualisations and theoretical reasoning. In terms of ICN, it is witnessed that it can be achieved when persons are already adjusted to the host country or culture, and can then adopt that culture. Therefore, it is proposed that the ICE can predict and directly impact the ICN of such individuals. Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework of the current study, along with paths indicating the direction of every hypothesis, which is solely based on the strong conceptual and theoretical justifications discussed in th is section.


[image: Diagram illustrating relationships among four elements: Intercultural Effectiveness (ICE), Intercultural Competence (ICC), Intercultural Adjustment (ICA), and Intercultural Adaptation (ICN). Arrows labeled H1 to H6 indicate directional relationships among these elements.]
FIGURE 1
 Conceptual framework of the study.


Hypothesis 6: There is a direct influence of ICE on ICN.




3 Methods


3.1 Research design and technique

Since the current study concerns a preliminary test of the CMIC, a cross-sectional research design followed by a survey technique is preferred. A survey form was designed to test CMIC among international students in Shanghai, China. Previous studies have documented that many researchers have concentrated on a particular university as their research population because of the greater cultural diversity it offers (Nadeem et al., 2020a). However, in the current study, international students from all universities in Shanghai, China were considered a targeted population for a number of reasons. Shanghai stands out as one of the most culturally-diverse cities in China, hosting a relatively large population of international students in its educational institutes when compared to other cities. Moreover, this study adopted a cultural-general approach which necessitated the incorporation of perspectives from at least two different cultural standpoints (Arasaratnam, 2007, 2016). These two concerns can be addressed by using a targeted approach that incorporates international students across various campuses in Shanghai. The participants' inclusion criteria were very clear and driven by three key principles: they must be international students, they must be living in Shanghai, and can be enrolled in any academic degree program.

International students in Shanghai were approached through a convenience sampling approach involving visits to their campuses and invitations to participate in the study. The survey form included a consent statement at the beginning, indicating that students had the freedom to discontinue participation at any time if they felt uncomfortable. In addition, the form guaranteed that the students' identities would be kept confidential. Sample size has been a key issue in studies focusing on international students in the past (Nadeem et al., 2020b, 2023). This study adopts the sample-to-variable ratio technique (Hair et al., 2018). This technique recommends an ideal ratio of 20 samples for each variable (20:1). Based on these criteria, a sample size of over 80 international students was deemed sufficient for this study (80:4). A sample size of 80 was regarded as the lowest threshold for this study; therefore, more than 300 survey forms were distributed to the international students in Shanghai. Almost 200 questionnaires were returned, indicating a very good response rate of more than 67% of the entire distribution. After the initial screening for missing values and empty sections, 171 usable responses remained for the final data analysis. Thus, the current study collected data from a large number of international students (N = 171), surpassing the minimum threshold and meeting the sampling criteria.



3.2 Instrumentation

The survey was conducted in English as the primary language. It was broadly divided into three major segments. The first section consisted of the title, instructions for completing the survey, and a consent form. Five distinct types of descriptive questions were presented in the second section, the first asking for the respondent's country of origin, followed by an open-ended space followed by sex (male or female), educational status (undergraduate or postgraduate), and past intercultural experiences (yes or no), all presented with dichotomous response options. Finally, respondents were questioned about their age groups at specified intervals. The third section was of utmost significance because it contained the items of the selected variables for the present study. A five-point Likert-type scale was used to measure the responses for each item across all variables (ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN). In terms of the instruments chosen for each variable, the current study adopted well-recognized scales in the literature on IC and which have excellent reliability. Despite being alternative worthy scales in various domains, the selected scales were preferred because of their endorsements by experts in IC research and their close alignment with the conceptualization of the chosen variables in the current study. The total number of items for each variable and their sources of adoption are listed in Table 1. The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) and Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS) were used to analyse the data collected in this study.


TABLE 1 Measurement tools.

[image: Table displaying intercultural variables. Columns include "Variable", "Scale", "Item", and "Source". Variables are Intercultural Effectiveness, Competence, Adjustment, and Adaptation. All use a scale of one to five. Items number from four to eleven. Sources are Gudykunst and Nishida 2001, Arasaratnam 2009, Black 1988, Black and Stephens 1989, and Gao and Gudykunst 1990.]




4 Results


4.1 Participants

Eighteen cultures were presented by the international students who participated in this study (N = 171). Most were from Malaysia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Russia, and South Korea. Almost 47% of them were female and 53% were male. Among them, 37 were enrolled in undergraduate programs, and 134 were pursuing postgraduate studies. Approximately 77% of the international students had intercultural experiences prior to coming to China. In terms of age groups, 45.6% were between the ages of 21–25, 32.2% were between the ages of 16–20, and 22.2% were between the ages of 26–30. Table 2 presents the complete details of the participants' demographic characteristics. An independent samples t-test was conducted to evaluate the variance among students who had and did not have prior intercultural experience. The results revealed that students with and without past intercultural experience did not show any statistically significant changes in ICE (F = 0.059, p > 0.05), ICC (F = 0.635, p > 0.05), ICA (F = 0.069, p > 0.05), or ICN (F = 0.871, p > 0.05).


TABLE 2 Participants details.
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4.2 Assumptions of normality and multicollinearity

Normality and multicollinearity were assessed before examining the reliability and validity of all variables and their respective measurement instruments. Because the normality of data is a prime concern in regression analysis, skewness and kurtosis measures are frequently employed to address statistical normality. Table 3 includes the descriptive statistics and shows that the data of this study were a bit skewed, but that the majority of the variables' scores lie within the threshold of +2 and −2 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007), which illustrates that the data were normally distributed.


TABLE 3 Normality.

[image: Table displaying statistics for four variables: Intercultural effectiveness, Intercultural competence, Intercultural adjustment, and Intercultural adaptation. Each has a sample size of 171. Skewness values are -0.571, -1.042, -0.780, and -1.007, with standard errors of 0.186. Kurtosis values are -0.428, 0.173, -0.469, and -0.062, with standard errors of 0.369.]

Multicollinearity exists when one of the variables in the data set is highly correlated with another independent variable. This can be assessed using the variance inflation factor (VIF), tolerance, and condition index (CI) values. The thresholds for tolerance, VIF, and CI values were 0.10, 10, and 30, respectively. Table 4 shows that the data used in this study did not have multicollinearity issues because the values of tolerance, VIF, and CI lie within the range identified by the researchers (Hair et al., 2010; Sekaran and Bougie, 2010). Common method bias (CMB) was also evaluated so as to identify bias in the data using Harman's one-factor test. The assessment was conducted through exploratory factor analysis (EFA), and all survey items were converted into a single factor to determine the variance proportion. The results revealed that 37.64% of the variance explained by all items is lower than the 50% threshold, suggesting that CMB did not affect the data. Therefore, the data collected for this study are normal and do not have multicollinearity or CMB issues.


TABLE 4 Multicollinearity.

[image: Table showing four variables: Intercultural effectiveness (ICE), Intercultural competence (ICC), Intercultural adjustment (ICA), and Intercultural adaptation (ICN). For each, Tolerance, VIF, and Condition index are given. Tolerance values range from 0.745 to 0.843, VIF values from 1.186 to 1.343, and Condition index values from 1.000 to 11.297.]



4.3 Assessment of reliability and validity

Reliability and validity concerns were assessed using known indicators in the literature. Cronbach's Alpha (α > 0.70) values were initially examined for all variables to report reliability. The alpha values for each variable appeared to be either very good or excellent based on the results (ICE = 0.89, ICC = 0.94, ICA = 0.93, and ICN = 0.91). Validity was addressed through the measurement model in AMOS with different indicators: confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), composite reliability (C.R.), average variance extracted (AVE), and discriminant validity. Table 5 contains the complete statements of each item and their loadings and confirms that all items loaded higher than the minimum value of CFA (>0.50).


TABLE 5 Items and loadings.

[image: A table details items related to intercultural effectiveness, competence, adjustment, and adaptation, each with associated scores. Categories include communication, comfort with other cultures, adjustments to Chinese living conditions, and satisfaction with cultural integration. Scores range from 0.603 to 0.921, indicating varying levels of effectiveness and adaptation in intercultural contexts.]

The values of C.R. (>0.70), AVE (>0.50), discriminant validity (>0.70), and correlation values are presented in Table 6. The results revealed that the values of each variable were higher than the minimum criteria of the abovementioned indicators for assessing the reliability and validity of the variables. In addition, the hetero-trait mono-trait (HTMT) ratio of the correlations was examined to ensure variable validity. Table 7 reveals that none of the values for the variables crossed the thresholds of 0.85 and 0.90 (Henseler et al., 2015), confirming the attainment of strict and liberal discriminant validity. Therefore, the findings confirmed that the collected data could be considered for further analysis. The fitness indices of construct validity (χ2 = 541.463, χ2/df = 1.15, CFI = 0.98, SRMR = 0.06, and RMSEA = 0.03) reconfirmed that the data were well-fitted with the measurement model.


TABLE 6 Validity parameters.

[image: Table displaying variables related to intercultural studies with columns for CR (Composite Reliability), AVE (Average Variance Extracted), and correlation values for four items. Bold values indicate discriminant validity with significance levels marked as *** for p < 0.05.]


TABLE 7 Hetero-trait mono-trait (HTMT).

[image: Table comparing variables related to intercultural effectiveness. Columns labeled 1 to 4. Intercultural competence (ICC) has a value of 0.311 in column 2. Intercultural adjustment (ICA) has values of 0.354 and 0.453 in columns 1 and 2, respectively. Intercultural adaptation (ICN) has values of 0.395, 0.441, and 0.385 in columns 1, 2, and 3, respectively.]



4.4 Model testing

Three different sub-models were created to completely address the functionality of CMIC. In the first sub-model, the direct relationships between the variables were addressed. However, an indirect influence of exogenous variables on the other endogenous variables were examined in the second and third sub-models.

Path analysis was performed in AMOS to determine the direct impact of exogenous variables on endogenous variables of concern to the current research. Figure 2 represents the first sub-model of CMIC. The findings of path analysis revealed that ICE had a direct impact on ICC (β = 0.279, t = 4.31, p < 0.05) and ICA (β = 0.225, t = 3.41, p < 0.05). Similarly, ICC (β = 0.324, t = 3.89, p < 0.05) and ICA (β = 0.176, t = 2.21, p < 0.05) directly contributed to ICN. On the other side, the direct influence of ICC on ICA (β = 0.402, t = 5.40, p < 0.05) and ICE on ICN (β = 0.244, t = 3.46, p < 0.05) were also observed. The supporting details of the direct effects are presented in Table 8.


[image: Flowchart depicting the relationship between four concepts: Intercultural Competence (ICC) at the top, linked to Intercultural Effectiveness (ICE) on the left and Intercultural Adaptation (ICN) on the right. Intercultural Adjustment (ICA) is at the bottom, connected to both ICE and ICN.]
FIGURE 2
 Sub-model one.



TABLE 8 Direct effects.

[image: A table displaying statistical results for different pathways with corresponding beta (β), standard error (S.E.), t-value (t), and significance level (ρ). All pathways, including ICE to ICC, ICE to ICA, and ICC to ICN, show significant results with ρ marked as triple asterisks indicating p < 0.05.]

In this study, the indirect effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable was calculated to establish the mediating variable (Preacher and Hayes, 2004, 2008) through bootstrapping the sample through 5,000 iterations with a bias-corrected confidence interval of 95%. Second sub-model is presented in Figure 3. The findings of second sub-model revealed a significant indirect effect (β = 0.118, p < 0.05) of ICE on ICA in the presence of ICC as intervening variable, with zero straddling between the lower (0.046) and upper (0.219) bounds. ICA appeared to be the mediating variable through the indirect effect (β = 0.063, p < 0.05) of ICC on ICN, and none lay among the lower (0.005) and upper (0.148) bounds.


[image: Flowchart depicting relationships between four concepts: Intercultural Competence (ICC) at the top, linked to Intercultural Effectiveness (ICE) and Intercultural Adaptation (ICN) on the sides, with Intercultural Adjustment (ICA) at the bottom connected to ICC, ICE, and ICN.]
FIGURE 3
 Sub-model two.


The third sub-model is presented in Figure 4. A significant indirect effect (β = 0.110, p < 0.05) of ICE on ICN was also found with not observations straddling the range between the lower (0.039) and upper (0.208) bounds, confirming ICC as a mediating variable. It was also noted that ICA appeared to be the intervening variable through a significant indirect effect (β = 0.099, p < 0.05) of ICE on ICN—zero did not lie among the lower (0.036) and upper (0.200) bounds. Lastly, a dual mediation of ICC and ICA was also established when indirect effect (β = 0.150, p < 0.05) of ICE on ICN was found significant—zero did not lie among lower (0.059) and upper (0.262) bounds.


[image: Flowchart depicting relationships between four concepts: Intercultural Effectiveness (ICE), Intercultural Adjustment (ICA), Intercultural Competence (ICC), and Intercultural Adaptation (ICN). Arrows indicate connections: ICE to ICC and ICA, ICC, and ICA to ICN.]
FIGURE 4
 Sub-model three.


Therefore, all proposed mediating variables were proven to be statistically significant based on the findings of this study. Table 9 presents the standardized total, direct, and indirect effect values for each path, as well as its status.


TABLE 9 Mediating effects.

[image: A table showing mediation analysis results. Columns are labeled as Path, Total effects, Direct effects, Indirect effects, and Status. Rows list five paths with their respective effects: ICE → ICC → ICA (Total: 0.357, Direct: 0.238, Indirect: 0.118), ICC → ICA → ICN (Total: 0.350, Direct: 0.288, Indirect: 0.063), ICE → ICC → ICN (Total: 0.394, Direct: 0.284, Indirect: 0.110), ICE → ICA → ICN (Total: 0.394, Direct: 0.295, Indirect: 0.099), ICE → ICC → ICA → ICN (Total: 0.394, Direct: 0.245, Indirect: 0.150). All have status Mediation. Significance is indicated by double asterisks.]




5 Discussion

The primary objectives of this study were as follows: First, IC researchers have made substantial contributions to a better understanding of this previously-neglected research area. Nonetheless, certain ambiguities exist regarding the use and interpretation of the terms ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN. Despite the existence of established perspectives, theories, and models, there is still a need for greater clarity regarding these concepts within IC research. Second, most research endeavors have yielded positive results in examining factors that either directly or indirectly contribute to the concepts in question. However, it has been difficult to locate literature that sheds light on what happens once an individual becomes competent or well-adjusted to a new culture. Third, a clear and more comprehensive model is necessary to provide more precise insights into the idea that the discussed concepts are merely transitional stages that individuals must navigate, progressing from effective to eventual adaptiveness within diverse cultures. Fourth, as this area predominantly focuses on international students, a specific model for such students would provide valuable assistance to students, as well as their host country or culture. Finally, the culture-specific approach has been heavily criticized in the existing literature; therefore, this study integrates the culture-general approach to test CMIC in China.

In this study, six hypotheses concerning the direct relationship between variables were proposed. Each proposed hypothesis is supported by the findings of the current study. The findings reveal that students' effectiveness can directly influence their competence, adjustment, and adaptation phases. Similarly, students' competencies can directly contribute to their adjustment and adaptation to a new culture. Finally, students' adjustment can lead them directly to adaptation within the host country. Competence and adjustment were also found to be intervening factors in the relationship between effectiveness and adaptation among international students. The results of the mediating effects found that the effectiveness of students can lead them to be competent, which further facilitates their journey toward adjustment within a new culture. Moreover, effectiveness can indicate competence which, in turn, reflects student adaptation. Students' effectiveness can also help them adjust and adapt to a new culture. Such competence enables students to adjust and adapt to new contexts. Most importantly, students' competence and adjustment work as a bridge to their effectiveness in adapting to different cultures.

Based on these findings, it is clear that ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN are completely different concepts, and that these are the transition phases for individuals who are exposed to a new cultural context. In simple words, as a student becomes effective (ICE) first, they will become competent (ICC), later become adjusted (ICA), and eventually adapt (ICN) to a new environment. Prominent studies conducted in the past have largely explored and documented personality and cultural dimensions in intercultural studies, and less attention has been given to models which can identify intercultural outcomes as phases. The CMIC offers the outcomes of every intercultural situation in its phases, rather than highlighting the significance of a cultural situation in which these phases have evolved. The CMIC was validated by individuals from 18 different cultures, while earlier attempts mostly focused on the standpoints of two cultures. This reconfirms the claims of CMIC, as it is culture-general in nature and has the potential to be applied to various situations, conditions, cultures, and individuals.

In terms of theoretical contributions, the present study has not only contributed to the empirical validation of CMIC in the context of China, but has also clarified the embedded confusion regarding ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN. It is evident from this research that these terms represent the transition phase-path which international students evolve along when exposed to a new culture. Undoubtedly, the model is purely based on the outcomes of renowned models and theoretical approaches to ICC. However, it offers a new way of understanding the dynamics of the IC. CMIC is an ongoing process similar to AUM (Gudykunst, 1991, 1993, 1995, 2005), the process model (Deardorff, 2006), DMIS (Bennett, 1986, 1993), and other reputed models of IC research (Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009). Through the CMIC, it can be observed that one cannot be effective, competent, adjust, or adapt to a new context within such a short time as claimed in the literature; rather, it requires commitment and time, which varies from person to person. The cultural context of China is presented in this model without its cultural elements or standings, because the model considered the culture-general approach in its construction and did not consider any contextual or situational factors. It is open for the upcoming researchers to add or remove phases from CMIC and to apply it to culturally diverse societies.

The CMIC can also have practical implications. The phases and transitions of the CMIC are presented in Figure 5 to better understand the implications. It is expected that individuals who already have prior experience abroad can easily pass through the phases of CMIC when compared to those who do not have such experiences. However, the findings of this study suggest that people with and without previous intercultural exposure can be effective, be competent, adjust, and adapt to intercultural situations. Such findings have an impact on the practical implications of CMIC and inform policymakers and host country institutes in considering the CMIC phases for developing interculturally efficient individuals. Policymakers of the host country, along with their associated institutes, can take advantage of the CMIC in multiple ways.


[image: Flowchart depicting four interconnected boxes labeled: "Intercultural Effectiveness (ICE)" leading to "Intercultural Competence (ICC)," then "Intercultural Adjustment (ICA)," and finally "Intercultural Adaptation (ICN)." Each box is connected by arrows indicating progression.]
FIGURE 5
 Comprehensive model of intercultural communication (CMIC).


Through this model, they will learn that students who have arrived recently can adjust or adapt to their culture directly; in fact, this development requires time and effort. Therefore, they must focus on developing skillsets which can enable them to be effective and competent through training and workshops (Nadeem et al., 2020a). The factors associated with ICE and ICC are already available in the literature on IC research, and a strategic plan is needed to cultivate and improve these skills in IS. After a specific period, they expect students to adjust and adapt to their culture (Nadeem et al., 2020b). Conversely, students could also develop these skills by themselves, taking into consideration the phases of CMIC to better connect with their host culture or country. This depends on the effort and energy they apply in cultivating these concepts for greater benefit (Nadeem et al., 2023). Finally, this model is not solely for international students, as it can be useful for the working class and for others living in culturally different places.


5.1 Limitations

Methodological constraints may limit the generalisability of the findings of this study. As this was a preliminary study to test the proposed model, it was evaluated based on this rationale. A small sample size could not be an issue for the current research because a similar study collected data from hundred and seven individuals and argued that the findings are significant and that sample size is not a problem (Neuliep, 2012). The same argument is consistent with the current research. The participants were from one prominent city in China, and there was a chance that the stances of other international students in different cities were diverse. So far, the findings of this research are worth noting and are not biased, since the results did not indicate any significant differences between students with and without previous intercultural experience before coming to China. CMIC represents the stance of international students from China only; therefore, extensive testing of this model is essential in future studies to reconfirm its theoretical soundness. Future researchers can also modify this model with the addition of new phases or transitions and apply it to culturally-different societies, especially regarding international students.




6 Conclusion

The current study successfully demonstrated the distinction between the popular concepts of IC research—namely ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN—in addition to establishing a comprehensive IC model specifically for international students. In CMIC, it is argued that effectiveness in communication until adaptation to a new culture is not the same; instead, these are the developmental stages for individuals. According to the CMIC, international students become effective (ICE) and competent (ICC) in intercultural interactions; then, they are likely to adjust (ICA) and later adapt (ICN) to the new culture. Theoretical reasoning was adopted from established models, theories, and perspectives of IC research by connecting their outputs and further linking them as stages and phases of intercultural exposure. A culture-general approach that considers the stance of more than two distinct cultures was included in the CMIC and further applied to international students in Shanghai, China. The findings of the CMIC are beyond expectations and surprising, even though this is a preliminary study. More careful and critical evaluation, as well as the application of CMIC, is required across different contexts to validate its reasoning and predictions. Researchers from other domains could also participate in the further expansion of CMIC in multicultural societies among other populations. In addition to theory, CMIC can be considered by host cultures to formulate policies in terms of hosting strangers in their cultural contexts.
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In this narrative inquiry research, our focus was on exploring teacher identity within the context of the expanding field of language teacher education and professional development. Utilizing theories of teacher identities to analyze data from interviews and reflections, we observed that conversations and stories were frequently shared in social settings, with overseas teaching practices being a substantial influence on their reflections. The findings indicated that the participants' teacher identities continually changed and dynamically evolved, particularly influenced by their engagement in overseas educational programs. Upon their return, participants expressed hope in maintaining their newly transformed perspectives on teaching and learning. In conclusion, we discussed further research directions and implications to underscore the ongoing significance of this topic.
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Introduction

International education plays an important role in the success of teaching and learning in local settings, especially given the internationalization of education, which helps create employable teachers with the possibilities of producing high-quality academic experiences in order to transform classroom goals (Duong and Chua, 2016; Vu, 2020; Cao and Vu, 2022; Chi and Vu, 2022; Nguyen and Ngo, 2022; Vu et al., 2022; Nguyen and Ho, 2024; Tran and Vu, 2024). It means that teachers and learners are aware of what is needed to enable meaningful construction of useful knowledge and skills pertaining to teachers' professional development and learners' future work (Vu et al., 2022). Thus, many countries' governments have established policies to support local teachers of various subjects, including foreign languages, in order to obtain international qualifications to further support the communities they serve (Tran and Vu, 2024). Despite its importance, recent research has seemingly failed to closely examine Vietnamese teacher returnees of overseas programs, especially their professional growth, career sustainability, and pedagogical choices. However, in light of the growing literature on teacher returnees' international experiences, skill enhancement, and language development as a result of their overseas program participation (Tran, 2019; Dressler et al., 2021; Kissau et al., 2021), additional insights would significantly support teacher returnees' reflective and reflexive accounts of their dedication to the teaching profession and the sustainability of incorporating their transformed perspectives to succeed in their long-term careers (Gong et al., 2022), thus advocating their employment prospects and employability (Tomlinson, 2017).

In this paper, we elaborate on the experiences of two Vietnamese teacher returnees under the lenses of teacher identity and intercultural communication (IC), especially given the future outlook on different roles such as English teachers, English-as-a-foreign-language or English-as-second-language (TESOL/EFL) educators, graduate students, and novice researchers, similarly found in many previous studies (Vu, 2020; Gong et al., 2022; Vu et al., 2022). Thanks to the participants' long-term endeavors to grow personally, academically, and professionally, they have an opportunity to strengthen their forms of capital, including dispositions and competencies, in order to communicate productively in many intercultural settings (Vu et al., 2022). In other words, they observed closely to relate others in diverse settings where they are able to continuously transform themselves to become effective and appropriate intercultural speakers, rather than remaining as isolated individuals within culturally and linguistically diverse communities.

To enrich the literature on teacher returnees' identity, this paper seeks to understand the teacher identity to be evolving in response to the Vietnamese language teachers' engagement in overseas educational programs. This paper begins with the literature section which defines key definitions, relevant theories, and concepts. Then, it will address methodology that is used to answer the questions regarding the research purpose. Following this, findings and discussions will be presented right before the conclusion and implications.



Literature review

The current research posits that overseas programs would positively impact teachers' attitudes and readiness to transform their teaching practices upon return. According to the currently available research on IC, the held belief is that international and intercultural experiences are important factors that influence language speakers' general success. On the one hand, several works suggest that the overseas experience could develop linguistic competence and confidence in English language use (Christiansen et al., 2018), thus improving their academic growth and lived experiences in intercultural settings where English is used (Gray and Savicki, 2015). In addition, the teachers' agentic abilities closely decide their development of capital (Nguyen and Ngo, 2022) and observe attitudes in language use with sympathy and human-centered goals of teaching and learning (Miller, 2009; Kinginger and Wu, 2018).

Regardless, there are downsides to overseas qualifications toward teachers' success, which should not be neglected. Teachers in overseas programs are potential victims of cultural marginalization – being inferior in terms of context-driven roles and multi-faceted competences (Gong et al., 2022) and, therefore, being unnecessarily misinterpreted of their personal identities when they belong to minority groups with TESOL/EFL accents and expressions, or alternatively called, a “nobody” (Kettle, 2005). Also, contrary to common belief, these teacher returnees do not seem to be supported by national, institutional, and communal officials (Juyoung, 2016) because their teacher colleagues' goals to develop important areas of knowledge (grammar, learning skills, or sympathy) are only to help their learners perform well on tests, rather than improve their actual language skills and communicative competence (Choi, 2005; Miller, 2009). Students of overseas programs have to re-learn the traditional culture of learning (Gill, 2010; Clark and Dervin, 2014). Aligned with marginalization, the examples are demotivating factors that potentially prevent teachers from educational and pedagogical innovations.


Teacher identity

Teacher identity has been richly researched in higher education, including in TESOL education. To access a general view of teacher identity, there are three works translated into realistic use. Firstly, van Lier (2004) presents an ecological perspective based on a lens of the conceptual self. This lens remarkably supports that individuals should be able to negotiate their identities in connection with a wide range of contexts, including social, institutional and political. Interestingly, van Lier (2004) further elaborates that teacher identity is likely to be facilitated by teacher agency, which could be simply defined as teachers' capability of “mak[ing] choices, tak[ing] control, self-regulat[ing], and thereby pursu[ing] their goals as individuals leading, potentially, to personal or social transformation” (van Lier, 2011, p. 390).

In the same vein, Varghese et al. (2005) highlights that teachers, if interested in sustainable development, are advised to seek to define who they are. However, the question still remains as to how they can define themselves in different ways in response to the contexts in which they live and work. As long as their understanding of themselves is reached, they become more proficient to know that their teaching identity is subject to change over time. Varghese et al. (2005) argue that teacher identity is multiple, changing, and conflicting. In parallel, Wenger (1998) also suggests that teacher identity is necessarily and continuously changing because it is impacted by the cultural, political, and social setting, also called as “multimembership” in “multicommunities” by Nguyen (2016). For example, we would say that teachers are known and understood empathetically are decided by the context-driven nature, characteristics, actors in the school settings, the departments/ministries of education that primarily drive major implementations and school policy, and the broader communities/societies. Therefore, we can conclude that teacher identity is likely to be initiated, challenged, or developed under the circumstances in which relevant discourses occur.

Furthermore, Miller Marsh (2003) considers that the ways in which teachers can form and negotiate their evolving identities are closely associated with “a pattern of thinking, speaking, behaving and interacting that is socially, culturally, historically constructed and sanctioned by a specific group or groups of people” (Miller Marsh, 2003, p. 9). To summarize, the aforementioned characteristics prove that the teacher identity of any English teacher is not naturally formed after birth; rather, it is formed through a continuous process and reflects their participation within relevant personal, academic, and professional settings (Nguyen, 2019). Consequently, comprehending teacher identity is crucial for understanding and facilitating the growth of language teachers (Pennington and Richards, 2016).



IC and intercultural sensitivity

In the field of TESOL/EFL education, which highlights the importance of incorporating culture in teaching and learning, intercultural competence should be a goal for learners (Liddicoat et al., 2003; Kumaravadivelu, 2008; Bahna, 2017; Vu, 2021; Vu and Dinh, 2021). According to Byram (1997), intercultural competence is embodied by a set of attitudes, knowledge, and skills relevant to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural settings. TESOL and EFL teachers and learners hold different roles in both international and domestic contexts, and therefore are encouraged to maintain proficiency in intercultural competence because the globalized world contains English language speakers that are quite linguistically and culturally diverse (Kirkpatrick, 2017). Thus, there must be an English language that adequately addresses the growing demands of cross-cultural and intercultural communication.

Closely associated with intercultural communicative competence (ICC), intercultural sensitivity (IS) is a necessary component of, and correlated with ICC (Chen and Starosta, 2000; Vu, 2021). IS has been broadly recognized as a primary focus of many relevant researchers (Chen and Starosta, 2000). To avoid misrecognition and misunderstanding of the two terms IS and ICC, the former refers to individuals' abilities to discriminate and experience cultural differences, with the latter describing those that tend to “think and act in interculturally appropriate ways” (Hammer et al., 2003, p. 422). IS is the first component that needs to be developed to achieve intercultural competence because, without the proper attitudes to see cultural differences openly and enthusiastically, language speakers tend not to actively seek L1 and L2 cultural knowledge that leads to effective and appropriate behaviors in intercultural settings (Byram, 1997).

Despite the importance regarding teacher identity and the inspiration of IC in research on teacher education and teacher professional development, the up-to-date insights that these two endeavors intersect in supporting the overseas teacher returnees' career engagement in their home countries have not been sufficiently found in Asian educational contexts. Most prevalently, the study by Tan et al. (2022) finds that TESOL teachers, younger ones in particular, despite having foreign educational qualifications and international work experience, tend to have the have certain attitudinal difficulties, and at times stay behaviorally critical, in dealing with intercultural encounters due to their significant loss of agency and gradual reduction of legitimacy, especially when working with the international students in their home classroom contexts. Some other relevant studies (e.g., Yang, 2017; Gong et al., 2022) have showed the interconnection between teacher identity and ICC, suggesting that the TESOL teachers have second-language knowledge to manage (non-)verbal communication with students and necessarily get involved in the “social co-construction of identity through teacher-stakeholder interactions” (Yang, 2017, p. 525) in support of themselves professionally and their students. Interestingly, Gong et al. (2022) further suggest that the TESOL teachers should be aware of their professional identities, besides sociocultural identities, to determine their effective decision-making processes in various socially-engaged teaching contexts. Therefore, more attention should be placed to the teacher returnees' critical reflections on how their lived engagement in overseas intercultural settings would challenge or develop their teacher identity in their home settings where teaching careers are based.

To fill this gap, this research is going to explore the teacher returnees' sources of capital to be formed and developed over time, which directly transform their teacher identity and sense of ICC. In response to that, our research questions is:

	How do Vietnamese teacher returnees shape and leverage their teacher identity in their teaching careers following overseas educational programs?



Theoretical concepts and methodological considerations

In order to understand the teacher returnee participants' story-based international experiences and the impact on their intercultural teaching practices, we also decide to adopt Bourdieu's (1986) perspectives on capital, field, and habitus, hoping to demonstrate the participants' movement of thoughts, personal stances, feelings, and behaviors along their journeys in pursuit of internationally recognized higher education degrees. We endorse Bourdieu's stances on capital, field, and habitus to analyze the teacher participants' reflexive narratives.

Bourdieu (1986) refers to capital as “its objectified or embodied forms, tak[ing] time to accumulate [and] a potential capacity” (p. 241–242). Culture is a dimension to understand how social acts are constructed and why people behave in certain ways. As to what Bourdieu (1986) calls field, it is a central understanding of capital in relation to places where many forms of capital (such as economic, cultural, social, symbolic) are likely developed (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). Engaging in the field requires an actor's involvement with the habitus of the majority members (including dispositions, attitudes, beliefs, and practices), which newcomers should be able to acquire (Mutch, 2006, p. 163). Meanwhile, the new members (also actors) also have many possibilities to accept the unquestioned rules or norms (doxa), by building a bridge to fill what has been missing in their present capital to fully match the needs of realities in these new communities (that Bourdieu called illusio).

Through methodological analyses, their stories reveal that they utilized their available capital to acquire additional forms of capital, thus fulfilling their needs of social connection. To be specific, their economic capital is instrumental in helping them discover cultural values (cultural capital) and expand their social networks (social capital) (Bassey et al., 2019). Both forms of capital are prerequisite ingredients behind achieving elite professional standing and teaching effectiveness, as it makes up symbolic capital and newly formed cultural capital (Moore, 2013). The stories uncovered below demonstrate that their participation in international education and intercultural vibes (field) would be able to facilitate their launch of innovation in education, ranging from classroom to school activities. In accordance with Bourdieu (1986), this, in part, suggested the relatedness of all life, between the field in which the study participants' field of experience and their (surrounding people's) enhances forms of capital.




The study


Research context

In the context of a globalized world, English has gained widespread popularity as a foreign language in Vietnam, with ~90% of Vietnamese students studying it across all levels of education (Nguyen et al., 2018). Despite this, the English proficiency of Vietnamese students remains relatively modest, attributed to various factors. The primary factor identified is the shortage of qualified teachers (Le, 2020). The landscape of English education and teacher training in Vietnam witnessed a crucial turning point with the launch of Project 20220 by the Vietnamese government (The Government of Vietnam, 2008). Recognized as “the most significant and ambitious foreign language reform in modern Vietnam” (Ngo, 2018, p. 48), this initiative allocated a substantial 85% of its nine-trillion-dong budget to enhance the language proficiency and teaching methodologies of educators (Le, 2020). This noteworthy milestone underscores the acknowledgment of the profound influence that teachers exert on the academic success of their students.

In Vietnamese higher education and beyond, many academic and professional communities are established with a hope to actively engage the pre-service and in-service teachers who would benefit by exchange a wide range of related practice inside and outside classrooms. The communities are in both informal and formal forms. Particularly, the communities discussed in this study are both locally and internationally situated as part of the participants' journeys to enhance their awareness, understanding, attitudes, and skills needed to succeed interpersonally with others (Nguyen, 2016). The establishment of these communities are based on the common grounds, in terms of learning, teaching, and researching that would seem to match the heightened needs and preferences of community leaders and members (Nguyen, 2016).

In engaging with research participants, we place a significant emphasis on embracing diversity within institutional cultures, encompassing organizational structures, academic programs, student demographics, and student services. This study is viewed as a component of longitudinal research, delving into the teacher identity of Vietnamese overseas teacher returnees within Vietnamese higher education institutions and examining how various factors may shape or be shaped by their teacher identity. The focus of this research is narrowed to teachers employed at public universities in major cities of Vietnam, where diverse teaching and learning cultures exist. The selected institutions for this study should offer degree programs in both English language and non-English language majors, ensuring a range of perspectives and experiences are considered.



Research methodology

For this research, we employed a narrative inquiry approach to examine the way “people by nature live storied lives and tell stories of those lives, and narrative researchers described such lives, collect and tell stories of them, and write narratives of experience” (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990, p. 2). To minimize impacts of how hard it is to adapt to the home-teaching settings, the use of narrative inquiry approach is justified because the personally-and-professionally reflective stories of teacher returnees are important in order for the relevant parties to be able to support teachers when the they return to work and sustain their motivation and dedication to their teaching career (Barkhuizen et al., 2014). This approach is implemented to tackle shortcomings in fluency, pronunciation, and pedagogical skills concerning English language teaching. The aim is to enhance proficiency and accumulate teaching experiences (Richards and Farrell, 2011; Le and Phan, 2013). The formation of a language teacher, as defined by Pennington and Richards (2016), is viewed in relation to “the person's language background and language proficiency” (p. 11).

Research participants: We used our professional network to select those who are expected to present a lot of exemplary insights into the research phenomenon. The research participants should meet the requirements: (1) being returnees from overseas educational programs within 5 years in aiding our comprehension of their initial phase of acculturation within local teaching environments and the cultivation of intercultural competences with the goal of enabling effective and appropriate communication with students possessing a variety of cultural backgrounds, (2) working at the higher education institutions at the time of research, (3) being eager to voluntarily share international and intercultural experience from education, and (4) committing to joining the research till the end including reading and verifying research findings and finding interpretation. After the two rounds of recruitment, we had five voluntary teachers, one of whom then dropped out due to personal reasons and other two were unable to remain committed until the end of the project. We ended up with two teachers, namely, Nam and Minh. They agreed to sign the consent forms, allowing the use of data for research purposes and agreeing to have the Vietnamese-based pseudonyms to avoid revealing their identity. In what follows, there is some key information about their academic and professional backgrounds.

Nam: Nam graduated from a leading university in the South of Vietnam in 2013. Contrary to his family's expectations, he started a job as an English teacher, even though he received an undergraduate degree in the field of Business and Banking. He pursued teaching because he was interested in transferring his academic knowledge of customer service in the field of education. He served as a caring teacher and supported a wide-ranging group of students with diverse ages, language proficiency, ethnic backgrounds, and learning preferences. He realized his position as a teaching assistant while completing his undergraduate degree facilitated his intuition of how to communicate with his students (as recipients of educational delivery) and how to help them achieve maximum satisfaction from his teaching services. Over time, his acquisition of foundational teaching knowledge and skills made him consider a teaching degree to help him fulfill his job. He was intrinsically motivated to learn overseas in one of the Western English-speaking countries, particularly considering the diversity of other English language speakers' perspectives on what is needed for effective and appropriate communication in English, and how language skills can be achieved by teaching and learning. He believed that dedicating time and financial resources would provide him with the most authentic knowledge, aligning with Norton's (2016) assertion about the importance of investing in the target language of the English-speaking countries to gain a broader spectrum of symbolic and material resources. This investment, according to Norton (2016), enhances the value of one's cultural capital and social power. This, ultimately, made him deeply understand barrier-free language communication so as to inspire his students' acquisition of language usage economically. Therefore, it meant that he and his students could apply the English language in a way that mostly benefited themselves in terms of language expression and mutual understanding.

Nam's retrospective meaning-making helps unfold the importance of their stories. Necessarily, their life stories occurred within relevant social contexts and set clear examples and sufficient evidence. The narrative inquiry seems to allow shared responsibilities between the participants and me, with the stories of the latter being informed in text by the former. However, we remained committed and dedicated to upholding the authenticity and accuracy of the narratives in relation to what the participants performed as a storyteller.

Minh: Minh was born in a middle-class family in the North of Vietnam. Minh's mom was a housewife with limited educational accessibility. Minh's early higher education experiences were primarily in her countryside home, until she attended graduate school in the UK and US between 2013 and 2016 with a full scholarship. Her teaching career began in 2020 when she was in her second-year as a Business-major student. Her initial responsibility was to support lesson review and exam preparation for the freshmen. Her teaching interests increasingly flourished after being able to work with her students in developing her communication skills. As a result, her language proficiency also grew, as the courses that she was responsible for were fully instructed in English. She decided to pursue overseas education as a way to improve her teaching competence and access international experiences. After 4 years in two countries, she was awarded a Master's degree in Teaching and Learning and a Master's degree in Business and Management. Upon returning home, she worked as a course leader and was a Faculty of English-for-a-Specific-Purposes studies at a public university in the Northern part of the country. At the time of research, she had more than 5 years of teaching experience (as a Lecturer of English for Professional Purposes) and 2 years of leadership responsibility.

Having a close connection with Minh allowed us to initiate this study with the hope to deliver a meaningful message about the development of female language teachers of English, and particularly how identity would be reinforced by parental perceptions and support. Minh's perspectives help enrich gendered roles in the field of TESOL/EFL because they observe a country of culturally and linguistically heterogeneous settings, with a vast array of cultural stereotypes, misconceptions, and misbeliefs about females' social roles and undermined contributions in society. Therefore, considering the lived stories of Minh through sociocultural perspectives is a key step to better educational policy-making projects and implementations.



Data collection

Conversations occurred over time with the teacher participants (Nam and Minh, pseudonyms), with the help of our mutual colleagues, who have worked with Nam and Minh on many educational projects over the past 5 years. Via months of face-to-face interactions and collaborative opportunities in research, we identified that these teachers had stories that formed multilayered insights about the impact of international education on academic careers back home – Vietnam. Their engagement in international academic environments significantly shaped their philosophies and determined their teaching career endeavors, including impressive contributions to their working environments to make them more inclusive and equitable.

The stories were recorded using many sources, such as the participants' three 450- to 500-word reflective notes and five recorded 65- to 70-min informal conversations with each participant in Vietnamese over the span of more than 6 months. The reflective notes were based on a list of questions, including questions about their initial undergraduate program, language teaching experiences, graduate program engagement, and post-study teaching jobs. In addition to that, the conversations were about the sharing of their personal interests in teaching, personal beliefs and perceptions, teaching workplaces, opportunities and challenges in teaching, and career crisis moments.

We, including the two participants, agreed on the purpose of this research, supported each other to write and develop the stories, and confirmed the material presented by each other was accurate. Due to the close connection between the two, they had little difficulty inspiring each other to commence the story-telling process and encouraging each other to address unclear points of view when needed. Writing their stories began after they obtained sufficient understanding and expectations regarding the research purpose, question, and expected outcomes. We were available for support when something unexpected occurred and assistance was needed. Notably, the writing process was completed both collaboratively and individually, meaning that they spent time writing at the same time and location, as well as separately.



Data analysis and ethical considerations

We conducted our research in three stages, including the first (transcribing, reading and understanding), the second (reporting), and the third (checking) the interviews and reflective pieces. Then, thematic analysis was employed to label and place the codes accordingly (Braun and Clarke, 2006), a strategy for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the dataset while this approach captures significant aspects related to the research question and represents responses or meanings in the dataset. Cross-checked codes among the themes are important to see any repetitions, before being drafted in the first report. The report was reviewed by the participants for accuracy and sufficiency, thus enabling us to remove or add any codes if necessary.

In our qualitative approach, we prioritized trustworthiness as a guiding principle to ensure the integrity of the data collection, analysis, and presentation in this paper (Guba, 1981; Korstjens and Moser, 2018). We upheld credibility, transferability, and confirmability through practices such as prolonged engagement, triangulation, interaction with experts, reflexive practice, and meticulous documentation of the research process, thereby enhancing the overall rigor and reliability of this study.




Findings and discussion


Nam: postgraduate programs that informed his professional teacher identity
 
From culture shock to cultural understanding

When Nam arrived in the US as his destination to pursue his Master's degree in 2016, the language use and culture came as a surprise to him. His held stereotypes related to English language expression were challenged inside and outside the classrooms. At the multilingual and multicultural US-based higher education institution, he was exposed to both locally-standard (according to the institution's requirements and regulations) and internationally-experimental (according to the universal norms and values) experiences, which helped him build habitus for the better possession of competence, skills, and dispositions to succeed in the target culture (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). He was required to follow strict academic standards in the program to ensure high academic performance, particularly in regards to writing quality. He was challenged by his professors and academic advisors to deliver work that met the expected standards. In opposition to his beliefs, Nam made a strong effort to alter his ways of thinking influenced by Vietnamese expressions. Even though he previously received high quality writing education, he had some difficulties and challenges in connecting and presenting his ideas in such a way that is normally perceived by native English speakers because speech and writing patterns vary across different cultures and language groups. Those challenges, at large, likely impact the intrinsic motivation of international students to pursue newer academic fields (Kettle, 2005). He made quick progress to overcome criticism regarding his writing quality. He took an active approach to utilize the writing center and other academic resources to develop concise, understandable, and critical writing competence. Despite these challenges, his active learning assisted him in identifying and learning acceptable quality writing, while at the same time maintaining his authentic identity and voice as a writer, thus informing his new third-culture understanding and participation in the field, similarly observed in research by Clark and Dervin (2014). An author's voice is reflective of their logic of thinking, understanding of issues, use of examples to demonstrate critical analysis, and grammatical utterances. These positively-emancipated self-expressions privileged him, instead of positioning himself as an inferior player in predominantly standard communities. This privilege was also a highlight of his experiences, which were posited as internationally experimental. For example, Nam mentioned in his second reflection that:

	I trust myself a teacher, a thinker, a user of language. I deserve to have my thoughts fully expressed and recognized. I know that learning is continuous and allows me to become a better thinker in language use.

In the second part of his fulfilling learning experience, he shared that he inherited a sense of belonging to the multicultural communities. His cohort of colleagues and his neighbors taught him to respect that he was part of a growing community. Importantly, he gained confidence to share his cultural perspectives with honor. Enjoying with the “multi-memberships” in “multi-communities” (Nguyen, 2016), he was seen as enthusiastically eager to learn about the target communities' multilayered worldviews to develop a sense of similarities and differences. Awareness of the two-sided ideas was helpful in forming his readiness and willingness to take prompt action in treating the community's people more ethno-relatively, meaning to consider cultural differences as equally valued. Using his voice, he also reinforced others to actively understand that the English language can help connect people across the globe and to create a celebratory home to diversity. Therefore, by means of the two facets of his experience, he maintained his augmented sense of language use. Nam also developed the belief that to achieve successful communication, rather than differentiate who is better at using standard English, understanding how culture influences their use of the English language is more effective. Appreciating diverse worldviews, he appeared poised for success not only in applying his acquired language knowledge (e.g., grammar and learning strategies) but also in empathetically connecting with his students upon returning to teaching roles (Miller, 2009). Nam shared in his first reflective piece that:

	I value my identities. I value my language expressions and highly recognize my impacts on other communicators surrounding me.



Teaching to learn and assessing to grow

Nam acquired a comprehensive understanding of the practical use of the English language. Interestingly, the English language has evolved in light of globalization. The English language is a powerful vehicle for people to connect, share values, and build a better world. Aware of the prestigious status of English, Nam hopes that his students would be granted opportunities to retain their authentic identities. However, it does not mean that his students were discouraged from becoming a better version of themselves, rather they were encouraged to feel empowered by existing differences (Miller, 2009). From the interview, he proposed that:

	If language does not differ from one context to another, language is not itself. Language is a mirror of speakers' emerging and revealing identities. I hope that my learners should be proud of their decisions on how to language and communicate in any kind of language being learned.

Recognizing existing differences equipped him and his students with the dispositions and competencies to enhance their learning and ability to make decisions, particularly. According to this finding, it could be understood that the acquisition and development of (cultural) capital was not isolated from the agentic abilities of Nam, but his connection to the field that allowed him to be flexible and selective in his growth of competence. This insight is consistent with previous literature (van Lier, 2004; Cao and Vu, 2022; Nguyen and Ngo, 2022).

More importantly, Nam pursued an assortment of curricular and instructional strategies to invite his students to become responsible for their learning journey and, more broadly, life success (Miller, 2009). His overseas learning experience contributed to his notions which were based on self-determining learners to pursue contextual resources and educational opportunities, confirming the impacts of past learning experiences (Lortie, 1975; Cao and Vu, 2022) on their current teaching practices. Fundamentally, his sense of ownership for learning was a determinant for mistakes to be attributed toward sustainable self-growth. According to Nam, he shared with his students that mistake-making is good to enable identification of their lack of attention to something important. This view allowed his students to revisit their ill-attended areas of growth that deserved to be filled. This teaching decision prompted him to become an active listener and responsible teacher of student growth (Miller Marsh, 2003). In the third reflection, he suggested that:

	Learning is not learning without any mistakes. I considered my students as builder-makers, meaning that they self-designed their own learning based on their needs. With my support, their design became clearer and transparently helpful toward their achieved success.

Nonetheless, this does not imply that Nam ignored the standard curriculum and instruction required for common ground, but that collaboration with his students was an important addition to meet his students' needs, and made learning more accessible to growth. In short, these teaching skills enabled Nam to actively make decisions to grow professionally as a teacher – similarly observed in former research (e.g., Chi and Vu, 2022; Nguyen and Ngo, 2022), based on his comprehension and balance of his and his students' cultural capital.

Closely aligned with Bourdieu (1986) when it comes to how to capitalize on his learning opportunities through capital and habitus, Nam's active engagement to develop capital stood in close relation to his personal and professional development. Moreover, his pursuit of sustainable development in teaching and learning promoted interculturality within his school and his professional communities. Nam's approach to support intercultural campuses was constructive in different forms and formats. Utilizing the strength of his social capital (Bourdieu, 1986), Nam saw his students as critical helpers of marginalized student populations and support to those in need. He built a platform to support his students to establish institutionalized cultural capital, regardless of level, discipline, or student status, to enhance their sustained impact on the school's learning environment, moving beyond his exclusive emphasis on the grammar-translation method to evaluate learners' linguistic production and language proficiency using high-stakes examinations. According to Murray (2020), this approach does not yield any positive outcomes for the development of learners' communicative skills. In the interview, he used to share that:

	I truly cared my student's possessing empathy and energy to transform themselves and others. I thought that without proper self-improvements, they would not be able to take into consideration. What seemed to be a success of my students was their initiation of larger comfort zones to accept more challenges and sustainability of open-minded perspectives about how challenge can develop themselves personally.

This establishment was justified by the fact that he was sympathetic to the students' feelings and dire needs of being deeply cared for and well-heard (Miller, 2009; Chi and Vu, 2022). For the purpose of enhancing social relationships, he made good contributions to the symbolic capital, showing his positions and roles toward his students' development in areas of study and personal life (Tomlinson, 2017). As a result, his educational projects also shed light on the fact that he helped his students build connections and prepare skills for life. The many bodies that represent faculty and students have stayed in touch with Nam, considered room for change, and paid attention to his suggestions for improvements needed for sustainable development.




Minh: postgraduate program to transform her professional leader identity
 
Minh's understanding of language not to be used as a weapon in communication

Like Nam's experiences, Minh carried with her a rich diversity of cultural capital to seek better positioning in her target communities. As such, she started to study English in high school and was placed in an English for Academic Purposes class. She exposed herself to English-language reading and video material. She recalled that her early language learning experiences increased her desire to explore the world and to speak with English speakers, as Nguyen et al. (2020) describes “being blinded from the complex and changing reality of English” (p. 2). She tried to balance between being a fluent user of English with advanced grammar, as part of teacher identity (Le and Phan, 2013), and being an effective speaker of English with simple language, as part of their attempt to avoid being a fluent fool (Bennett, 1997). Although she had experience with intensive English grammar lessons in high school, she attempted to make herself comfortable using the English language as a tool to see the beauty of the world and widen her knowledge of culture in different parts of the globe. In the interview, she recalled that:

	I started to challenge myself regarding how to see a language through different lens, including syntax, phonetics, semantics, and pragmatics. I soon realized that language is unfixed in response to contexts and purposes of use.

While maintaining an optimistic attitude about the importance of knowing and using English in an effective way, she figured out how to access the English language in an authentic manner, ultimately attaining the status of a qualified language teacher (Bennett, 1997; Le and Phan, 2013). Specifically, she discovered that she needed to build her language proficiency in a way that ultimately made her feel confident to face uncertainties of interculturality, such as social events and communicative issues, as observed in Nam's case and corroborated by other studies (e.g. Miller, 2009). Therefore, when she had access to English language education as part of her higher education programs, she tried to approach English to be understood practically, while at the same time she tried to understand the content of what she was trying to read, where language and culture were always connected to form the meanings, as depicted by Liddicoat et al. (2003) and Kumaravadivelu (2008). She appreciated the authors' voices, but tended to think critically about how she could position her own opinions, thus making it important to create new knowledge and understanding instead of adhering to one translation and cultural interpretation. In the third reflective piece, she wrote that:

	Culture is necessarily referred to language that uses culture to represent something. I acknowledged that language learning is more than a challenge of absorbing as many vocabs as possible, but an understanding of how language works differently in given contexts.

In that way, she respected a variety of communicative strategies performed by many people coming from vastly different backgrounds of language and culture, which is a core feature of intercultural speakers (Byram, 1997).

The overseas settings created opportunities for the teachers to examine their lived experiences quite differently, specifically their willingness to become more understanding and sympathetic (Kinginger and Wu, 2018; Cao and Vu, 2022; Chi and Vu, 2022). Similar to Nam's mindset growth, Minh also used English to appreciate the inclusion. Her overseas experiences reminded her of the need to identify cultural diversities and language variations, rather than being placed in a category of native/non-native speakerism or seen as coming from the inner/outer circle (Freeman, 2020). Therefore, she did not necessarily communicate with native English speakers, but she considered her overseas experiences as a means of allowing her to connect with people that speak different languages. Furthermore, while she had initially shared anxiety about being unable to communicate overseas, her optimistic attitudes and awareness facilitated her to overcome cultural barriers and celebrate her beliefs of lived experiences in other culturally heterogeneous countries.



Minh's lived experiences to become an understanding teacher of her students and her future children

Minh was born in a culturally heterogeneous country challenging the roles of women in family, community, and society. In Vietnam, women continue to be considered to be better off as housewives and to take care of their parents, husbands, and their children (Tsai, 2006). However, the overseas experience helped Minh see that women's roles are more than taking care of their family, and their wide-ranging roles include building societies in collaboration with other people. The experience proved to transform her capital in response to the setting (linked to social capital), as she engaged in a diverse setting (Bassey et al., 2019). For example, Minh observed that the females can be active members of communities in organizational leadership positions to make important decisions for the specific organization, and even the country that they represent. In other words, looking into the construction of her identity, according to Miller Marsh (2003) and van Lier (2011), helps us more comprehensively understand what Minh shared in the interview that:

	I took a position of continuous learning and active using regarding English language. The overseas learning seemed to build my sense of becoming. Taking advantage of overseas learning possibilities and lived experiences, I become a more critical thinker in what I see is good for myself and valuable for my students.

Minh's wide-ranging experiences showed her that her roles could be equally as important to males, in terms of deciding organizational strategies and decisions. With a perceived understanding of how to provide excellent educational services to the English-as-first-language speakers, Minh knew that she needed to be dedicated to her teaching in a way that met the expectations of her language learners, which shaped herself as a strategic teacher with well-planned teaching strategies, as discussed in relation to the formation of teacher identity (van Lier, 2011). It means she knew sufficiently what her students needed and how she could develop her students' language competence. In detail, she attempted to holistically design her teaching by incorporating her students' interests in and preferences of learning as well as her well-informed blocks of required knowledge in accordance to the program's syllabus and assessment requirements. Benefiting from her past learning experiences overseas, her sufficient use of the English language in the other countries reminded her of the need to incorporate realistic and innovative teaching pedagogies to yield positive learning outcomes. Similar to Nam's scenario, both educators exhibited the ongoing development of their teacher identity, influenced by sociocultural experiences, including educational and professional contexts (Miller, 2009). Particularly within the teaching profession, they displayed a proactive approach in taking on an agentive role for the comprehensive development of teaching qualifications and personal attributes as foreign language teachers (Bennett, 1997; Le and Phan, 2013). In line with previous studies, these findings consistently align with the notion that teachers possess the competence to effect essential changes for overall teaching quality and the future success of students. They do not stand alone but find fulfillment in their roles as shapers of their learners' future (Freeman, 2020; Cao and Vu, 2022; Chi and Vu, 2022). For example, with this perceived sense of responsibility and commitment, she gradually considered her students at the center of her job satisfaction and cared deeply about her students' sustained growth in language use as a goal of her teaching effectiveness. Having said that, she concluded in her interview by sharing that:

	I love teaching. Teaching energized me and offered me lots of hope. I knew that any job needs people's patience and determination. Having them in hand, there soon is likely to be more possibilities for the professionals. It's true for teaching staff.





Conclusion and implications

In this paper, we report on the cases of two Vietnamese teacher returnees after engagement in overseas higher educational programs. Using the theory of IS, we hypothesize that the teacher returnees would incorporate intercultural experiences into professional careers by various means, measured empirically by a narrative inquiry. Bennett's (1986; 2017) Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity proposes a necessary movement from ethnocentric to ethno-relative worldviews to understand that differences need to be characterized and fully respected in order to acknowledge and celebrate diversity. It is often a process of learning that happens in settings of teaching and learning in support of language speakers' developed intercultural dispositions and competencies. Examined through the teacher participant's stories of lived experiences, the findings suggest that the research teachers would be able to transform their perspectives, understanding, and incorporation of their diverse worldviews into their personal, academic, and professional endeavors (Tan et al., 2022). This underscores the significance of comprehending cultural contexts, whether local or international, as crucial elements in broadening their perspectives, facilitating effective decision-making processes, and fostering potential transformations (Vu, 2020; Vu et al., 2022). However, the change that teacher participants experienced was necessary, although it does seem fundamental to resist some changes in cases when their passion to retain identity was helpful. When these teachers became curious about adapting and integrating themselves into a new setting, they frequently revisited these changes (Vu, 2020; Gong et al., 2022).

Looking closely at the stories of these teachers, there are a number of new insights to be taken from Vietnamese teacher returnees. As a result of the overseas programs undertaken by the research subjects, both teachers were able to autonomously diversify their choices of action in all aspects of their career (as aligned with previous works by Yang, 2017; Vu, 2020), as well as personal interactions, communicative skills, academic priorities, and professional decisions (van Lier, 2004; Freeman, 2020). These aspects of development are descriptively and inferentially reflective of the perspectives of Bourdieu (1986) regarding the teachers' transformation of capital to transform their families, schools, and societies. Descriptively, capital construction and development are not solely based on the teachers' expectations, but socially mediated by their lived experiences with others in the target culture and back in their home country. This, again, confirms that capital – especially cultural capital – is dynamically changing and directly informs the teachers' identities (cf. Vu, 2020; Vu et al., 2022). Before the overseas program, the teachers (Nam and Minh) used to passively implement top-down policies, but their experiences helped to develop their sense of confidence and ownership when facing cultural differences (Chen and Starosta, 2000; Vu, 2021).

The above transformations of the two teacher returnees also encouraged them to revisit their predetermined perspectives on how to teach English to their students in a more sensitive manner, which explicitly informs the IC skills of these teachers as they effectively understand the language as a form of cultural representation (Chen and Starosta, 2000; Hammer et al., 2003). Therefore, they would rather pursue their teaching careers as critical builders of knowledge bridges to connect their students to the world of English speakers, and thus exchange their cultural knowledge and expand their social connections (Bahna, 2017). Secondly, in terms of the inferential perspectives, the overseas programs seems to be purposefully facilitate their growing awareness of identity construction in close association with their changing and transforming of capital (especially cultural) (Wenger, 1998; Varghese et al., 2005). In the case of Nam, he could better see himself as a more responsible and caring teacher who would consider students as the center of teaching pedagogies, and consider himself as a culture creator for his school campus in making an inclusive and fair learning environment for all (Gong et al., 2022). As for Minh, she tended to perform her leadership role in a more intercultural way and was able to take care of her colleagues in a strategic way. For example, she strategically communicated with her co-workers to strive for sustainable impacts on professional development over time. We found from our findings that their identities were developed as a result of their experiences, and impacted not only their classrooms but also their communities.

This study is not without limitation. The two teacher returnees could not allow for the overgeneralization of international education to impact the teacher returnees in general regarding identity formation and teaching practices. Hence, aligning with the contemporary emphasis on English language education's alignment with graduate employability, whether in teaching or learning contexts (Tran and Vu, 2024; Tran et al., 2024), we encourage future researchers to extend this scholarly inquiry. Specifically, we recommend a broader inclusion of teachers from various disciplines and contexts to provide concrete insights into theory and practice related to the internationalization of higher education. This approach aims to tackle a diverse range of complex challenges within the realms of teaching and learning, with a particular focus on foreign language education (Tomlinson, 2017; Tran et al., 2024). Alternative methodologies are encouraged to encompass a broader spectrum of perspectives that unveil teachers' stories, such as ethnography and narrative inquiry, to delve into the power of storytelling in strengthening their commitment and dedication to the teaching profession (Creswell and Poth, 2018).
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The world has been experiencing huge upheavals since the COVID-19 crises. Conflicts caused by opposing ideologies, economic-political agendas and realities are rampant within or across borders. Such unsteady circumstances contribute to shifting how Transnational Education (TNE) occurs worldwide, as well as the scientific, epistemic and educational discourses that go with it. Anchored within critical interculturality, this paper explores the concept of ‘inter-ideologicality’. The study looks at short-term online international student mobility to demonstrate how students from China and Finland navigate and negotiate ideologies around the concept of culture in intercultural research and education. The study also employs Wang Chong’s perspectives on criticality to identify emerging ideologies in the co-construction of criticality in students’ online cooperation. Findings reveal that (1) two ideological orientations, nation-oriented and society-oriented, developed during discussions about culture; (2) Finnish students used a specific form of reasoning to contradict Chinese students’ thoughts about Finland by means of criticality towards the nation-oriented ideology; (3) Chinese and Finnish students employed questioning and challenging to help each other be aware of something left unsaid about the status of women in their societies within the society-oriented ideology. The study represents an important meta-approach to intercultural communication education within internationalization of Higher Education, aimed at supporting mobile students to reflect critically on the scientific and educational notion of interculturality rather than providing them with ready-made recipes as to how to communicate and behave interculturally.
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1 Introduction

Today, the world appears to be divided into different ideological spheres and cocoons which influence the well-being of human beings and interrogate, amongst other things, both the value and operativity of internationalization of higher education. The current brutal wars (e.g., Israel-Gaza war, Ukraine-Russia war, China-U.S. economic ‘war’) caused by differing values, ideologies and economic-political agendas are splitting our globalized world into distinct and yet (still) interrelated pieces. In front of such horrors, as researchers and educators, we often feel powerless and helpless. Nevertheless, we are not discouraged. In this paper, we address the neologism of ‘inter-ideologicality’- negotiating the many and varied ideologies of intercultural communication that are put into action when we ‘do’ interculturality with others (Dervin and Simpson, 2020; Dervin, 2022, 2023; Peng and Dervin, 2022, 2023) – to shed a new light on Transnational Education (TNE).

We are always involved in ‘ideological wars’ in our daily life, which are caused by different understandings and constructions of the world, which might lead to different realities. While writing this paper, the first author, as an international doctoral researcher from Mainland China, had to confront some of these ‘ideological wars’ during her studies in Europe. In Paris, in spring 2023, such learning experiences included repeated strikes, demonstrations and constant critiques of both president and government to display French people’s attachment to ‘liberté’ (‘liberty’/‘freedom’). However, this kind of freedom seemed illusionary in her own French language learning experiences. Freedom was banished every time she was told ‘pas d’anglais’ (‘No English’). As a new French learner going to formal French classes and informal workshops to learn the language with the hope of seeing ‘a view of the open sky’ (Woolf, 1929), she felt frustrated. The frustration came from the moments that she was not allowed to express herself only because she was a new language learner in another country. Her irritation also came from the moments she recalled the timid learners, from different ages, social classes, skin colors, and genders, whom she had met in class in Paris and who had gone through similar experiences. The first author of this paper would never have known how hard it is to be an ‘outsider’ in a new society if she had not lived through these ideological tensions.

This short detour via a concrete experience hints at one essential characteristic of intercultural communication, which is rarely discussed in the literature: ‘ideological wars’ or ‘ideological conflicts’ (Mannheim and Wirth, 1936). ‘Efficacious though subtle, and invisible yet impassable’ ideologies are often hidden in intercultural communication (Derrida, 1998, p. 68; Dervin, 2022, 2023). The example of the ‘monolanguage of the other’ in this narrative about one of the authors’ experiences in Paris demonstrates well that ‘the other is [could be] recognized as mortal finite, in a state of neglect, and deprived of any horizon of hope’ in intercultural communication (Derrida, 1998, p. 68).

In this paper, we focus on a specific type of TNE, short-term online international student mobility, during which Chinese and Finnish students had the chance to exchange understandings and constructions of concepts about intercultural communication. Different from many other virtual exchanges which focus on the phenomenal aspects of intercultural communication (e.g., intercultural experience, intercultural competence, language learning, see Rienties et al., 2022), our short-term online international student mobility focuses on epistemological aspects of intercultural communication, rather than, e.g., preparing students to ‘do’ interculturality ‘efficiently’ and ‘successfully’ together. Dervin (2022) has pinpointed the important difference between interculturality as a concrete (and complex) phenomenon (people from different groups interacting with each other and trying to ‘function’ well together) and interculturality as a meta-perspective (a multifaceted scientific, educational and ideological approach that needs to be renegotiated again amongst scholars, students and educators from different economic-political contexts and in different languages). This paper contributes to the second perspective and does not aim to either observe or assess, e.g., students’ intercultural competence. Our hypothesis is that discussions surrounding intercultural as a meta-perspective can help interculturalists increase their awareness of the complexities of interculturality, reflect further on their own takes and (maybe) meet others in new and re-negotiated/−negotiable ways.

We aim to show how intercultural ideologies are navigated and re-negotiated by both Chinese and Finnish students during online discussions about fundamental concepts of intercultural communication such as the old and central concept of culture. Epistemologically, the study shifts the understanding of intercultural communication from ‘culture-oriented’ or ‘nation-oriented’ to negotiating (hidden) ideologies in intercultural interactions. Pedagogically, the study addresses the impact of short-term online mobility on problematizing and operationalizing interculturality as a meta-perspective in TNE.

In the next section, we delve into the theoretical framework of our study. This will encompass our interpretation of the term ‘inter-ideologicality’ based on Dervin’s (2022) proposals for intercultural communication education, and drawing upon Althusser’s (1971) theory of ‘ideology in general’. Additionally, we explore the significance of criticality.



2 Theoretical framework


2.1 Inter-ideologicality in intercultural communication education

The term of ideology has been used increasingly in research on intercultural communication education for the past 10 years, following the publication of Holliday’s (2010) Intercultural Communication and Ideology. In the book Holliday examines critically how ideologies such as essentialism (identity as a static feature of who we are) and culturalism (culture as a solid explanation for everything people say and do in intercultural encounters) dominate global research and education on interculturality. Instead of these dominating ideologies of the time, Holliday (2010) proposed non-essentialism and non-culturalism, which now seem to govern in turn global research on interculturality. In his work, Dervin (e.g., Dervin and Simpson, 2020; Dervin, 2022) added to the study of ideologisms in relation to intercultural communication education by problematizing the argument that every take on interculturality in research and education cannot but be ideological since they all represent specific orders about the treatment and relationships between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Inspired by the work of French philosopher Althusser (e.g., 1971) Dervin (2022) added that the non-ideological is always ideological, i.e., considering other scholars’ and educators’ perspectives on interculturality through the lens of ideology, while neglecting our own ideological takes, is counter-productive (see, Chen, 2024). This paper contributes to problematizing further this important shift by examining how students engaged in international mobility deal with inter-ideologicality by listening to each other’s linguistic and discursive takes on interculturality as a meta-perspective and attempting to move forward together ‘inter-ideologically’.

Let us now reflect further on the very word of ideology. Usually, the notion of ideology or ideologies brings to mind a first understanding related to a ‘political flavor’. In other words, a form of consciousness which denotes political agendas from a certain group of people in a given society (Geuss, 1981; Freeden, 2003). In Chinese, ‘ideology’ is translated into ‘意识形态’ (yì shí xíng taì) whose literal translation is ‘a form of consciousness’ (DeepL Translator 2024a). ‘意识’ refers to ‘consciousness’ and ‘形态’ to ‘form’. By looking into the notion of ideology in different languages and how the translation connotes the word, we can see that the notion of ideology is often given a ‘political flavor’. We also note that ideology can be labeled as a ‘negative’ term when talked about, discussed about, and researched (Eagleton, 1994).

However, we maintain that the original meaning of ideology does not align with this kind of ‘political negative flavor’ (Mannheim and Wirth, 1936; Althusser, 1971). From an etymological point of view, ideology in English derives from the Greek ‘idea-’ and ‘-logos’ (see, New Oxford American Dictionary, 2024). ‘Idea-’ refers to ‘form or pattern’ and ‘-logos’ denotes ‘discourse and compilation’. In this sense, ideology designates a collection of forms or patterns. As noted by Dervin (2022), who introduced the work of sociologist and political thinker Roucek (1944) in the field of intercultural communication education, ideology corresponds to ‘patterns of thoughts’ of ‘a certain social group’ (p. 479). It is interesting to note here that ‘thought’ or ‘idea’ in Chinese is translated into ‘思想’ (sī xiǎng) (DeepL Translator, 2024b). ‘思’ represents everything people worry about according to the ancient Chinese book Hong Fan (Han Dian Dictionary, 2024). Chinese philosopher Wang Chong (27-c. 97 C.E.) correlates imagination to thoughts. He asserts that when people indulge in thoughts, they might imagine something which does not exist (e.g., ghosts). Althusser’s (1971) definition of ideology, ‘the imaginary representation of the real world’, resonates with the meaning of 思. In this sense, ‘man is an ideological animal by nature’ (Althusser, 1971, p. 171; see Dervin and Simpson, 2020).

The omnipresence of ideologies in every aspect of our lives pushes us to move forward to focusing on ‘inter-ideologicality’ in intercultural communication (see Dervin and Simpson, 2020; Dervin, 2022, 2023). In his work, Althusser (1971) employs a critical approach to the classic Marxist definition of ideology, i.e., ‘a system of the ideas and representations which dominate the mind of a man or a social group’ (Althusser, 1971, p. 158). Instead, Althusser proposes a theory of ‘ideology in general’ which highlights that ‘ideology is a ‘representation’ of the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence’ (Althusser, 1971, p. 162). For Althusser (1971), particular ideologies (e.g., religious ideology, cultural ideology, and political ideology) are ‘world outlooks’ which are largely imaginary. However, the imaginary representation of the world found in a given ideology can reflect the conditions of existence of man, i.e., their real world (Althusser, 1971, p. 164).

In this study, we employ Althusser’s (1971) ‘ideology in general’ to emphasize that individuals involved in ‘doing’ intercultural communication are ‘ideological subjects’, whose ideas represent their imaginary relations to ‘conditions of existence’ (i.e., reality). Althusser also claims that ‘there is no ideology except by the subject and for subjects’ (Althusser, 1971, p. 170). As such, for Dervin, (2022, 2023), the process of intercultural communication corresponds to negotiating ideologies of the subjects, whereby researchers, educators and students are encouraged to move out from their own ‘ideological cocoon’ in order to revise and reshape their ideological takes on the notion of interculturality together with others (Dervin, 2022, p. 69). This corresponds to what we call inter-ideologicality in this paper.

In what follows, we focus on the process of inter-ideologicality around the old and core concept of culture in intercultural communication (as in inter-CULTURAL-ity) which is discussed by all our participants in the online international mobility under review. Although the concept of culture has been highly criticized and deconstructed (Holliday, 2010), it is still very much in use in both scholarship and education. ‘Culture’ that we call and see is the ‘conscious part’ of that ‘culture’ which is the whole way of life (Eliot, 1948; Raymond, 1958, p, 254). This resonates with Althusser (1971) who argues that concepts that compose ideology are the imaginary representations that individuals hold, express, interpret, and (de)construct.

Concepts, on the one hand, have been changing with ‘the history and progress’ of society (Husserl, 1965; Koselleck, 2018). On the other hand, they reflect how ideas/ideologies are shaped within ‘historical contexts’ and around ‘external events and practices’ (Freeden, 2003, p. 72). From a conceptual historical perspective, ideologies manifested around concepts are ‘relational’ and ‘conditioned’ in a global political background, changing and exchanged through ‘individuals’ experience with, e.g., the spread of technology (Koselleck, 2018; p. 67; also see, Child, 2015).

All in all, our study aims to ‘disrupt the very conceptual tenets’ of intercultural communication education and research (Dervin, 2023, p. 1). In the study, based on the aforementioned understanding of ideologies and concepts, we focus on the kinds of ideologies that emerge when discussing a core concept such as culture. This means that we do not focus on the ‘fixed’ definitions of culture here but on the ideologies navigated and negotiated in intercultural research and education. In other words, we try to look into the ‘diachronic and synchronic facts selective in a web of resourceful imagination’ (Freeden, 2003, p. 75), since, as we stated above, ideologies are the imaginary representations of our relations to reality (Althusser, 1971). The interpretation of concepts influenced by individuals’ experiences represents a wide range of hidden yet prevailing ideologies concerning interculturality (Child, 2015; Marques and Wikforss, 2020).



2.2 Co-constructing criticality

Criticality is highlighted in intercultural communication education by many scholars (Dervin, 2023; Hauerwas et al., 2021). The term of criticality seems to be used interchangeably with other terms such as critique, criticism, and critical thinking. In this section, we discuss what criticality means in this paper, why we need criticality in intercultural communication education today, and how to ‘do’ criticality. The Greek origin ‘criticus’ of the word criticality means to separate, distinguish or discern (McLeod, 2018; Bitter, 2023; Wesche, 2023). This ‘discriminative ability’ is regarded as the natural ability of human beings as McLeod (2018) shows in his discussion of Chinese ancient philosopher Wang Chong’s criticality. What is more, for Foucault (1997), criticality is ‘virtue in general’ whereby virtue concerns a practice of a given subject (p. 383). It always concerns how we act and react. Criticality, for the thinker, only ‘exists in relation with something other than itself’ (Foucault, 1997, p. 383). In other words, criticality is a practice conducted by subjects who are always involved in relations with others. Criticality here as a practice emphasizes the agency of subjects who have the ‘natural discriminative abilities’ which provide access to the world of truth (McLeod, 2018, p. 118).

Jaeggi (2009) further maintains that critiques of ideology aim to criticize domination that creates the impression of ‘unchallengeable social situations and self-other relations’ (p. 65). The practice of ideology critique demonstrates ‘the inner inconsistencies of a given situation from the self-contradictions’ in knowledge-power relations (Jaeggi, 2009, p. 65). In other words, individuals who are always involved in knowledge-power relations ‘yell out’ their problems and contradictions in reality by criticizing (Foucault, 1997; Butler, 2002). The ‘inner inconsistencies’ characteristic of the practice of criticality is thus an ‘ongoing social process of self-understanding’, essential for intercultural communication (Jaeggi, 2009, p. 80; Xu, 2022). The practice of criticality itself corresponds to the freedom of individuals to try to ‘move between perspectives, rather than being stuck in a single narrow perspective, within its own fixed valuations and distinctions, moral or otherwise’ (McLeod, 2018, p. 109) in order not to be governed in a knowledge-power nexus (Foucault, 1997; Butler, 2002).

In what follows we discuss criticality as a practice, or how to ‘do’ criticality, based on Wang Chong’s engagement with criticality in his book《论衡》(Lunheng hereafter). Wang Chong is often seen as the most ‘critical’ and radical Chinese philosopher who criticized the main Ancient Chinese philosophers’ concepts and ideas in his book [e.g., Confucius, see McLeod, 2018 and Xu, 2022]. In Lunheng, Wang Chong questions (问) and challenges (难) the dominant knowledge of his era. McLeod (2018) calls questioning and challenging (问难) the main methods of Wang Chong’s criticality. The excerpt from Lunheng below illustrates why and how using questioning and challenging fits well with the idea of criticality:


圣人之言，不能尽解，说道陈义，不能辄形。不能辄形，宜问以发之；不能尽解，宜难以极之。(问孔篇).
Translation: The statements of sages may not be easy to fully comprehend, and their messages may not be immediately clear. In case you do not grasp their meaning right away, you should ask questions to start a discussion. If you are unable to comprehend their statements completely, you should challenge them until you can fully understand them. (From the Wen Kong Chapter).



In this excerpt, Wang Chong maintains that questioning and challenging are the methods for 求实 (‘attainment of truth’) (McLeod, 2018, p. 84). Questioning here refers to initiating questions to start a discussion when one does not grasp others’ meaning right away (Wang Chong, 2020, Wen Kong Chapter). On the other hand, Challenging means to dispute others’ statements until fully understanding them if unable to comprehend completely (Wang Chong, 2020, Wen Kong Chapter). To question and to challenge mean to engage with the ‘certainty’ of what we understand, e.g., knowledge of intercultural communication in this paper (Foucault, 1997; Butler, 2002; Jaeggi, 2009). This ‘certainty’ could be seen as the dominant ideologies disseminated by institutional structures found in a given society to individuals who have no choice but apply them to their everyday lives (Foucault, 1997).

In the rest of the paper, we consider criticality as a practice that is co-created by individuals who question and challenge their own understandings of intercultural knowledge from a virtue epistemological perspective (Foucault, 1997; Butler, 2002; McLeod, 2018). Epistemological certainty (Butler, 2002), which concerns how we understand knowledge, is deemed to be questionable and challengeable (Foucault, 1997). For Butler (2002), to criticize epistemological certainty means to have a ‘right’ to question and ask about ‘the limits of knowing’ and knowledge (p. 227). Based on this perspective, criticality, in this study, is described as ‘constructive-performative’ ‘asking about the limits of knowing’ (Butler, 2002; Jaeggi, 2009, p. 79).

Through our forthcoming data analysis, we thus propose to question and challenge the epistemological certainty of intercultural knowledge as well as ideologies found behind discourses of intercultural communication education (see Dervin, 2022, 2023). In the study, students are provided with a platform to practice criticality by exchanging and un-re-thinking different perspectives in online mobility. We argue that this could enable them to broaden their interpretation of the world and renew their understanding of the framework in which they operate both socially and personally (Jaeggi, 2009). Based on what we have discussed about inter-ideologicality and criticality, the study is guided by the following research questions:

	1. What are the different ideological orientations that emerge around the core concept of culture in intercultural communication education during the short-term online international mobility of students?
	2. How do participants navigate and negotiate the different ideological orientations around the concept of culture, which we assume will be dominating students’ discussions?
	3. How do students co-construct criticality while navigating and negotiating ideologies?




3 Methodology


3.1 Analytical framework

Content analysis is deemed an efficient method for tracking ‘emerging ideas’, which is fitting to identify ideologies during students’ online dialogs (Krippendorff, 2004; Li, 2017; Mayring, 2022). As a central companion to content analysis, we employ Wang Chong’s three ways of criticality as a ‘reading guide’ to analyze the co-construction of criticality amongst the students (McLeod, 2018; Xu, 2022). The three components of Wang Chong’s criticality include: analogical reasoning, questioning and challenging. By identifying these elements in the data, we aim to both identify their ideological orientations and (re-)positioning as well as the way they (re-)construct criticality itself.

In our study, dialog represents the basis for co-constructing criticality (Wesche, 2023, p. 262). As such, students compare together what they have known to what they have assumed in order to find out the ‘truth of reality’ (McLeod, 2018). This is referred to as analogical reasoning by Wang Chong in Lunheng (Xu, 2022). During their dialogs Chinese and Finnish students question and challenge something they do not necessarily fully understand (McLeod, 2018, p. 89). Analogical reasoning, as used by Wang Chong (Xu, 2022), refers to a comparison between two things, typically for the purpose of explanation or clarification (New Oxford American Dictionary, 2024). According to Xu (2022, pp. 75–76), this is typical of a ‘Chinese way of thinking’ as ‘a conceptual tool’. Wang Chong’s analogical reasoning aims to bridge the gap between epistemology and metaphysics, which refers to the difference between what people know and the fundamental nature of being and the world around them (Xu, 2022, p. 79). In the analysis below, analogical reasoning represents the process of explaining what the participants perceive and the reality they are involved in.

As asserted in the previous section, on top of analogical reasoning, 问 (wen/to question) and 难 (nan/to challenge) correspond to two other main ways of criticality, as employed by Wang Chong to criticize the dominant knowledge, ideologies, and phenomena in Ancient China (McLeod, 2018). For us, to question and to challenge is to refuse ‘easy answers’ and to explore the dominant ideas or ideologies in a given individual’s own understandings of intercultural communication (see Foucault, 1997; Butler, 2002; Jaeggi, 2009). To question and to challenge correspond to the processes of negotiating the ‘mysteries’ that we do not fully understand in intercultural communication (McLeod, 2018).

Based on content analysis and Wang Chong’s three interrelated critical methods (e.g., analogical reasoning, questioning and challenging) (McLeod, 2018; Xu, 2022), this study aims to identify emerging ideologies around the concept of culture in intercultural communication education while students co-reconstruct their criticality together.



3.2 Data description

The data are derived from a three-month virtual exchange project between two Chinese universities and one Finnish university (FU) (see details in Table 1). The two Chinese universities had different profiles: while Chinese University 1 (CU1) was multidisciplinary, Chinese University (CU2) specialized in Chinese Minzu ‘ethnic’ affairs. The virtual exchange project was part of courses on intercultural communication education, although different courses were offered at each partner university. Based on a shared curriculum model [see Helm and Acconcia, 2019], teachers participated in the project as designers, collaborating to create tasks requiring their students to interact and integrate the virtual exchange into their own intercultural communication courses. This was done to provide students with an intercultural experience. Teachers conducted their main courses and supported students in arranging their online intercultural meetings. Each course had its own modes of assessment and outcomes, which is not the focus of this study.



TABLE 1 Detailed information about participating universities and students.
[image: Table listing participant universities with categories: university type, student number, participating rounds arrangement, and course name integrated into the online exchange. Finnish University, multidisciplinary, has 13 students, participating with Chinese University 1 and 2, focusing on language learning. Chinese University 1, multidisciplinary, has 15 students, partnering with Finnish University and Chinese University 2, covering intercultural communication. Chinese University 2, focusing on ethnic disciplines, has 20 students, collaborating with Finnish University and Chinese University 1, covering intercultural communication education and Minzu education.]

This study examines the project which aimed to understand ‘what interculturality is’ by looking into how students form and modify their understandings of the notion when they work together across, e.g., ideological, epistemic and linguistic borders. We draw on Dervin’s (2017) critical and reflexive interculturality as a theoretical framework emphasizing the dynamic process of intercultural communication education and the need to renegotiate the meanings and connotations of the notion of interculturality. The theoretical framework of this paper also guided our project. In the proposed project, students were companions who discussed and negotiated their understandings of interculturality together. This is referred to as The Companion Model (see Figure 1) and followed this structure:

	- The first step in the project was to enhance students’ power discourse of interculturality. This was meant to encourage them to explore various sources of knowledge about the topic, both locally and internationally.
	- The second step aimed to understand how students navigated and negotiated understandings of interculturality.
	- The third step was to understand how students learnt from each other about interculturality after navigating and negotiating.

[image: Flowchart with three elliptical steps describing a process of intercultural exchange. Step 1: Building power discourse of interculturality by CU1 and FU students. Step 2: Testing or negotiating understandings of interculturality by CU1 and FU students. Step 3: Learning from one another after virtual exchange by CU1, FU, and CU2 students. Arrows connect the steps in a circular manner.]

FIGURE 1
 Companion model.


Based on the Companion Model of the virtual exchange, the project was designed on the basis of two rounds of exchanges. 48 students from different backgrounds, disciplines, and degrees participated in the project, which provided multifaceted understandings of the concept of culture in intercultural knowledge. The students met on 6 occasions:

- Round (1) four meetings between students from FU (13 students) and CU1 (15 students) (the duration of one meeting was between one hour and one hour and a half)

	- Round (2) two meetings between all the students from Round 1 and students from CU2 (20 students). Students from FU and CU1 shared what they had learnt in round 1 with students from CU2, respectively (the duration of one meeting was between one hour and one hour and a half).

In the following analysis, we focus on the online meetings from Round 1 where students exchanged their understandings of three important but polysemic keywords, as chosen by the researchers: Culture, Language and Interculturality. Based on the discussion by the participating teachers, we designed a handout for students to guide them through the project. We organized an online meeting at the beginning of the project with all of the students to present the project and answer their questions. Before each meeting in Round 1, students were asked to reflect on a certain number of questions and to discuss them when they met. For each meeting a specific goal was set.

Based on the handout provided to students, the first meeting aimed to discuss the various meanings and usages of the term ‘culture’ in different languages and contexts. In the second meeting, the discussion continued with a particular focus on the Chinese term for culture, ‘文化’ (wénhuà). Additionally, the second meeting also addressed issues related to misrepresentations of both international and domestic ‘cultures’. While analyzing the data, we made use of group meetings as a source of information.

15 Chinese students and 13 Finnish students were involved in Round 1. They were assigned to 6 groups with 2–3 Chinese and 2–3 Finnish students. Each group scheduled their online meetings by themselves. The first two meetings were around the discussion of the core concept of culture. The other two meetings were around the two other core concepts of language and interculturality. Each meeting lasted around 1 h to 1.5 h. The online meetings were recorded and stored. Due to some technological recording issues, a total of 5 groups’ 17-h online meetings were collected and transcribed. Students used English as their communication language mixed with some Chinese since the Finnish students were also Chinese language speakers of differing levels. The Chinese elements were translated and (re-)negotiated by the authors.

Due to the limited length of the article, the study focuses on Round 1, more specifically on the first two meetings around discussions about the core concept of culture, involving 3 groups of 6-h online meetings with 14 students in total, including 7 female Chinese students, 1 male Chinese student, 4 female Finnish students, and 2 male Finnish students. Among them, 1 female Finnish student was originally from Italy (see details in Table 2).



TABLE 2 Detailed information about the online meetings.
[image: Table outlining meetings with group numbers, core concepts, durations, and participant details. Participants include pseudonyms, genders, nationalities, and communicating languages. Details vary by meeting, with discussions lasting from forty-five minutes to over an hour, involving Chinese, Finnish, and Italian (based in Finland) individuals. Some tables note repeated participants and specific core concepts like Culture 1 and Culture 2. Communicating languages include English, Chinese, and both.]




4 Data analysis and results

During the students’ discussions about the concept of culture, two ideological orientations emerged: nation-oriented and society-oriented. Nation-oriented ideology refers to thoughts on nations while discussing the concept culture. Society-oriented refers to thoughts on social and societal issues. In the following sub-section, we first illustrate these ideological orientations and how students (re-)negotiate their discrepancies. We then look into how Chinese and Finnish students co-construct criticality within the nation-oriented ideology and society-oriented ideology, respectively. It is important to note that we are making a binary distinction between nation-oriented and society-oriented ideologies in what follows, solely for analytical purposes. This is intended to illustrate the different and differing ideological orientations that underlie individuals’ interactions in relation to intercultural communication. However, this does not mean that individuals can be distinctly categorized by and within these two ideological orientations (Holliday, 2010).


4.1 Nation-oriented ideology vs. society-oriented ideology in relation to the concept of culture

During our data analysis, we observed that Chinese and Finnish appear to be thinking differently when discussing the same topics related to culture. This observation aligns with our understanding of ideologies in this study. Ideologies represent individuals’ imaginary relations to ‘conditions of existence’ (Roucek, 1944; Althusser, 1971). It is important to note that our intention is not to categorize our participants into any labels but, for simple analytical purposes, we categorize them ‘nationally’ when discussing the data. Considering the critical perspective adopted in this paper, this might appear to be contradictory, see ‘janusian’ (Dervin, 2016). However, studies of interculturality often reveal that individuals navigate between positions of, e.g., stereotyping about their nationality and universalizing what they observe in self and others (e.g., Kao, 2023). For example, differing ideological orientations emerge when students initiate a discussion around the topic of discrimination (e.g., G4M2) and the phrase ‘改造落后文化’ (translation: to transform a backward culture), which is often used in Chinese discourses of interculturality (e.g., G5M2, see Yuan et al., 2022). In the study in general, students based in Finland are more inclined to nation-oriented ideological positions while students from China are more apt to society-oriented discourses (e.g., the status of women).

In Excerpt 1, Finland-based student Caterina (originally from Italy) shares the kind of discrimination that she has experienced in Finland, when people would link her to the ‘Italian mafia’ – which she finds offensive. When she labels herself as a ‘lucky immigrant’, she also turns to the nation-oriented ideology, using analogical reasoning by comparing herself with girls from Turkey or Georgia since she looks like a ‘Middle East girl’ (Xu, 2022).

Excerpt 1 (from G4M2)1



Caterina: I face discrimination sometimes during my travels but I will talk about racism here in Finland which surprises me because I think Finland is a very open country and welcoming country. But it’s unrealistic to think that everyone is welcoming. It was nothing special like link me to the mafia or something like that. It sounds so stupid but it’s like the way to offend as an Italian. […] I would say that as an Italian I’m very lucky because I look the same as a middle eastern girl, but because I’m from Italy everyone assumes that Italy is so beautiful and you have culture. And I if I were a Turk or I do not know Georgia they would be more racist against me. So I think I am a lucky immigrant.
 

This resonates with Finnish student David’s nation-oriented ideology of discrimination. In Excerpt 2, following Caterina’s discussion of the discrimination she faces in Finland, David introduces the same topic about Finns being discriminated by Swedes and Russians due to the historical relations between these countries. He maintains that ‘upper-class people’ in Sweden and Russia might have backwards views toward Finns, treating them as peasants.

Excerpt 2 (from G4M2)


David: For me it’s kind of weird, but Finland used to be an imperial subject of Sweden, after that of Russia. A lot of Swedes are so conservative and call you like a peasant. […]. It sounds weird but I think it’s usually more of like the upper class in Sweden and Russia like who have those sort of backwards views.
 

Following these testimonies about discrimination in Finland, Chinese student Kai changes the focus of the conversation to talk about discrimination against women in China where ‘many families did not want to have girls’. Kai’s society-oriented ideology emerges under the pressure of the nation-oriented ideology of discrimination by Finnish students David and Caterina. In Excerpt 3, during the process of inter-ideologicality, Caterina, confronted with Kai’s different ideology of discrimination, dismantles her previous nation-oriented ideology by starting to see some ‘unexpected discrimination.

Excerpt 3 (from G4M2)


Kai: In the past I maybe think foreigners have yellow hair in Western countries. So I often think that you have a great hair color without having to dye it.

David: You have never experienced anything like racism or discrimination?

Caterina: But have you ever been like you’re in China right now? You’re in China?

David: Yes, I think they are on campus.

Caterina: 国吗?(Are you in China now?). Have you ever been abroad?

David: Have you ever like traveled outside of China? Got on a vacation to like a or Korea, Japan.

Kai: I’d like to talk about some discrimination in the past. Many families didn’t want to have girls. They thought that girls would only waste money. And they just like boys. Now with the progress of the time. This phenomenon is much better and many families like to have girls and think girls are very considerate.

Caterina: Oh! Inner discrimination of some sort is an unexpected form of discrimination.
 

A discrepant ideology also emerges in G5M2. Based on the discussion of ‘改造落后的文化’ (to transform a backward culture), where Chinese student Hong mentions the former lower status of women in China, when people were more likely to be wanting boys than girls (see, excerpt 4). ‘Westernization’ occurs to Finnish student Frank’s mind when he hears the phrase transforming backward cultures (see, excerpt 5). The nation-oriented ideology of ‘westernization’ for him refers to ‘mak[ing] some country more European or American in the past’.

Excerpt 4 (from M5M2)


Hong: I think it means to transform bad culture and maybe for example, in the old days, Chinese people think that women status was lower than men and they more liked boys. Maybe they [boys] can do more things than [girls] in an agricultural society. So this led to many bad things such as when a pregnant woman knew that she was pregnant with a girl, she would get angry. And nowadays we have transformed backward culture and we think that gender equality is very important. But a few of people still have that kind of bad culture so we need to transform a backward culture.
 

Excerpt 5 (from G5M2)


Frank: I was thinking about the word westernization when I read this. It’s like 西化in Chinese. So it’s to make some country a more European or American sort of country and that’s the point of doing that has been in the past. For example, African countries are not a civilized culture so that some people felt we have to go and put some European culture in there so that they are not a backward culture anymore. But nowadays people wouldn’t do that anymore at least knowingly, that’s not accepted anymore.
 

In the process of exchanging different thoughts about the same phrase ‘transforming backward cultures’, students critically think about the concept culture. Chinese and Finnish students use analogical reasoning by comparing backward cultures from the past and present (excerpts 4 & 5) (Xu, 2022). Cultures, for Hong, have been divided into ‘bad’ and ‘good’ cultures. Eva is critical of how to use the phrase in today’s world. Transforming backward cultures, for her, refers to ‘transforming old harmful thinking’ (see excerpt 6).

Excerpt 6


Hong: I think nowadays addressing that sentence that we should transform bad culture and keep new culture and at the meantime you should keep your traditions.

Eva: That’s a good interpretation of the word like how to use it nowadays. I think that’s a good way to think about it just transform this kind of old harmful thinking.
 



4.2 Co-constructing criticality by analogical reasoning: smashing ‘fanciful’ thoughts

One of the ways of co-constructing criticality during the online discussions about the concept culture is analogical reasoning. As aforementioned, Analogical reasoning, is one of the critical methods employed by Wang Chong in his Lunheng (Xu, 2022), which focuses on comparing two elements so as to clarify and explain (New Oxford American Dictionary, 2024).

During our analysis, we noticed that students use analogical reasoning particularly when they compare situations in two countries. To be specific, Chinese students first share some ‘fanciful’ thoughts about Finland by getting information about the small Nordic country, a member of the European Union since the 1990s, through the media (e.g., news, social media). Second, Finnish students compare the ‘fanciful’ thoughts with their own personal experiences in Finland. In so doing, the Chinese students’ ‘fanciful’ thoughts on Finland appear to be ‘smashed’. During this process of nation-oriented inter-ideologicality, students seem to be able to bridge the gap between an imagined situation of a country and the real situation (Althusser, 1971; Xu, 2022). The following excerpts illustrate this process.

In Excerpt 7, Chinese students Lin and Fei share with Finnish students the argument that Finland has been the happiest country in the world for 5 years in a row. They both claim to have found this piece of information online. For Lin,

Excerpt 7 (from G2M1)


Lin: Finland is the country with a good overall level of development, great social government governance, and people live in peace and happiness.
 

Fei employs ‘analogical reasoning’ by comparing the differences of ‘development’ (i.e., ‘economic development’ in Chinese discourses), ‘governance’ and lifestyles in China and Finland (Xu, 2022). For Fei (Excerpt 8), Finland is an imagined dreamy ‘developed’ place where ‘the pace of life is much slower than China’. Fei even compares Finland to a Chinese Utopia depicted in a poem titled Tao Hua Yuan (《桃花源记》, 376–397 CE) by the Chinese poet Tao Yuan Ming (陶渊明, 365–472 CE). Tao Hua Yuan is an imagined dreamy place where people are allured to move to.

Excerpt 8 (from G2M1)


Fei: I learned that it is quite different from China in Finland. The pace of life is much slower than China in Finland. I think it seems like the Tao Hua Yuan (《桃花源记》) of Tao yuanming (陶渊明) who [was] a very famous poet. Tao Hua Yuan is the Chinese Utopia.
 

Comparing an imaginary representation of Finland by Chinese students with their own experience in Finland, Finnish students Anna and Bella critically point out that Finland as the happiest country is ‘a common stereotype’ (see, excerpts 9 & 10). Bella also compares two controversial stereotypes about Finland: the ‘happiest country’ and ‘sad Finns’. Bella critically points out that the ‘happiest’ has to do mainly with ‘economy factors’ and ‘social benefits’. The ‘fanciful happiness’ country imagined by Chinese students is smashed by Finnish students who reveal a form of capital benefit-driven happiness prevailing in the media.

Excerpt 9 (from G2M1)


Anna: I was really like happily surprised about how different kind of news you had found. So I kind of thought that there wouldn’t be anything at all because Finland is so small. So we don’t have that much effect on the world around us, but I think these were quite like popular stereotypes, at least this happiness part.
 

Excerpt 10 (from G2M1)


Bella: I think year after year Finns are quite surprised about this result because it’s a common stereotype that Finnish people are like quite quiet, maybe like even sad because it’s so dark here during winter time. So it’s really surprising and has been for a while and it’s actually a bit of a joke even at least in my circles and even in the media that it turns out like this. But I think it’s really influenced by the economy factors and social benefits and things like that we enjoy through the Finnish state
 

This ‘fanciful’ thought on Finland as the ‘happiest country’ is also showed in Excerpt 11. Chinese student Hong shares that,

Excerpt 11 (from G5M2)


Hong: I watched a video in which people in Finland have parties every day and ‘they seem don’t have much pressure about work and study and they are happy everyday’.
 

Eva employs analogical reasoning (Xu, 2022) by comparing Finland to China to show that there is less pressure in work and study in Finland. She seems to smash Hong’s imagined impression of ‘parties every day’ in Finland by referring to herself as an example, saying that she does not like parties (Child, 2015).

Excerpt 12 (from G5M2)


Eva: I think compared to China there’s not so much pressure in Finland but we don’t have parties every day but I think depends on the person. […] I don’t like to party. I like to be at home and relax.
 

Frank also smashes the ‘fanciful’ thought of ‘parties every day’ introduced by the Chinese students by comparing his own personal experience as a president of a student organization in Finland. He uses four ‘have to’ in Excerpt 13 when he describes the ‘happy party time’. The four ‘have to’ going to parties indicate both an obligation and a social benefit-driven ideology in Finland which compels Frank to believe ‘what one ought to do’ as a president of a student organization (Rourcek, 1994, p. 484). The social benefit-driven ideology could be imposed on Frank who feels obliged to attend parties due to his personal role in the student organization (Marques and Wikforss, 2020).

Excerpt 13 (from G5M2)


Frank: I used to be a person like that but there’s lots of parties coming up at the moment so I think I have to go there. Yeah, but it’s not my own fault because I’m the president of my student organization. So I feel like I have to go there and I have to meet people and I have to hang out with them.
 



4.3 Co-constructing criticality by questioning and challenging: breaking down certainty assumptions

Questioning and challenging are the main ways of co-constructing criticality in the study. To question and challenge correspond to the ways one could break down one’s or others’ assumptions and certainties (Butler, 2002; McLeod, 2018). G2M1 demonstrates how Chinese and Finnish students question and challenge thoughts on society-oriented (e.g., women’s status) ideology around the concept of culture. Excerpts 14 and 15 are from different times in G2M1. Excerpt 14 starts at 15 min of G2M1 and Excerpt 15 at 32 min. Chinese and Finnish students seem to have different (hidden) ideologies about the status of women in their respective societies. They keep questioning and challenging each other on this topic.

For example, in excerpt 14, Chinese student Fei puts forward one piece of news about Finland as the most women-work friendly country to share with others. Contributing to the society-oriented ideology, Finnish student Anna asks a question about women’s working opportunities in China, trying to seek confirmation of an assumption about whether mothers always take care of the children at home in China. Her question connotes a hidden ideology that women’s status is not as high in China compared to Finland. In front of this (hidden) ideology, Chinese student Lin first ‘disproves’ her assumption, maintaining that women are more independent in China today. However, he later ‘admits’ that there is still some degree of inequality in certain areas.

Excerpt 14 (from G2M1)


Fei: And the last piece of news I read is that Finland is in the list of countries where women are most work friendly.

Anna: I would like to ask about women’s working opportunity’s part compared to in China and Finland. Is the assumption correct that in China, it’s usually the mother that takes care of the children at home or do you have childcare opportunities?

Lin: Women become to be more independent and have the same status of men. But right now, in some aspects it is a little still have the inequality. But actually they do not always take care of children at home. They also go to work and study and have their own life, have their own business.

Anna: Okay, thank you. That’s really interesting to hear how things are changing.
 

Excerpt 15 illustrates how a Chinese student, Lin, questions and challenges the (hidden) ideology of the higher status of women in Finland than in China by Finnish student Anna. After what happened in excerpt 14, 15 min later, Finnish student Bella shares news about Chinese astronauts in space. At this moment, Lin asks whether Finnish media covered Chinese female astronauts in the space station, as he believes that women’s contributions to astronautics are also noteworthy. Lin’s question seems to demonstrate that he challenges the (hidden) ideology that women’s status is higher in Finland than in China as hinted at by Finnish student Anna (see excerpt 14). In front of Lin’s challenge, Anna and Bella are pushed to reflect on biased media coverage. They both evaluate the fact that the news did not mention the Chinese female astronauts in Finland (see ‘weird’ in Excerpt 15). This prompts Anna to consider what is ‘being left unsaid’.

Excerpt 15 (from G2M1)


Lin: I’m interested in whether Chinese female astronauts in the space station. They do so many experiments to the pupils, to see how physics works. And I’m interested in whether Finnish media covered it.

Bella: I don’t remember anything about that. There is just coverage that there are people in the Tiangong space not so much on the gender.

Lin: Uh because I think it’s meaningful

Bella: It is and it’s weird that it isn’t mentioned here.

Anna: I agree and truly nice to hear about it. Also, I think it’s quite interesting to hear that that is being left unsaid, because the Finnish news often try to pay attention to how they talk about gender and keep it balanced so that the female perspective wouldn’t be left behind. So that would be a good chance to bring it up more, or but they might have not like taken it. So it’s interesting to hear that.
 




5 Discussion and conclusion

Our paper shows that students from different places, working online together for several months and experiencing a special form of international educational mobility, might think things differently. This, to some extent, corresponds to Mannheim and Wirth’s (1936) understanding of ideology whereby people think ‘otherwise’ due to their different socio-economic-political backgrounds, as well as educational and personal experiences. Our study demonstrates that Chinese and Finnish students appeared to think differently when they discussed the same topic of culture in relation to intercultural communication (see, 4.1.1). When the students discussed the topic of discrimination (e.g., G4M2) and the ‘Chinese’ phrase ‘改造落后文化’ (to transform a backward culture) (e.g., G5M2), which relates to a specific localized take on interculturality, students from Finland were more inclined to a nation-oriented perspective while students from China to a society-oriented one (e.g., the status of women).

These different ideological orientations could be due to the different socio-economic-political situations of the students. In other words, different ideologies represent different imaginary relations to students’ ‘conditions of existence’ (Althusser, 1971). From a geopolitical perspective, Finland has had complicated and complex relations with neighboring countries (e.g., Sweden, Russia) in recent history. Finland is now a member of NATO and thus aligns with US political, economic and strategic perspectives, which also influences current Finnish-Chinese relations. As a member of the European Union, Finland, with about 5 million inhabitants, is one of the top destinations for refugees and economic migrants in this corner of the world. Finland labels herself as a welfare state society but it is also very much embedded in global neoliberalism/capitalism (Thrupp et al., 2023). Through strong nation branding since the early 2000s, the Nordic country has managed to build up a positive image of a ‘happy’, ‘highly educated’ nation worldwide. China, as a big country in the ‘East’, is far from this complicated geopolitical situation compared to Finland and yet she is affected by it too and has to take her own positions. In our study Chinese students may be more inclined to feel concerned with social and societal issues related to their own country because of current ideological and international clashes. As a huge ‘developing’ country, China is also currently trying to deal with her own inner ‘economic’ foes. Besides, the society-oriented (e.g., the status of women) ideology of Chinese students could be related to their own gender identities and interests in these issues. In our study, Chinese students from G4 and G5 were all female.

The study further illustrated the co-constructed criticality taking place between Chinese and Finnish students in the process of ‘doing’ inter-ideologicality within the nation-oriented and society-oriented ideologies. The findings revealed that when it came to the nation-oriented ideology (see, 4.1.2), Finnish students who had experienced Finland first-hand challenged the ‘fanciful’ thoughts held by the Chinese students about Finland by using analytical reasoning (e.g., G2M1, G5M2) (Child, 2015; Xu, 2022). The controversy between what Chinese students had heard about Finland through various sources such as news and social media and Finnish students’ first-hand experience, has led to the unveiling of the socio-economic factors that drive the idealized perceptions of a country interculturally (Althusser, 1971). In relation to the society-oriented ideology (see, 4.1.3), Chinese and Finnish students questioned and challenged each other about women’s status in their respective countries to reveal specific thoughts on the status of women in each society (McLeod, 2018). During this process, they concluded that it was important to see ‘what was being left unsaid’ compared to what they had known in their own ‘world’ (G2M1) (Roucek, 1944; Foucault, 1997). Inter-ideologicality represents the process of helping ‘push’ each other to see one’s own blind spots in one’s own ideological world of interculturality as a notion (Dervin, 2022). In other words, inter-ideologicality corresponds to the important process of breaking down certain knowledge of an imagined country and societal phenomena in different contexts (Althusser, 1971; Butler, 2002; Jaeggi, 2009).

Our study goes beyond the discussion about what the core concepts (e.g., culture) mean to focus on the ideologies around the concepts. Epistemologically, the study advances research on intercultural communication education focusing on the impact of factors such as mass information, complex social situations, and personal identities and experiences intercultural communication. Our interest is not in making sure that students can communicate ‘efficiently’ or ‘successfully’ together but to urge them to listen to each other very carefully and to (re-)negotiate meanings and connotations of what they say about interculturality. This perspective is based on Dervin’s work from 2020 onwards. The researcher urges scholars, educators and students to avoid looking for ‘magical recipes’ to interculturality, Instead, he advocates interrogating the way ideologies of interculturality (e.g., Holliday, 2010) influence the ways we have been made to think about the notion, while ignoring and even discarding perspectives from different corners of the world and languages (e.g., Dervin, 2023). To some extent, this study demonstrates that the realities of intercultural communication are always involved in ideological (big and small) conflicts in the un−/spoken of what we say.

Pedagogically, and based on our findings, we suggest that educators find ways of stimulating students’ own criticality by introducing them to analogical reasoning, questioning and challenging in order to become aware of their own ideological cocooning and drilling, whereby they might assume ‘things’ in a certain way (Dervin, 2023; McLeod, 2018; Xu, 2022). Educators are also recommended to challenge their own certainties on intercultural knowledge by looking at themselves critically and reflexively in the mirror of what others say about interculturality (Butler, 2002; see Dervin, 2023). At the same time, they should aim to encourage their students to do so as often as possible. Online international mobility like the project described in this paper offers a lot of potentials in a world where traveling to other parts of the world might become more and more difficult because of political, economic and environmental concerns. Our study placed together students located in two (very) different geo-economic-political contexts, which are embedded in current multifaceted conflicts, potentially putting them at odds. Reflecting on what interculturality could mean and entail together over a short and/or long period of time could help individuals move beyond some of the current clashes performed in, e.g., today’s (social) media.

Conflicts in intercultural communication could be caused by different ideological orientations. Being aware of these orientations, which could be caused by individuals’ political, social, and economic backgrounds as well as their personal experiences, might help us understand why some people think differently from us and to renegotiate our thoughts about different aspects of interculturality. While conflicts are difficult to avoid entirely, we aspire to see fewer conflicts in the world.
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Footnotes

1   To ensure clarity, we explicitly identify the group and online meetings and the student(s) involved. For instance, Excerpt 1 is from Group 2 Meeting 1 (G2M1). The students’ names are pseudonyms. We use parentheses () to add the English translation of Chinese and […] to indicate discussions not included in the analysis.
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Students with and without migration backgrounds differ in terms of their achievement. One approach to reducing the gap between the two groups may be through equal participation in classroom discourse. Here, supportive teaching behavior can be particularly important for promoting student participation. Especially teacher support after a student has made a mistake, the so-called error culture in the classroom, could pave the way for students to become active participants. In this study, we analyzed whether error culture as a facet of teacher support could be a promising key to engaging students with and without migration backgrounds. To investigate the generalizability of the process across different subjects, we examined video data from 20 eighth-grade classrooms of academic-track secondary schools in both German Language Arts and Mathematics (N = 387 students). The results from nested hierarchical linear models indicate that error culture is related to student participation in German Language Arts but not in Mathematics. Interestingly, students with and without migration backgrounds did not differ in terms of their participation in classroom discourse. Furthermore, teachers’ positive error culture supported students’ participation irrespective of their migration background. Therefore, we encourage teachers to continue to pay attention to their error culture as this seems relevant for all students in the classroom.
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1 Introduction

Students with migration backgrounds have been an integral part of the student body for many years (Federal Statistical Office of Germany, 2014; Federal Statistical Office of Germany, 2023). Despite this long-standing development, large-scale assessments such as PISA continue to show a gap in achievement between students with and without migration backgrounds (achievement gap; Andon et al., 2014; Weis et al., 2018; Weis et al., 2019b). So far, several studies have examined the reasons for the gap by looking at student characteristics. Differences in the socio-economic status (Levels and Dronkers, 2008; Lüdemann and Schwerdt, 2013) and competence differences in language achievement of students with and without migration backgrounds (Million-Fauré, 2019) only partially explain the achievement gap. However, even when controlling for individual student characteristics, unexplained variance in the achievement gap remains, suggesting migration-specific disadvantages (Hillmert, 2013). Against this background of unexplained differences in achievement, it seems promising to take a look at the processes in the classroom. Are students with and without migration backgrounds evenly engaged in classroom discourse? And do differences in teaching behavior account for possible differences in participation?

Student participation could be a promising key to closing the achievement gap, because active participation is regarded as one important indicator of student engagement (Böheim et al., 2020b) and, in turn, as being related to student learning and performance (Schnitzler et al., 2021). Thus, the question is whether student participation is equally distributed across students with different backgrounds. So far, studies looking at elementary schools have indicated that students with migration backgrounds participate less often in classroom discourse compared to their peers without migration backgrounds (Decristan et al., 2020). This is particularly concerning because students with migration backgrounds thus experience a double disadvantage: They start with unfavorable conditions and then experience additional differences regarding their participation—receiving less individual feedback, for example. As a result, teachers play an important role in overcoming these disparities.

Teachers can promote student participation by creating a supportive atmosphere (Böheim et al., 2020b; Denn et al., 2019; Fredricks et al., 2004). One facet of this supportive atmosphere is the way teachers and students deal with mistakes, commonly referred to as error culture (Spychiger et al., 2006; Steuer et al., 2013). When teachers show a positive and appreciative approach to mistakes, students may also become more willing to participate. In particular students with migration backgrounds, who might be more reluctant to participate due to fear of negative teacher and peer reactions after making mistakes or giving the wrong answer, could benefit from this.

With this paper, we wanted to build on this knowledge base and contribute to the discussion about how students with migration backgrounds can be promoted in the classroom and whether this process is context-specific (see Heitmann et al., 2017). In particular, we focused on one specific facet of teacher support—the error culture—and investigated whether the degree of a positive error culture can be promising for engaging students with and without migration backgrounds in the classroom discourse. Finally, we aimed to follow up on Praetorius and Gräsel’s (2021) discussion of the subject-specificity of teaching behavior and to compare the processes of migration background, error culture, and student participation between German Language Arts and Mathematics.



2 Theoretical background


2.1 Differences between students with and without migration backgrounds

According to Weis et al. (2019b), a student has a migration background if at least one parent was born abroad. In addition to the already mentioned achievement gap, previous studies have found further differences between students with and without migration backgrounds: First, students with migration backgrounds are less likely to speak the official language at home (Weis et al., 2019b). A difference between the language spoken at home and at school can result in language problems that are likely to hinder learning. Second, students with and without migration backgrounds differ regarding their peer relationships. Henschel et al. (2022) showed that students with migration backgrounds felt less socially accepted compared to their peers without migration backgrounds. Third, students with migration backgrounds might struggle with culture-specific norms. For example, different understandings of the roles of students and teachers can lead to misunderstandings in teacher–student interactions (Spychiger et al., 2006). As a result, students with migration backgrounds must overcome culture-specific obstacles in addition to the cognitive load that results from the learning process. Fourth, besides these differences regarding students’ perceptions, the teachers’ views might also differ. Lorenz and Gentrup (2017) found evidence that teachers less often expected a correct solution from elementary school children with Turkish migration backgrounds, even when their performance was equal to that of their peers. These four arguments can result in differences between students with and without migration backgrounds regarding student participation in classroom discourse.



2.2 Student participation in classroom discourse and the possible consequences of a migration background

Student engagement is recognized as a crucial component for improving students’ academic outcomes (e.g., grades and graduation rates), social development (e.g., peer relationships), and emotional skills (e.g., conflict resolution; Appleton et al., 2006). Student engagement is frequently highlighted as a key factor in preventing student dropout (Archambault et al., 2022; Finn, 1989; Reschly and Christenson, 2006) and is positively related to students’ mental health (Suldo and Parker, 2022). Models of student engagement (e.g., Fredricks et al., 2004; see overview in Reschly and Christenson, 2022) typically distinguish between cognitive engagement, emotional engagement, and behavioral engagement. Within this framework, student participation in classroom discourse (i.e., students’ hand raising behavior or verbal contributions during teacher-centered interactions) has been shown to be a relevant indicator of students’ current level of behavioral engagement (Appleton et al., 2006; Böheim et al., 2020b; Crombie et al., 2003). Some studies conceptualize student participation by recording the amount of time a student spends talking during classroom discourse (Sedlacek and Sedova, 2020; Sedova et al., 2019). Others observe visible behaviors such as hand-raising or verbal contributions as an operationalization of participation (Böheim et al., 2020a; Decristan et al., 2020). In the present study, we focused on a conceptualization by Decristan et al. (2020) and Sacher (1995), who divided student participation in classroom discourse into student-controlled and teacher-controlled participation. With regard to student-controlled behavior, hand-raising and calling-in can be distinguished. Teacher-controlled participation refers to whether the teacher calls on students. This distinction is valuable because we examined student participation on both sides: the side of the offer by the teacher (calling-on) and the side of the use by the students (hand-raising, calling-in; Decristan et al., 2020; Seidel, 2014). Previous studies have shown that student participation is associated with a higher use of instruction (Jansen et al., 2022) and with achievement (Böheim et al., 2020b; Sedova et al., 2019). Thus, differences in student achievement (e.g., an achievement gap) may also be due to differences in student participation.

Based on the four identified differences between students with and without migration backgrounds (language issues, peer connections, cultural norms, and lower teacher expectations; see section 2.1), students may also differ in their participation in classroom discourse, as family characteristics are considered as important for student engagement (Appleton et al., 2006). First, since students with migration backgrounds are more likely to speak a different language at home, it might be more difficult for them to follow the classroom discourse and, thus, to contribute to the discussion. Students who speak a different language at home than at school can sometimes show lower oral proficiency in the school language (Droop and Verhoeven, 2003), possibly because they have fewer opportunities to practice the language at home (see time-on-task hypothesis; Rossell and Baker, 1996). These differences in oral proficiency may imply that students with migration backgrounds have to use more cognitive resources to speak the language at school (Wang and MacIntyre, 2021). Therefore, in addition to the effort related to content, they also have to make a greater linguistic effort to participate in classroom discourse.

Second, students with migration backgrounds might feel less comfortable due to concerns about public exposure and how their peers might react if they make mistakes. Previous research shows that students with migration backgrounds are less socially integrated than students without migration backgrounds (Henschel et al., 2022). This is shown, for example, by the observation that students with migration backgrounds are less frequently mentioned when peers are asked to name their preferred seating partners (Dicataldo et al., 2023; Plenty and Jonsson, 2017). Overall, students with migration backgrounds have fewer friendships and experience less acceptance (Hamel, 2022; Hamel et al., 2022). The authors again mention the language barrier as a possible reason for this, which sometimes leads to social isolation of students with migration backgrounds (Hamel et al., 2022). In this context of threatened or actual social exclusion, students with migration backgrounds may be more reluctant to participate in classroom discourse, because they are less connected to their peers (Henschel et al., 2022).

Third, students with migration backgrounds might understand classroom practices, such as hand-raising, differently, due to cultural norms and might not participate actively out of reticence and deference to the teacher. For example, cultural norms in Germany can differ significantly from those in countries like Russia or Turkey, which are common places of origin for many students with migration backgrounds in Germany. According to Hofstede et al. (2010), cultures in Russia and Turkey can be characterized by a high level of uncertainty avoidance, which for schools can mean that teachers are assumed to know all the answers (Hofstede, 2011). In contrast, Germany has a lower level of uncertainty avoidance, which means that teachers openly say in class that they do not know everything (Hofstede, 2011; Hofstede et al., 2010). When these two cultures come together in the classroom, misunderstandings can arise. For example, students from high uncertainty avoidance countries may have difficulty dealing with open-ended questions. Cultural differences can therefore play a role in participation.

Fourth, since teachers’ expectations differ depending on whether students have migration backgrounds or not (Tenenbaum and Ruck, 2007; Tobisch and Dresel, 2017), and given the strong link between expectations and behavior (Harris and Rosenthal, 1985), it can be assumed that teachers’ behavior also varies accordingly between students with and without migration backgrounds. Since teachers are the gatekeepers to teacher-controlled participation, their expectations could play a role in the participation of students with migration backgrounds. If they expect less from these students, they might call on this group less because they would fear of disrupting classroom discourse. Alternatively, they could call on students with migration backgrounds more often to give them extra support and check that they have understood the content. Consequently, the difference in behavior is not necessarily negative. Adaptive teacher behavior can both mitigate and exacerbate heterogeneity (Denessen et al., 2020). Teachers can implement this adaptivity by varying the frequency or length of interactions between teacher and students with migration backgrounds.

In addition to these theoretical arguments, empirical findings from elementary schools have shown that students with and without migration backgrounds do indeed differ in their participation in classroom discourse. Students with migration backgrounds showed less student-controlled and teacher-controlled participation in classroom discourse (Decristan et al., 2020). Lorenz and Gentrup (2017) found a similar result in their study of elementary school students with migration backgrounds: Teachers called on students with migration backgrounds less often than students without migration backgrounds. Overall, interactions between teachers and students with migration backgrounds were shorter and less frequent. In contrast, Jansen et al. (2022) and Decristan et al. (2023) focused on students from different secondary school types and did not show a significant relationship between migration background and student participation in their results. Therefore, we built on these inconsistent findings across different school types and explicitly investigated students from academic-track secondary schools.

To sum up, previous studies have mainly looked at the relationship between student characteristics and student participation (see Decristan et al., 2020). However, due to the relevance of student participation, the question arises of how participation can be promoted.



2.3 Error culture as a teaching variable that fosters student participation

Hofkens and Pianta (2022) note that student engagement is not a student characteristic that students bring to school. Rather, student engagement emerges through interactions with teachers. Along with family and peers, school is an important predictor of student engagement (Appleton et al., 2006). Several studies have shown that a supportive teaching atmosphere is positively related to student participation (Böheim et al., 2020b; Fredricks et al., 2004; Reyes et al., 2012). For example, Denn et al. (2019) showed that in classes with a more positive classroom climate, student participation after a teacher question was higher. Supportive teacher behavior seems to be especially important after a student’s mistake.

Error culture (sometimes called error climate; Soncini et al., 2021; Steuer et al., 2013) can be defined by teachers’ and students’ perceptions and activities in dealing with mistakes (Steuer et al., 2013). Error culture in a classroom can be seen, for example, in beliefs (e.g., whether students believe they are allowed to make mistakes in class) and practices (e.g., whether an error is discussed in front of the whole class; Fischer and Freund, 2023). Fischer and Freund (2023) distinguish between a culture of error avoidance (in which errors are seen as a sign of failure and disruption and are avoided if possible; negative error culture) and a culture of error management (in which errors are seen as normal and important steps toward improvement; positive error culture).

It is worth focusing on how to deal with mistakes, as they are an integral part of the classroom (Heinze, 2004) and contribute to learning in two ways. First, errors have a content-related component. In order to structure the further learning process and to make individual progress, it is important to recognize the error. Negative knowledge, i.e., the knowledge of mistakes and “wrong ways”, supports, for example, certainty or increases the quality and depth of reflection processes (Gartmeier et al., 2008; Oser and Spychiger, 2005). Second, error culture always has a motivational component (see Tulis, 2013). If teachers have a positive error culture and treat students’ errors with appreciation, this can motivate students to think further. Otherwise, errors can lead to frustration and resignation. Recent studies empirically support these theoretical arguments and show the importance of (dealing with) mistakes for the learning process (e.g., Metcalfe et al., 2024; Soncini et al., 2021).

Narciss and Alemdag’s (2024) model defines key components of a supportive error culture. Factors such as the characteristics of students (e.g., demographics, emotions, motivational beliefs) and teachers (e.g., knowledge of errors, strategies for dealing with errors effectively) play an important role in a supportive error culture. However, the interactions and dialogues that learners have with teachers and peers are also crucial in dealing with mistakes. In this study, we focus on this aspect of interaction and examine the role of error culture for students’ participation in classroom discourse.

We hypothesize that error culture plays a role in students’ participation in the classroom discourse. If there is a positive error culture in a class, i.e., if errors are treated as necessary and important prerequisites for further learning, then students are more likely to participate in classroom discourse because they will not face negative consequences if they make an error. If, on the other hand, they are afraid of being exposed by the teacher and laughed at by the class, they may be reluctant to participate. This theoretical assumption is supported by the empirical result that error culture is positively related to the amount of effort a student puts into a subject (Steuer et al., 2013). One facet of this effort could be student participation in classroom discourse.

Thus, error culture could be a promising key to promoting participation. However, since the characteristics of students are important for a supportive error culture (Narciss and Alemdag, 2024), it remains unclear whether all students benefit equally from error culture or whether certain groups of students benefit in particular. Despite some criticism, Cronbach and Snow’s (1977) concept of an aptitude–treatment interaction could also be applied to the teaching context. A teaching variable (here, error culture) may be of different relevance to different students. As mentioned above, students with migration backgrounds may differ from their peers in a number of characteristics (e.g., language problems, connection to their peers, and misunderstandings of cultural norms). Consequently, students with migration backgrounds might be more dependant on a teacher’s positive error culture (Spychiger et al., 2006). Due to the lower achievement of students with migration backgrounds (see Henschel et al., 2022), language problems (see Weis et al., 2019b), a weaker connection to their classmates (and thus, the fear of being laughed at; Henschel et al., 2022), or misunderstandings of cultural norms (Spychiger et al., 2006), making mistakes could be more in the foreground for students with migration backgrounds and thus, dealing with mistakes may be more important for them. To sum up, making mistakes and dealing with mistakes could play a stronger role for students with migration backgrounds. Therefore, error culture could be key to ensuring the participation of all students and, in turn, to reducing the achievement gap.

Seiz et al. (2016) showed that teaching characteristics could reduce the achievement gap between students with and without migration backgrounds. Students with migration backgrounds benefited more from supportive teaching (Seiz et al., 2016). Thus, students’ migration backgrounds emerged not only as directly related to student participation (Decristan et al., 2020; Lorenz and Gentrup, 2017), but also as important moderators influencing the role of teacher support (Seiz et al., 2016). In the present study, we extended this research by examining the interplay of migration background, error culture, and student participation. Therefore, we assumed that error culture is differentially important for students with and without migration backgrounds and investigated the moderating role for the relationship between error culture and student participation.



2.4 Investigation of the learning context

When investigating the relationship between students’ migration background, error culture, and student participation, the question is whether differences exist depending on the context (here, school subjects). According to the following arguments, a subject-specific role of migration background, classroom discourse, and error culture, can result in differences between German Language Arts and Mathematics. First, migration background may have subject-specific importance. Since German is not the only language spoken by many families of students with migration backgrounds (see Weis et al., 2019b), differences between students with and without migration backgrounds might be more pronounced in a language subject. Second, classroom discourse in German Language Arts and Mathematics differs: While students perceive discussions in STEM subjects as more fact-based, classroom discourse in German Language Arts seems to be shaped by opinions (Heitmann et al., 2017). Third, errors in Mathematics seem to be more clearly defined and less dependent on the teacher (Steuer et al., 2021). However, differences between subjects regarding the importance of making and dealing with errors are also evident (Spychiger et al., 1999; Tulis, 2013). Therefore, to control for subject-specific differences, we included both subjects, German Language Arts and Mathematics.




3 The present study

Our study examined students with and without migration backgrounds by looking at their participation in classroom discourse as a proximal predictor of achievement (see Böheim et al., 2020b; Sedova et al., 2019). In particular, we investigated whether or not error culture promotes student participation in classroom discourse and whether students with migration backgrounds may benefit more from a positive error culture. As previous studies have investigated either student characteristics (e.g., self-concept, migration background; Böheim et al., 2020a; Decristan et al., 2020) or teacher behavior (e.g., positive classroom climate; Denn et al., 2019), in the present study, we examined the interplay of the two. Seiz et al. (2016) already showed that migration background can be a relevant moderator of the relationship between supportive teaching and achievement. We built on this by shedding light on the moderating role of migration background in the relationship between error culture and student participation as an outcome variable.

Moreover, this paper contributes to existing research in two ways. First, we shed light on the role of the context. Previous studies on the relationship between migration background and student participation have focused on elementary school students (Decristan et al., 2020; Lorenz and Gentrup, 2017). In our study, we extended the picture by an explicit look at academic-track secondary schools. In addition, we investigated the role of context by looking at two different subjects (German Language Arts and Mathematics).

In particular, we investigate the following research questions (RQs):

	1. Are student migration background and error culture related to student participation in classroom discourse?
	2. How does a migration background moderate the relationship between error culture and student participation in classroom discourse?

The originality of the study lies in the combination of behavioral (videotaped) data on student participation in classroom discourse with the students’ perceptions of error culture, such as requested for example by Wang and Eccles (2013). Analogous to Decristan et al. (2020) and Sacher (1995), we subdivide student participation in classroom discourse into student-controlled participation (students raising their hand or calling-in without hand-raising) and teacher-controlled participation (teachers calling on students). Based on this distinction, we could infer who was an active and passive contributor to the interaction. This allowed for targeted conclusions for promoting student participation in classroom discourse.



4 Methods


4.1 Participants and procedure

The present study re-analyzed the data set from the Interaction I project (Jurik et al., 2015). Our analyses were restricted to eighth-grade students in German academic-track secondary schools.1 The data set contains data for the subjects of German Language Arts (GLA) and Mathematics (M). A total of 501 students in 20 classes with a mean class size of 25.05 (SD = 3.52) students and their 40 teachers (65% female, on average 40.55 years old [SD = 10.51], with 11.50 years of work experience [SD = 9.34]) voluntarily participated in the study.

At the beginning and end of the 2013/14 school year, the students completed a questionnaire. In addition, one 45-minute lesson each in Mathematics and GLA was videotaped in the middle of the school year. The topics of the lessons were geometry or algebra in Mathematics and activities focusing on writing or presenting in GLA. No behavioral data were available for N = 114 (GLA) and N = 120 (M) respectively, because they refused permission or were absent. Their numbers varied widely, from one to 10 people per class (M = 5.70, SD = 2.66). These students were excluded from the analyses, leaving 381 students (59% female, Mage = 13.81 [SD = 0.53]) as the sample in Mathematics and 387 students (58% female, Mage = 13.83 [SD = 0.54]) in GLA.



4.2 Measuring student participation with video analyses

The videotaped lessons were rated by external observers to capture student and teacher controlled participation. For this purpose, two independent, previously trained coders coded the videos. They used the Interact software (Mangold, 2014) and a coding manual. In order to code the video material, each time there was a change between people speaking, a new turn was set.

As teacher–student interactions differ depending on the social form (e.g., classroom discourse vs. nonpublic work phases; Lipowsky et al., 2008), we focused on student and teacher behaviors in classroom discourse. With regard to student-controlled and teacher-controlled participation, the coders coded calling-in, self-initiated contribution, and hand-raising for student-controlled participation and calling-on for teacher-controlled participation. Here, “calling-on” means that a teacher gives a student permission to present his or her idea. This can be done non-verbally with a nod, or verbally with the student’s name. A student’s verbal contribution was rated as “calling-in” when a student answered a question without raising his or her hand or being called on. The category of self-initiated contributions was used when a student contributed without a teacher question or permission to talk (e. g., without being called on). Finally, the coders used the code “hand-raising” every time a student raised his or her hand. Overall, the interrater reliability of these variables was sufficient (κ = .72; interrater agreement of 85.3%).

For each student, the number of behaviors (e. g., calling in, hand-raisings, calling-on) in the videotaped lessons was added up separately for Mathematics and GLA. For the analyses carried out here, student-controlled participation was operationalized by adding up the number of hand-raising, calling-in, and self-initiated contributions. The number of events in which a student was called-on is used as teacher-controlled participation.



4.3 Questionnaire data

Error culture, migration background, and several covariates were assessed using student questionnaires.


4.3.1 Migration background

Migration background was determined at the first measurement point prior to the videotaped lesson, at the beginning of the school year. The student’s country of birth as well as the mother’s and father’s were asked for. In line with Weis et al. (2019b), we described all students with at least one parent from abroad as children with migration backgrounds.



4.3.2 Error culture

To examine students’ perceptions of the classroom teaching, the students were asked for their perception of error culture at the end of the school year. We expected the students to have a meaningful picture of the teacher and the teachers’ error culture at this point. Two examples of questionnaire items are “The teacher is patient when a student makes a mistake in GLA” and “Our Mathematics teacher makes sure that nobody in our class is laughed at if they make a mistake” (adapted from Spychiger et al., 1998; Waldis et al., 2002). To ensure comparability between the subjects, the items had a parallel wording for both subjects. The answer categories were a four point Likert scale (1 = “exactly” to 4 = “not at all”). The values were recoded so that higher values also corresponded to a higher assessment of the error culture. The scale has a reliability of α = .83 (GLA) and α = .80 (Mathematics).



4.3.3 Covariates

Prior research has shown that students with and without migration backgrounds differ in their achievement (e.g., Henschel et al., 2022). To explicitly examine the relationship between migration background and student participation, we added course achievement as a covariate. Course achievement was operationalized by the students’ grade in the mid-term report (best grade: 1, worst grade: 6, discrete scale), as this grade was closest to the time of the videography measurement. Teachers reported the grade on the teacher questionnaire. The variable was recoded so that a higher value corresponds to better performance. In addition, we included socioeconomic status (SES) as another covariate. SES is also assumed to be related to migration background (Weis et al., 2018). HISEI indicates the highest occupational status of parents (OECD, 2017) and has the highest predictive power in Germany compared to other variables that operationalize SES (e.g., educational level of parents, home possessions; Ehmke and Siegle, 2005). The values range from 16 (e.g., office cleaner) to 90 (e.g., judge; Ganzeboom and Treiman, 1996). As previous studies have shown differences in teaching behavior between female and male (e.g., Denn et al., 2015), we include the covariate ‘gender’ (1 = female, 2 = male).




4.4 Data analysis

All analyses were performed using the R-package mitml (Grund et al., 2021). The analysis script is published here: https://osf.io/fx4bm/.

Since the students were in 20 classes, the nested data structure had to be taken into account. Therefore, we decided to analyze nested hierarchical linear models. Using these random-intercept models, the standard errors for the classes can be taken into account. We assume that for individual student participation, personal perception of the error culture is more important than the perception of the whole class; therefore, we controlled for the class structure but did not generate any results at the class level.

All variables were standardized to obtain standardized regression coefficients. The interclass correlations (ICCs) were calculated with the package performance (Lüdecke et al., 2021). To calculate R2, we used the formula of Snijders and Bosker (2012), which is the most accurate for random-intercept models (LaHuis et al., 2014). Separate models were calculated for the two forms of participation as dependent variables as well as for both subjects. The interaction terms in the moderator analyses (RQ 2) were formed as products of the individual scale means of each student.



4.5 Missing data

To avoid estimating behavioral data, students for whom no behavioral data were available were excluded. Therefore, there are no missing values for student-controlled participation and teacher-controlled participation. To deal with missing values in the other questionnaire variables, we chose the R package mdmb (Grund et al., 2021). This package is suitable for considering interaction effects in nested hierarchical linear models. Here, the analysis model is already included in the imputation. In this way, the errors resulting from the estimation of the interaction term can be reduced. In addition to the analysis variables (e.g., error culture, course achievement, HISEI, gender), missing values were estimated with the auxiliary variables of age and further teaching variables. Twenty datasets were imputed, providing the basis for calculating the pooled results.




5 Results


5.1 Descriptive analyses

Table 1 shows the descriptive data from the questionnaire and video recordings. Overall, students assessed the error culture as rather positive, with no significant differences between the subjects. The descriptive values for student-controlled and teacher-controlled participation were a bit more difficult to interpret. For example, on average, each student showed 5.48 handraisings and calling-ins (student-controlled participation) in one GLA lesson. In addition, on average, a student was called-on (teacher-controlled participation) 2.31 times in a GLA lesson by the teacher. Overall, there was less teacher-controlled participation than student-controlled participation as well as a wide range between students in both subjects. With regard to the generalizability across subjects, we found significantly more teacher-controlled participation in GLA than in Mathematics [t(752.38) = 2.01, p < .05]. In contrast, slightly more student-controlled participation was evident in Mathematics, although the difference between the subjects in student-controlled participation was not significant [t(736.3) = −1.91, p = .057]. Looking at the ICCs, the differences between the classes were primarily visible in error culture and in the two forms of participation. This justified the inclusion of the class level in further analyses. Regarding the correlations, Table 2 shows bivariate correlations without controlling for covariates.



TABLE 1 Descriptive results.
[image: A table compares attributes across German Language Arts (GLA) and Mathematics (M) for categories like error culture, migration background, and others. Columns include Min, Max, Mean (M), Standard Deviation (SD), Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC), and Missings. Values are mostly similar between GLA and M, with minor variations in statistics, such as the Highest International Socio-Economic Index (HISEI), Course Achievement, and Participation types. Notes under the table explain participation and value differences.]



TABLE 2 Correlations (GLA/M) between the analysis variables.
[image: Table showing correlations between seven variables: Error Culture, Migration Background, HISEI, Course Achievement, Gender, Student-Controlled Participation (SCP), and Teacher-Controlled Participation (TCP). Results are indicated before and after slashes for German Language Arts and Mathematics, respectively. Notable correlations include negative correlations between HISEI and Course Achievement, positive correlations between Course Achievement and SCP, and strong correlations between TCP and GLA/M with Migration Background. Asterisks denote significance at p < .05. The coding for migration is zero for no background and one for background, and gender coding is one for female, two for male.]

Approximately 34% (GLA)/35% (M) of the students reported having a migration background. While there are no descriptive differences between students with and without migration backgrounds in terms of error culture and student participation, there are clear differences between the groups regarding the socioeconomic status [HISEI; t(149.17) = 4.21, p < .05] and course achievement [t(199.37) = 2.97, p < .05]. Students with migration backgrounds show lower achievement and lower socioeconomic status. This highlights the need to include HISEI and course achievement as covariates in the analyses.



5.2 Relationship between error culture and migration background with student participation in classroom discourse (RQ 1)

To answer the first research question, we examined the roles of error culture and migration background in predicting student participation in classroom discourse. Table 3 presents the results of these models (including covariates) separately for student- and teacher-controlled participation, and on the left for GLA and on the right for Mathematics. Looking at GLA, there was a significant relationship between error culture and the frequency of student-controlled participation (β = 0.15, p < .05). The relationship between error culture and the frequency of teacher-controlled participation did not reach significance (β = 0.11, p = .070). Students’ migration background (βSCP = 0.09, p = .089; βTCP = −0.01, p = .837) did not make a significant contribution to predicting both forms of participation. Looking at Mathematics, there was no significant relationship between error culture and either form of participation (βSCP = 0.05, p = .319; βTCP = 0.08, p = .125). As in GLA, migration background did not play a role here either (βSCP = 0.08, p = 0.150; βTCP = 0.01, p = .841). The covariate course achievement was only significant in Mathematics (βSCP = 0.14, p < .05; βTCP = 0.13, p = < 0.05), but not in GLA (βSCP = .02, p = .737; βTCP = 0.12, p = .086).



TABLE 3 Results from nested hierarchical linear models on the relationship between error culture and migration background with student participation (RQ 1).
[image: Table comparing the effects of student-controlled and teacher-controlled participation in German Language Arts and Mathematics. Significant correlations are highlighted in bold. Variables include intercept, error culture, migration background, course achievement, HISEI, and gender. Results show statistical values: beta (β), standard error (SE), and p-values. For German Language Arts SCP, error culture shows significance. In Mathematics, both SCP and TCP have significant course achievement correlations. Migration background and gender indicate no significant results. Coding: migration background (0 = none, 1 = present), gender (1 = female, 2 = male).]



5.3 Moderating role of migration background (RQ 2)

In addition, we examined whether students with and without migration backgrounds benefited differently from error culture regarding the frequency of their participation (RQ 2) (Table 4). The interaction term between error culture and migration background did not make a significant contribution in GLA (βSCP = 0.02, p = .640; βTCP = 0.05, p = .306) or Mathematics (βSCP = 0.07, p = .169; βTCP = 0.05, p = .252). On a descriptive level, Figures 1A,C show that for GLA, a positive error culture for students with and without migration backgrounds went hand in hand with increased participation.



TABLE 4 Results from nested hierarchical linear moderator analyses: migration background as a moderator of the relationship between error culture and student participation (RQ 2).
[image: Table showing regression results for German Language Arts and Mathematics, comparing student-controlled and teacher-controlled participation. Significant variables include error culture and HISEI. Notable R-squared values are 0.02 and 0.06. Significant correlations are bolded.]

[image: Four line graphs labeled A to D show participation in German Language Arts and Mathematics. Graphs A and B depict student-controlled participation; C and D show teacher-controlled participation. Each graph compares "with migration background" and "no migration background" across a scale of error culture from -1 SD to 1 SD. Graph A shows a steeper increase for students with a migration background in German Language Arts compared to those without. Graph B shows a similar trend in Mathematics. Graphs C and D show teacher-controlled participation with similar patterns.]

FIGURE 1
 Visualization of the standardized regression coefficients of the moderator analyses with migration background as moderator for student-controlled participation (A and B) and teacher-controlled participation (C and D) in GLA and Mathematics.


In line with our expectations, this increase was greater for students with migration backgrounds. This descriptive trend also appears for Mathematics (Figures 1B,D). While students without migration backgrounds seemed to benefit little or not at all from a more positive error culture, a better error culture led to more participation among students with migration backgrounds.




6 Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the relationship between migration background, error culture, and student participation in classroom discourse. Our study revealed subject-specific differences in the relationships that point to the (lack of) generalizability of findings from one subject. According to our results, students’ perception of error culture was related to their participation in classroom discourse in German Language Arts, but not in Mathematics. In contrast, migration background did not play a significant role for students’ participation in either subject. Contrary to our theoretical assumptions, we did not find significantly different relationships between error culture and student participation, depending on whether students had or did not have migration backgrounds. Nevertheless, the results indicate nonsignificant trends that seem to highlight the important role of error culture for students with migration backgrounds.


6.1 Student participation seems to be independent from migration background in eighth-grade students

Since students with and without migration backgrounds differ in terms of their achievement (see, e.g., Andon et al., 2014) and student participation has been shown to predict student achievement (e.g., Böheim et al., 2020b; Sedova et al., 2019), we assumed that there would be differences in student participation depending on the students’ migration status. However, in the present dataset, we found no significant relevance of migration background for student participation in classroom discourse (regardless of the subject). Prior research also showed inconsistent findings. While Decristan et al. (2020) and Lorenz and Gentrup (2017) found differences in student participation between students with and without migration backgrounds in their video analyses, the results of Jansen et al. (2022) and Decristan et al. (2023) were in line with our results and did not indicate differences. The reason for these different results may be the students’ ages. While the analyses of Decristan et al. (2020) and Lorenz and Gentrup (2017) were restricted to younger students in elementary schools, we investigated exclusively and Jansen et al. (2022) and Decristan et al. (2023) mostly older students from academic-track secondary schools. While all children in Germany attend elementary schools, academic-track secondary schools are intended for students with the highest achievements (Reinhold et al., 2019; Schiepe-Tiska et al., 2019; Weis et al., 2019a). Also, there seem to be social disparities in the choice of a secondary school (i.e., non-academic-track or academic-track; Maaz et al., 2008). If students with migration backgrounds attend academic-track secondary schools, they may have adapted well to their classmates without migration backgrounds in classroom discourse; thus, differences in student participation may not be apparent. This indicates that the role of migration background depends on a variety of context factors (see Heine and Stemmler, 2021). Future research should test whether these results also hold for other (non-academic-track secondary) school types.



6.2 Error culture partially predicts student participation

Since prior research has shown that teacher support is an important antecedent of classroom participation (Böheim et al., 2020b; Denn et al., 2019; Fredricks et al., 2004; Reyes et al., 2012), we assumed that the specific facet of error culture was relevant to student participation in classroom discourse. However, this assumption was only partially confirmed. While there was a significant relationship between error culture and student participation in GLA, the relationship was not evident in Mathematics. These differences are in line with existing studies on subject differences. As Mathematics is perceived as a more static, defined subject with less freedom (Grossman and Stodolsky, 1995; Stodolsky and Grossman, 2000) and discussions in languages are more open (Heitmann et al., 2017), there are also differences in the error culture. In Mathematics, errors are more clearly defined and obvious, whereas in GLA they are more likely to be noticed only by the teacher (Steuer et al., 2021). In terms of dealing with errors, Mathematics teachers are more likely to react negatively to errors and are more likely to delegate error correction to classmates (Tulis, 2013).

Based on these differences, it is logical that error culture plays a greater role in GLA: In these open discussions, students are unsure whether their answer is correct and will only participate if they do not have to expect a negative reaction from their teacher or peers. The fact that the covariate course achievement only plays a significant role in Mathematics also supports this hypothesis. In Mathematics, students tend to know beforehand whether their answer is correct and only answer if it is. Since high achievers know the correct answer more often, they participate more often, whereas in GLA low achievers also try once.

Most importantly, the differential, subject-specific findings of the present study extend prior research by emphasizing the relevance of the context (here, subject). As such, our study also contributes to the discussion on the generalizability of a supportive teaching atmosphere (Praetorius and Gräsel, 2021), in particular with regard to the domain-specificity of error culture (Spychiger et al., 1999; Tulis, 2013), as well as with regard to the role that error culture plays in student participation.



6.3 The relationship between error culture and student participation seems to be independent of students’ migration background

Based on four arguments (language problems, connection to peers, cultural norms, and teacher expectations), we assumed that error culture is particularly important for students with migration backgrounds. Contrary to our theoretical assumptions, our results indicate that, on average, the importance of error culture for student participation is not statistically different between students with and without migration backgrounds. This is in line with the results of a review that generally indicated difficulties in finding aptitude-treatment interactions (Tetzlaff et al., 2021). On the contrary, at least with regard to achievement there is little evidence to suggest that a positive teaching atmosphere is particularly important for students with migration backgrounds (Seiz et al., 2016). However, Seiz et al. (2016) also included non-academic–track secondary schools in their analyses. As mentioned above, in non-academic-track secondary schools, differences between students with and without migration backgrounds may be more pronounced, and thus a possible interaction effect might be more visible. Although not reflected in the regression analyses, the graphs may suggest a possible interaction. Therefore, we encourage future researchers to shed more light on differences within the group of students with migration backgrounds.



6.4 Limitations

Our research took advantage of the mixed-methods approach of the dataset (behavioral data for student participation and questionnaire data for students’ perceptions of error culture) and the comparison of two different contexts (here, subjects). Nevertheless, with this secondary data analysis, we were bound by some methodological as well as conceptual restrictions. In particular, we discuss the time point of data collection, the school sample, the heterogeneity within the group of students with migration backgrounds, and the role of student participation as a dependent variable.

First, the data for this study were collected in 2013/14. Schools and teaching have changed in recent years, both in terms of the composition of students (e.g., slightly more students with migration backgrounds today; Federal Statistical Office of Germany, 2014; Federal Statistical Office of Germany, 2023) and teaching methods. Nevertheless, the processes examined in this paper are transferable to the present. First, the proportion of students with migration backgrounds per class already varied greatly in our sample, so classes with high proportions of students with migration backgrounds were already included in the sample. Second, the assessment of error culture and the participation of the students also differed among the students. Therefore, a large number of individually different processes were already considered for the analyses. In the spirit of much-requested multiple use of data, we therefore reanalyzed this dataset to fully exploit its potential.

Second, another limitation resulted from the school sample. We extended previous research on elementary schools by explicitly looking at academic-track secondary schools. Due to this focus, the results cannot be extended to other types of schools. Moreover, the fact that all students in the present study were relatively homogeneous regarding their achievement may mean that students with migration backgrounds adapted well to their classmates who did not have migration backgrounds. Therefore, possible differences between students with and without migration backgrounds are less likely to be found in academic-track secondary schools compared to a school from before the separation (e.g., elementary schools).

Third, our sample did not allow us to look at the group of students with migration backgrounds in a differentiated way. Previous studies show that students with migration backgrounds differ depending on their country of origin (Bozick et al., 2016; Froehlich and Schulte, 2019; Schofield, 2006) and the length of stay in Germany (e.g., whether the students themselves or their parents migrated; Müller and Stanat, 2006; Segeritz et al., 2010). On this basis, it can be assumed that differences between students with and without migration backgrounds may be more pronounced when considering students from a culture that is different from the German culture (Hofstede, 2011; Hofstede et al., 2010) or students who have recently moved to Germany. However, such a contrast was not possible in our study due to the small sample size. Future studies should therefore take a differentiated look at this group of students.

Finally, our study considered student participation as a dependent variable and examined possible predictors (e.g., migration background and error culture). As in previous video studies (e.g., Pielmeier et al., 2018), we can only explain a small part of the variance in student participation. This highlights the fact that “classrooms are messy, unpredictable contexts” (Parsons et al., 2018, p. 206) and that many questions remain unanswered. Given the inconsistent findings of the present study, future research should further explore the mediating mechanisms between error culture (or teacher support in general) and achievement. Roorda et al. (2017) showed that student participation mediated the relationship between the teacher–student relationship and achievement. In order to draw further conclusions about the importance of error culture in narrowing the achievement gap, more research on possible mediating mechanisms is needed.



6.5 Implications for theory and practice and avenues for future research

First, students with migration backgrounds did not participate in classroom discourse significantly differently than their peers without migration backgrounds. Although this is surprising given the often-found differences in achievement, it is also reassuring: Teachers do not seem to treat students with migration backgrounds differently from students without migration backgrounds, and students with migration backgrounds do not seem to behave differently. Therefore, the ideal of equal participation seems to be achieved and students with migration backgrounds seem to be fully integrated in the classroom, which can also be seen as a success of integration measures. Nevertheless, the question of where differences in achievement come from if they are not due to classroom discourse, remains open. This brings the learning environment outside the classroom (e.g., parental support; Holzberger et al., 2023) to the fore. For example, special support and a quiet place to study while doing homework could be promising approaches for students with migration backgrounds. Therefore, future research should investigate whether aspects of the home learning environment can explain the achievement gap between students with and without migration backgrounds.

Second, students who perceive error culture more positively also participate more often in classroom discourse, at least in GLA. This finding now has two consequences for the practice: First, it seems important to sensitize teachers to error culture. Their behavior sets an example for the students: Students notice how teachers deal with mistakes. Teachers should therefore pay attention to small daily events to signal to students that mistakes are a normal part of the learning process. Second, teachers should be trained to deal with mistakes. Appropriate responses to common student mistakes should therefore be part of teacher education. In addition, the subject-specific differences in the role of error culture for student participation underline the role of context. Therefore, future research should investigate the relationship between error culture and student participation in other subjects (e.g., Science) to further explore whether the role of error culture is more similar to GLA or Mathematics.




7 Conclusion

Our study contributes substantially to the current research by (a) explicitly looking at the role of migration background on student participation in academic-track secondary schools, (b) investigating the interplay of teaching behavior (i.e., error culture) and student characteristics (i.e., migration background) on student participation, and (c) contrasting occurring processes in two specific subjects, namely German Language Arts and Mathematics. Previous studies have found that students with and without migration backgrounds differ in their performance (e.g., Weis et al., 2018). Focusing on student participation, our results indicate that students with and without migration backgrounds in academic-track secondary schools do not seem to differ systematically in their participation in classroom discourse. Thus, student participation does not seem to be the crucial mediating process in explaining the often-revealed achievement gap.

Moreover, our findings indicate that a positive error culture may play a role in participation in classroom discourse; however, this finding may not be generalizable across subjects (with positive findings for German Language Arts, but not for Mathematics). In addition, although it may be reasonable to assume that a positive error culture is particularly necessary for students with migration backgrounds, our findings do not reveal differential relationships. Thus, in order to adequately support students with migration backgrounds, further aspects of teaching behavior need to be investigated. Who participates in classroom discourse is thus a multilayered process dominated by individual, classroom-specific, and subject-specific characteristics. Providing appropriate support for students with migration backgrounds is not simply a case of more of the same, but rather of targeted support that takes a close look at the challenges they face.



Data availability statement

The data analyzed in this study is subject to the following licenses/restrictions: The data set is not publicly accessible, as this does not include the participants’ declaration of consent. Requests to access these datasets should be directed to simon.munk@tum.de.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Unterricht und Kultus. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. Written informed consent for participation in this study was provided by the participants’ legal guardians/next of kin.



Author contributions

SM: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Methodology, Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. DH: Conceptualization, Supervision, Writing – review & editing. RB: Conceptualization, Writing – review & editing, Investigation. TS: Funding acquisition, Supervision, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. This research was funded by a grant from the German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, Grant No. SE1397/7–1) and a grant from the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) and the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany (KMK) (grant number ZIB2022).



Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank the teachers and students who participated in the study and the research team who collected and analyzed the data. We would also like to thank Simon Grund for his valuable assistance with the analysis.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1   In Germany (i.e., Bavaria), after the fourth grade of elementary school (at around the age of 10), children choose a secondary school. They have the choice between an academic-track secondary school and two types of non-academic-track secondary schools.
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Learning a second language (L2) is believed to be a long process with various challenges. While many students tend to give up or fall behind when faced with difficulties, others can overcome them to learn even better. It has been acknowledged that this is associated with academic resilience, the ability to cope with and adapt to adversity in learning. Realizing the importance of this capability, the current study aimed to investigate the level of academic resilience among English majors at a university in the Mekong Delta region. In addition, the potential difference between male and female students was explored. The study attempted to identify frequent obstacles and coping strategies among the study’s participants. A total of 150 English majors were involved in the research survey, and five were chosen to participate in the interviews. The findings revealed that the participants have an average degree of resilience, and there is no difference in terms of gender in their levels of resilience. The students’ struggles mainly stemmed from linguistics-related challenges, high teacher and curriculum demands, individual shortcomings, and demotivation factors. However, the students suggested several helpful strategies to deal with the difficulties and move toward becoming more resilient learners.
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1 Introduction

Learning a new language is believed to be a protracted process that challenges learners to overcome a wide range of struggles. Common problems, as revealed from the literature and practical observation and experience of language learners, include both academic and non-academic challenges. Previous authors (Martin and Marsh, 2006; Morales and Trotman, 2011; Winfield, 1994) suggested a wide range of risks associated with a student’s academic life including academic pressure, stress, difficulties in the classroom, bullying, physical and verbal abuse, parental separation, poverty, learning disabilities, inadequate classroom instruction, generalized hopelessness in the community, living in a rural area, and facing financial hardships.

It is commonly accepted that studying a foreign or second language (L2) is vital for all individuals. However, the quality of English language learning in Vietnam has frequently been “not yet satisfactory” (Le and Phan, 2013, p. 248). According to Tran (2013b), the leading causes of the modest quality of English instruction at Vietnamese universities are the students’ varying levels of English proficiency, the scarcity of teaching resources, the grammar-based and examination-oriented teaching methods, the condensed amount of class time, and the teachers’ insufficient time and effort spent on lesson planning and improvement. Additionally, Thao and Trung (2022) cite that students may face a range of difficulties in the English classroom, including linguistic (pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary) and psychological (motivation, anxiety, and attitude) difficulties. Besides, Vietnamese students are often described as passive learners who depend totally on the teacher, listening to the lectures, taking notes, and reproducing their memorized knowledge in exams (Hoang, 2021; Tran, 2013a).

In reality, it can be witnessed that while innumerable difficulties may cause L2 students to fall behind, others can recover quickly, feel more optimistic about themselves, and preserve their learning (Zarrinabadi et al., 2022). It has been proposed that positive psychology in individual differences, especially resilience, is the main factor in explaining this phenomenon when resilience refers to “the capacity to bounce back, to withstand hardship, and to repair yourself” (Wolin and Wolin, 1993, p. 5). Resilience is, therefore, an important asset for individuals to possess (Bartley et al., 2010). Admittedly, not every teacher knows this concept and its influence on students’ academic life. Also, resilience attached to language learning and language majors has been under-explored. That is a great motivation for the authors’ decision to carry out a study on this topic, following Cassidy (2016, p. 1) view saying that “identifying characteristics that enable academic achievement and that distinguish individuals who are successful from those who are not, setting intellectual capacity aside, remains a worthy pursuit for educational research and practice.”

The interplay of resilience and gender is still a matter of inquiry. Different scholars have claimed inconsistent and even contrasting findings. For instance, Lobo (2024) found that school girls were more resilient learners than school boys. On the contrary, gender did not make significant differences in learners’ resilience in other studies, including Duan et al. (2024) and Alabdullah et al. (2025).

This study, therefore, aimed to fill the current gaps in the literature. It investigated the level of resilience among English majors at our institution, a university in the Mekong region. The study was also expected to touch upon issues such as gender, frequent difficulties faced in the learning process, and individuals’ experiences and strategies for overcoming them.

The research questions that informed this study are:


	RQ1: What is the overall level of academic resilience among Vietnamese English majors?
	RQ2: How different are male and female students in terms of resilience?
	RQ3: What common difficulties are encountered by English majors?
	RQ4: What strategies are used to overcome these difficulties?






2 Literature review


2.1 An overview of resilience

Resilience is not new and has been widely researched in educational settings. Researchers have various definitions of resilience in the literature and conceptualize this abstract concept differently. For example, resilience is defined as “the process of capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening circumstances” (Masten et al., 1990, p. 425). Riley and Masten (2005), nevertheless, provide a brief and seemingly simplified definition of resilience, as “referring to patterns of positive adaptation in the face of adversity” (p. 13). Howe et al. (2012) describe resilience from two different viewpoints, including psychological and sociological perspectives. The former defines resilience as “a dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity” (Howe et al., 2012, p. 543). According to the second viewpoint, resilience consists of several social indices that signify the interaction methods between individuals and their contexts and the kind of chances and occasions that people may have to develop (Ungar, 2012; Howe et al., 2012).

Other authors, such as Kim and Kim (2017), define resilience as “the sum of an individual’s abilities that allow him or her to bounce back from adversity and even thrive in the face of difficult times” (p. 2). Simply put, resilience is comprised of a multitude of sub-capacities. According to Truebridge (2016), resilience encompasses dynamicity and negotiation of internal and external factors. The internal factors have to do with each individual’s personal strengths, attributes, and past experiences. The external factors are the environment-related conditions such as school, family, community opportunities, resources, support, and services.

In many earlier studies about resilience, potential causes and sources are identified. Aliyev et al. (2021), for example, outline a long list of such causes, which includes pressure and stress at school, academic difficulties, physical and verbal harassment, bullying, parental separation, poverty, learning disabilities, lack of quality education in school, widespread hopelessness in the community, living in a rural area, and having economic disadvantages.

In recent years, resilience has been commonly viewed as a process and not an individual trait. The process occurs throughout our lifespan, and we all use specific strategies to face obstacles and challenges. These strategies help us overcome stressful situations and gain new insights for future encounters (Tülüce, 2018). Like with other well-established psychological factors, including multiple intelligences or emotional intelligence, more resilient people are assumed to have more potential to be successful.



2.2 Resilience in academic contexts

In educational contexts, resilience has been considered a dominant factor contributing to success. This is widely studied concerning the psychological health and wellbeing of the two direct stakeholders in education: the teachers and the learners. For teachers, Springer published a book in 2021 named Cultivating Teacher Resilience: International Approaches, Applications, and Impact (Mansfield, 2020). A review of related literature shows that teacher resilience has been investigated and explored within many scopes and through various lenses. According to Beltman (2021), teacher resilience can be approached from different perspectives, namely, person-focused perspectives, process-focused perspectives, context-focused perspectives, and system-focused perspectives. Resilience studies have been well-established; however, learner-focused research on academic resilience deserves as much attention.

On the side of learners, academic resilience can be defined as the ability to reverse academic misfortune and failure and succeed (Martin and Marsh, 2006). Several definitions exist; however, as Tülüce (2018) has stated, resilience mainly reflects two general tendencies. First, resilience can be conceptualized as a psychological construct incorporating person-related factors, including self-esteem, self-efficacy, motivation, resourcefulness, and health, which are essential to overcoming adversity. In the second trend, besides personal resilience, a wide range of other factors are incorporated into the concept. Social support systems (Tülüce, 2018; Alahmari and Alrabai, 2024), including friends, family, and community resources, are important. Putting personal and social dimensions together, academic resilience encompasses cognitive, social, emotional, moral, and spiritual factors (Truebridge, 2016), outgoing personalities, self-esteem, and problem-solving ability (Masten and Obradović, 2006). Other prominent social factors include enlisting social support, compassionate relationships, and opportunities for responsible participation (Masten and Obradović, 2006).

Within the traits of resilience, Zhang (2022) enumerated the following characteristics of individuals who possess personal resilience. These include self-assurance, flexibility, taking calculated risks, problem-solving, robustness, self-control, social skills, self-direction, optimism, cooperation, curiosity, and tendency toward self-regulation, sense of growth resulting from challenging circumstances, beliefs, hopes, reflection, creativity, initiative, and an incredible sense of fun supporting a realistic outlook on life.

Prominent in other resilience theories are risk factors and protective factors. Risk factors in students’ academic lives were identified by Masten (1994) as chronic illnesses, living without parents, experiencing a natural disaster, having financial difficulties, etc. Yang and Wang (2022) argued that “Although risk factors produce undesirable consequences in a learner’s academic life, they can also affect their advancement in numerous fields, and may simultaneously influence the learner’s advancement by triggering each other” (p. 2). Protective factors are the quality of a learner’s traits, social surroundings, or interactions. Yang and Wang (2022) posited that the identification and elaboration of protective variables play a crucial role in assisting students in navigating the uncertainties inherent in their academic pursuits. In addition, Masten and Tellegen (2012) noted that protective factors can help learners experience favorable outcomes and are divided into internal and external categories. As Foster (2013) stated, while internal variables are related to personal character, external protective factors are related to a person’s social surroundings.

In short, academic resilience, according to Cassidy (2016), is a mechanism for dealing with stress and anxiety in the university setting and a motivation for achieving academic and personal goals. Moreover, resilient learners can continue to attain high levels of success in the face of difficult events and situations.



2.3 Trends and issues in resilience research

Previous research roughly fell into these categories: establishing the concept and its components, approaching resilience from various perspectives (viewing it as a personal trait or a process characteristic), examining resilience as a competence in a broad academic context or a discipline-specific area, correlating academic resilience with other variables thus highlighting its role in L2 learning and suggesting implications for developing support programs.

Admittedly, research on this psychological property has had limitations. Luthar et al. (2007) mentioned issues including the existence of too many definitions of the concept and its key component factors, the heterogeneity of challenges and risks involved, and the instability of resilience.

Given the variance in definitions, measuring methods, and scales, several commonalities of resilience are shared among authors and researchers. Regardless of methods or tools, resilience should be assessed against the three broad categories: adversity, positive adaptation, and protective factors (Tudor and Spray, 2018; Sarkar and Fletcher, 2013).



2.4 Resilience in foreign language learning and teaching

While there has been a rich body of literature on general academic resilience, this vigorous psychological capacity in L2 learning is still under-researched. Studies in L2 learning contexts, with no exception, are confronted with similar limitations, specifically the challenge of conceptualizing the construct and the precise methods to investigate it.

In Yang and Wang (2022), EFL students’ resilience is comprised of (a) socio-affective factors (peer relations, parents’ high expectations, and teachers’ attention and kindness), (b) socio-economic factors (the financial contribution of parents’ to education, economic and social class level), and (c) affective factors (anxiety, self-efficacy, motivation). The study of Zarrinabadi et al. (2022) explored the antecedents and consequences of language learners’ resilience. The researchers discovered that resilience is a factor in predicting engagement (including classroom engagement and intention to continue) and wellbeing, while growth in linguistic attitude and ideal L2 self positively influence resilience.

Previous studies suggest that students with a high level of resilience seem to obtain more achievements in their learning than others. Academically resilient students, according to Alva (1991), are defined as those “who sustain high levels of achievement, motivation, and performance despite the presence of stressful events and conditions that place them at risk of doing poorly in school and ultimately dropping out of school” (p. 19). According to Wang (2021), resilient learners may maintain their high standards of performance even when confronted with challenging circumstances and events. Waxman et al. (2012) found that very resilient students also felt more competition in the classroom. By comparison, pupils with low resilience were not as focused and thought reading lessons were harder.

According to Martin and Marsh (2006), academic resilience among English language learners should be relevant to all students because occasionally they may encounter some level of poor performance, adversity, challenge, or pressure. This is in contrast to some pioneering authors focusing on specific groups of students who may have experienced poor parenting, divorce, being raised in a disadvantaged background, or being ethnic minorities and extreme underachievers (Finn and Rock, 1997; Lindström, 2001; Luthar and Cicchetti, 2000; Masten, 2001).



2.5 Relevant studies

Many studies have been carried out on EFL resilience for different purposes. Waxman et al. (2012) investigated the differences between three groups of students: average, low-resilient, and high-resilient. They made comparisons regarding their classroom learning environment and their behaviors in reading environments. Data was recorded from the students’ performance on standardized achievement tests during 2 years. The results demonstrated that compared to the other two groups, the low-resilient students tended to be easily distracted and to fail to complete tasks.

In another context, Tülüce (2018) examined how pre-service English language teachers dealt with their academic obstacles. The findings of this study revealed the challenges faced by participants in their English language learning, namely inadequate teaching strategies, test-related anxiety, ignorance of the target culture, and difficulty interacting with native speakers. This study found that pre-service teachers relied on social and environmental protective factors such as support from peers, teachers, and families. They also relied on personal protective factors such as autonomy, problem-solving abilities, and positive feelings. In China, Liu and Chu (2022) used a quantitative approach to look into the resilience structure of EFL teachers. It was discovered that EFL teachers’ resilience patterns remained within a moderate to high range.

The relationship between resilience and other factors was also studied widely in the literature. Zhang (2022), for example, examined the relationship between EFL students’ resilience and academic motivation. Survey results showed that these two variables had a substantial mutual association. The author found that teachers’ instruction and programs had an impact on how students developed their resilience abilities and that academic resilience was a factor that enhanced school success. Similarly, Kim and Kim (2021) investigated the structural connections between resilience and L2 learning motivation and how these connections impact L2 learners’ motivated behavior and proficiency. The findings showed that whereas resilience might lower L2 learning motivation, it significantly increased motivated behavior. Quantitatively carried out, the study by Öz and Şahinkarakaş (2023) looked at the relationship between ELF students’ resilience and academic achievement. According to the findings, a minor correlation was observed between students’ academic resilience and achievement, and the participants had moderate levels of resilience.

Several other studies looked into the factors that influence academic resilience. In Greece, Stavraki and Karagianni (2020) explored teachers’ resilience concerning demographic, professional, and school and class variables. The results showed that most elements did not maintain or weaken teachers’ resilience. Other research by Erdogan et al. (2015) used quantitative approaches to examine the psychological resilience level of university students and its relationship to gender and academic discipline. It was found that the field of study had no significant effect on students’ levels of resilience; nevertheless, male students showed higher levels of resilience than female students. Additionally, students’ levels of resilience were found to be greater than average.

In the context of Vietnam, studies on resilience have mainly focused on challenging situations, such as learning in a foreign country or dealing with a pandemic. Nguyen et al. (2015) investigated the relationship between childhood experiences and resilience among international students. Using quantitative and qualitative methods, the authors found a significant relationship between resilience and the personal experience of attending a foreign college or learning a second language. The authors also found that when the students encountered difficulties in life, they had specific coping mechanisms. Likewise, Tran et al. (2023) investigated overseas students’ ability to withstand academic fatigue during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study results showed a strong correlation between resilience elements and burnout symptoms. Moreover, the authors concluded that resilience may shield international university students’ mental health by lowering burnout in the post-COVID-19 new normal. Similarly, Trang (2021) investigated ESL university teachers’ ability to bounce back from the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings suggested that staying resilient would help improve teacher retention and reduce turnover in the face of hardships.

Another trend of resilience studies concentrated on the validation of measurements (Nguyen and Dinh, 2022; Minh-Uyen and Im, 2021). Widely employed in the literature of resilience studies have been the 10-item CD-RISC-10 Connor and Davidson (2003) and the Academic Resilience Scale (ARS-30) by Cassidy (2016). In many contexts, including Vietnam, these resilience scales were used and thought to be reliable and effectively capture the psychometric properties among students at various school levels.

The literature review shows that research has focused mainly on traumatic, momentary life situations, and there is a shortage of studies on long-term resilience. Framed within a broad scope, this study aimed to explore academic resilience, concentrating on the challenges and coping strategies pertinent to EFL learning.




3 Methodology


3.1 Research design

The current study followed a descriptive research design using mixed research methods to examine English major students’ resilience in learning at a university in Vietnam. The quantitative method with statistical numerical data was used in this study to systematically analyze resilience as a social issue (Watson, 2015). In combination, the qualitative method was employed to investigate the notion at a deeper layer of knowledge regarding the experience and meaning aspects of people’s lives and social environments (Fossey et al., 2002). Thus, the methods were appropriate to answer the four research questions discussed earlier.



3.2 Participants

This study involved 150 participants who were students studying English as their major at university. The participation was voluntary. These students were from different years in their four-year program, representing approximately 15% of the population of English majors. They had at least 6 years of experience in English learning, and their English level was estimated to be equivalent to level B1 of the CERF (Common European Reference Framework) and above. Among these participants, five students were chosen to participate in separate interviews for more specific information about their resilience. The participants were well-informed, and the survey and interviews were meticulously conducted face-to-face; therefore, all data collected were valid. Table 1 below presents the basic demographics of the participants.



TABLE 1 Participants’ demographics (N = 150).
[image: Table displaying demographics by gender and university year. Gender section shows 44 males (29.3%) and 106 females (70.7%). University year section shows 2 freshmen (1.33%), 72 sophomores (48%), 16 juniors (10.66%), and 60 seniors (40%).]



3.3 Research instruments


3.3.1 Questionnaire

The questionnaire was adapted from Cassidy’s (2016) Academic Resilience Scale (ARS-30). A total of 24 items were used in the study, with six items irrelevant and inapplicable in the Vietnamese academic context being excluded. This item exclusion and other revisions were determined after consultation with experts and questionnaire piloting. The items in the scale were a 5-point Likert scale and were classified into three subgroups: perseverance, reflecting and adaptive help-seeking, and negative affect and emotional responses. After piloting the questionnaire, the researchers decided to make some wording modifications to the original version. This adaptation was necessary because the original scale was used with a specific vignette (a given difficult situation), and in the present study, we examined resilience in a broader academic context. For example, “I would try to think of new solutions” was replaced by “I first contemplate diverse possible solutions to a problem to solve it.” Similarly, the item “I would see the situation as temporary” was modified to “I would see any situation as temporary, and everything will be fine no matter how difficult they are.” Items “I would work harder” and “I would keep trying” were combined into “I would keep trying and work harder” because they had pretty similar meanings. Table 2 presents the modified questionnaire we used in the study.



TABLE 2 Items in resilience factors.
[image: A table categorizes responses into three sections: Perseverance, Reflecting and Adaptive Help-seeking, and Negative Affect and Emotional Response. Perseverance includes behaviors like contemplating solutions and viewing situations as challenges. Reflecting and Adaptive Help-seeking involves seeking help, self-encouragement, and setting goals. Negative Affect and Emotional Response lists feelings like annoyance and disappointment. Items marked with an asterisk are reverse items.]

The questionnaire included eight reverse questions. According to Weijters et al. (2013), reversed items were converted because every item on a scale should have the same directional relationship with the construct of interest. This required extra work but was beneficial (Ray, 1983). Reversed items were a way to control reliability and avoid biases (Paulhus and Vazire, 2007). Occasionally, the researchers could ask questions where the response value deviates from the intended measurement (Hitti and Khan, 2022). For those reasons, the authors kept the reverse wording of some items in the original version of Cassiday’s (2016) scale.

The questionnaire was translated into Vietnamese to prevent misunderstandings. Two instructors—subject matter specialists—reviewed it for content validity and language clarity. For the officially used 24-item questionnaire, a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.788 was obtained.



3.3.2 Semi-structured interviews

Follow-up semi-structured interviews were conducted. In a mixed-methods research design, semi-structured interviews are seen to be helpful as an adjunct to complement and deepen other approaches (Adams, 2015). Interviews in this study allowed the researchers to obtain comprehensive, nuanced, and coherent data because the interviewers could improvise or ask follow-up questions when the interviewees hesitated or provided evasive answers. To explore the challenges faced and the coping mechanisms implemented by English language learners, the interviews were performed with four principal questions (see the Appendix) and extra supplementary questions as needed. To protect the participants’ privacy, pseudonyms were used for the interviewees (Dearnley, 2005). Every interview was in Vietnamese and lasted around 25 min.




3.4 Data analysis

Responses to the questionnaire were collected, entered into an Excel file, and analyzed using SPSS version 22. The descriptive statistics test was conducted, and the results, including mean (M) and standard deviation (SD), were presented.

The difference between the two gender groups was investigated using an independent sample t-test. A t-test is a statistical test used to compare the means of two groups. When there is no mutual relationship between the two groups being compared, an Independent t-test is appropriate (Kim, 2015). This study ensured normal distribution of the data before conducting the t-test.

A thematic approach was utilized for qualitative data from the participants’ responses. Transcriptions were made verbatim based on the audio recordings. In the present research, relevant details in the participants’ answers were excerpted and translated into English. The researchers assessed and arranged the data into themes for discussion according to the research questions.




4 Findings


4.1 Average resilience level

Figure 1 indicates that the English majors in the study have a moderate level of resilience, with the component “reflecting and adaptive help-seeking” scoring the highest (M = 3.838). “Perseverance” comes next with a mean score of 3.579. In contrast, “negative affect and emotional response” has the lowest mean score of roughly 3.320.

[image: Bar chart displaying three categories: Perseverance at 3.732, Reflecting and adaptive help-seeking at 3.838, and Negative affect and emotional response at 3.320. Reflecting and adaptive help-seeking ranks highest.]

FIGURE 1
 Average resilience level.


As seen from the statistics in Table 3, item 7, which denotes students’ efforts to work hard and overcome difficulties, has the highest mean score (M = 4.187, SD = 0.900). The second rank comes with item 1 (M = 4.167, SD = 0.755), indicating that learners consider various solutions to their academic problems. The lowest mean score is seen in item 3 (M = 3.660, SD = 0.975). This points to the participants’ positive opinions toward challenging circumstances, and the students would view every difficult situation as transient and possible to work out.



TABLE 3 Sub-category I—perseverance.
[image: A table with columns labeled "Item," "Statement," "Mean," and "SD." Rows detail various statements with corresponding mean and standard deviation values. Statements include contemplating solutions, viewing situations as temporary or challenging, stopping negative thoughts, working harder, not changing goals, and improving grades. Two items, marked with an asterisk, describe giving up easily and changing career plans. Mean values range from 2.633 to 4.187, and standard deviations from 0.755 to 1.083.]

Item 2, about effortless attitude toward problems, has a low mean score (M = 2.633, SD = 1.058). Item 4 (M = 3.760, SD = 0.967) also indicates a negative attitude (the intention of shifting future careers). However, the mildly low values of these items signal a positive degree in the students’ perseverance.

Table 4 displays students’ resilience in terms of “Reflecting and Adaptive Help-Seeking” strategies. In this sub-group of resilience, item 12 reveals that the learners would encourage themselves when having problems, and this item receives the highest score (M = 4.200, SD = 0.867). Item 16, which refers to an ability to assess personal strengths and limitations to study more effectively, has the second-highest mean score (M = 4.133, SD = 0.872). The lowest mean score comes to item 11 (M = 3.207, SD = 1.057), which shows that the students seldom rely on assistance from their instructors.



TABLE 4 Sub-category II—reflecting and adaptive help-seeking.
[image: Table listing self-improvement statements with corresponding mean scores and standard deviations. Statements include seeking help from tutors, encouraging oneself, and trying different study methods. Mean scores range from 3.207 to 4.200, with standard deviations from 0.851 to 1.174.]

Table 5 reveals that the item with the highest mean score is item 23 (M = 3.807, SD = 0.910). This is the sole regular item in this subgroup and denotes the ability to avoid anxiety when students confront adversity. The remaining items, which are reverse coded, have a medium to low mean score, indicating that the participants in this study are affected only to an inconsiderable degree by the challenges. The reverse-coded item with the highest value is item 18 (M = 3.780, SD = 1.022), showing that the participants would feel annoyed in difficult academic situations. Item 21, standing second with a rather low value (M = 3.307, SD = 1.089), indicates that the students would experience some despair toward challenges. The lowest statistic value is witnessed in item 19 (M = 2.947, SD = 1.110), according to which participants assume their available chances within their academic environment.



TABLE 5 Sub-category III—negative affect and emotional response.
[image: Table displaying responses for items 18 to 24, each with a statement, mean, and standard deviation. Items with an asterisk indicate reverse scoring. Mean values range from 2.947 to 3.827, with standard deviations from 0.9104 to 1.1814.]



4.2 Difference in resilience between male and female students

An independent sample t-test was used to explore the difference in resilience levels between male and female students. The results displayed in Table 6 show that there are no significant differences when considering the t-value and p-value regarding gender toward the three factors of resilience (p = 0.564 > 0.05, p = 0.72 > 0.05, p = 0.612 > 0.05), respectively. The gender-specific mean scores in the factor “perseverance” are nearly the same, with the statistical values of males and females M = 3.611 and M = 3.658, respectively. “Reflecting and adaptive help-seeking” witnesses a moderate difference between the two genders, with the mean scores of male learners M = 3.699 and female learners M = 3.895. The average values of items in the factor “Negative affect and emotional response” show a minimal distinction between the two genders, with the mean score of male students reported as M = 2.958 and female students as M = 2.899. All of these slight differences, however, are not statistically significant.



TABLE 6 Comparison of resilience between two genders.
[image: Table showing statistical data comparing female and male scores on three factors: perseverance, reflecting and adaptive help-seeking, and negative affect and emotional response. It includes sample sizes (N), means, standard deviations (SD), standard errors of means, t-values, and p-values for each factor and gender.]



4.3 Academic challenges

The participants in the present study reported difficulties coming from a wide range of sources. The challenges are mainly related to the English language, teachers and curriculum, motivational issues, and individual shortcomings.


4.3.1 Language-related difficulties

The interview responses reveal that several of the difficulties encountered by the participants in their learning are typically linguistics-related. For instance, many students have problems with pronunciation, and they think this is due to the L1–L2 phonological distance. Also, challenges in memorizing English vocabulary and completing lexical exercises are reported. Furthermore, in the students’ words, these problems could be associated with their lack of background in linguistic knowledge.


“I often have difficulty […] and in remembering vocabulary […]. During the process of learning English, I often have difficulty pronouncing English […]. One of the most difficult things in learning English is pronunciation, especially the final sounds because, in Vietnamese, there are no final sounds.” (Interviewee A)

“The difficulty in learning a foreign language that I find difficult to overcome is forgetfulness […] There are times when I come across easy, fundamental words and exercises that I had already studied, but I could not recall their definition or how to do them.” (Interviewee B)

“I come from a poor rural area, so learning English there is very difficult […] I do not have the opportunity to communicate and practice […] so my English is quite weak.” (Interviewee E)
 

Speaking skills also cause problems for foreign language learners. The students in this study confess that they should try to speak confidently in front of a crowd. Also, it is important to focus on crucial factors, including practicing with a partner and actively answering various topics. Regarding speaking skills, the students express that they do not sufficiently have the confidence and the available opportunities for practice.


“I think the difficulty is speaking without fear of being wrong, afraid of being caught by others, or being laughed at.” (Interviewee E)

“I think the most difficult thing for me in learning English is speaking skills […] I will need a partner or a friend to practice with every day. Besides, I should talk about many topics. I feel like speaking […] requires learners to be proactive. If I do not have enough practice, I will never be good at it.” (Interviewee C)
 

An issue that is less frequently mentioned is facing difficulty with grammar. The learners admit they would use the wrong grammar if they did not review their grammar lessons regularly.


“If you do not have the opportunity to practice regularly in an academic environment and only use grammar at a common level of communication, it is easy to forget new points or even grammatically incorrect ones.” (Interviewee C)
 



4.3.2 Difficulties associated with highly demanding teachers and curriculum

Some students report problems related to a few heavily theoretical subjects in their EFL curriculum. They think that they do not have sufficient opportunities to practice. Also, teachers’ methods and instruction do not effectively engage learners in some courses.


“Sometimes, I do not have a chance to practice my speaking skills. I think the curriculum is too theoretical and lacks practice.” (Interviewee A)

“[…] some teachers have a way of teaching that is not attractive and exciting for learners […] teachers need to have a good teaching technique or […] have good means of communication to attract students to participate in the lessons. Some teachers I see have tried to implement it, but it is not very effective because only a few students participate, so the classroom atmosphere is not very lively. That makes me feel bored and unmotivated to study.” (Interviewee B)
 



4.3.3 Individual shortcomings

The interviewed students identify further academic challenges stemming from their shortcomings, especially their procrastination and lack of autonomy. The students reported these problems as the most challenging and inevitable at university.


“My biggest difficulty is procrastination…. That accidentally makes me stuck at one level and unable to develop further.” (Interviewee C)

“My self-study ability is quite weak, so I find it quite difficult because when I go to university, it requires me to find my sources of materials, knowledge, and ways to improve my skills […] my personality being quite lazy and procrastinating.” (Interviewee E)
 



4.3.4 Sustainability of motivation

One problem worth mentioning is the feeling of demotivation. The students state that they tend to feel overwhelmed, dispirited, and temporarily disoriented when motivation is not sustained.


“Another difficulty is motivation […] if I am motivated, I will study a lot, and if I am not motivated, I will not learn even a word. That causes my performance to develop slowly.” (Interviewee C)

“I find the biggest difficulty in learning English is keeping motivated throughout the learning process. Learning English is a long process, and if the results cannot be seen immediately, it is easy to get discouraged.” (Interviewee D)
 




4.4 Strategies to overcome difficulties

The interviewed students suggest different techniques to overcome problems, including actively seeking learning resources and assistance from friends.

Most participants say they actively use multiform sources such as documents, videos, films, and songs to improve their English.


“I will actively look for documents and watch instructional videos to learn English. For example, I often learn English through movies, listening to music, etc., to improve my listening ability as well as my vocabulary.” (Interviewee A)

“I look for outside sources of information such as listening to podcasts and videos that guide me to find ways to regain focus.” (Interviewee C)

“[…] I actively search and learn by myself.” (Interviewee E)
 

Another way to overcome this is to seek help from friends, especially close friends. When encountering a comprehension problem, students tend to rely on their friends for explanations. Some others suggest sharing their worries and concerns about learning with their friends to receive advice. Also, following a role model can inspire individuals to keep trying.


“I often attend classes with close friends, and we will discuss the topics … Having friends to discuss is more fun than attending class alone and not understanding anything. When I encounter a complex topic, I ask a friend to summarize and explain it. Usually, that person is my close friend, and his communication is very interesting and easy to understand.” (Interviewee B)

“I will observe my friends who are in the same major. Although they already have good English achievements, they still try their best to participate in outside activities. That helps me […] to continue studying.” (Interviewee C)

“When I saw that my friends had better results, I thought they had learned English very early, but when I talked to them, I knew they had only focused on learning English since grade 9 and high school. At that time, I thought if she could do it, I could do it too, and I started to improve and learn more.” (Interviewee D)
 



4.5 Additional comments about resilience

The students expressed further opinions about their ability to overcome obstacles. The participants report that resilience is an ability that is necessary for the English learning process, and they prefer to have a higher level of resilience. Also, they state that they have a certain method to avoid academic difficulties, but in some cases, they tend to get stuck, for instance, feeling nervous just before graduating. Also, participants draw attention to the fact that some students in their English major class tend to get confused when encountering difficulties and do not try hard enough to overcome these problems.


“I do not feel satisfied with my goal; it is just not enough because I want to develop myself further. In short, it is at a moderate level. I feel it is normal and want my ability to be even higher; the higher, the better.” (Interviewee A)

“I think I am quite satisfied but not extremely satisfied, but when I encounter difficulties, I also have a way to motivate myself and overcome them […]. However, I have observed that when many friends encounter difficulties, they do not try to find a way to overcome it.” (Interviewee B)

“I am not satisfied with my level of resilience. I have found some methods to overcome difficulties, but I procrastinate often. Moreover, now, when I am about to graduate, I feel like I am stagnating, and I cannot escape this situation.” (Interviewee C)

“If the scale for overcoming difficulties had 5 stars, I would rate myself at level 3. I feel that I am not enough, and have not used all my strength to overcome difficulties.” (Interviewee E)
 




5 Discussion

Overall, the study reveals that students have an academic resilience level at a medium rate. Moreover, gender does not influence students’ resilience levels. The current study also finds some typical challenges students face and how they overcome them with strategies.

Regarding the three sub-components, students’ resilience slightly varies. The order from the highest to the lowest sub-groups is “reflecting and adaptive help-seeking,” “perseverance,” and “negative affect and emotional response.” This pattern is dissimilar to the study of Öz and Şahinkarakaş (2023), where the order was “perseverance,” “reflecting and adaptive help-seeking,” and “negative affect and emotional response.” This can be explained partly by the fact that the students in the Mekong Delta may have a strong mind for social interactions and communication. This characteristic helps them build rapport with fellow students and be open-minded to ask for mutual amicable assistance.

It is worth mentioning that there is no statistical difference between male and female students in terms of their extent of resilience. This finding is in congruence with the results of several studies (Erdogan et al., 2015; Stavraki and Karagianni, 2020; Duan et al., 2024; Alabdullah et al., 2025). There is no difference in terms of gender-specific resilience, which can be explained by the fact that equality is currently assured in many aspects of life, including educational conditions for both sexes. University students, especially English majors, usually experience similar affordances and challenges in the academic environment, and interactions frequently occur between the two genders, so they seem to share general characteristics regarding their academic resilience.

The current study also finds some common challenges faced by EFL students. Notably, the challenges that necessitate resilience are significantly associated with linguistics and personal characteristics, besides other influential factors, for instance, support from teachers, peers, and families (Alahmari and Alrabai, 2024). Their regular difficulties are mainly language-related, either skill-specific, like speaking and pronunciation, or knowledge-specific, like vocabulary and grammar. Students tend to be unconfident and avoid speaking because they fear ridicule when making mistakes. In addition, the participants gave some comments on the high requirements of the English language program. According to the interviews, they are concerned that some subjects are too hard and not motivating. Noticeably, creating more practical activities and an appealing learning atmosphere for students to engage in is important. Regarding linguistic knowledge, grammar and vocabulary are two areas that need more attention. It is believed that once grammatical and lexical competencies are enhanced, this would, in turn, help facilitate learners’ communication and self-confidence. Motivational issues are also a matter of concern. As a decisive factor that contributes to shaping second language learning, motivation is practically believed by the students to help them in their efforts to overcome academic challenges.

Regarding students’ strategies to overcome difficulties, the participants suggest an active personal effort to find resources and seek amicable help. The students in the study recommend attempts to search various technological applications and media for self-study to compensate for their limited background knowledge. It is apparent that the students’ awareness and motivation to achieve academic success have increased, and they always desire to become better versions of themselves. What is more, it cannot be denied that external relationships, especially with friends, have a significant effect. The students consistently said they preferred to look for friendly assistance in many situations. Specifically, when encountering complicated topics or lessons, students tend to rely on friends as an alternative to lecturers to convey necessary knowledge. In social troubles, friends are listeners and advisors, and when they feel demotivated, they might look at their peers’ performance as a model to follow.

The results suggest some pedagogical implications. First, as L2 learning is a long and challenging process, EFL teachers should help their students understand and accept this reality. By incorporating this understanding into regular instructions, teachers can help students have positive attitudes and motivation toward their learning process and prepare for and accept potential challenges. In addition, teachers can help learners identify their strengths and weaknesses. In other words, strong resilience strategies (e.g., personal efforts, self-evaluation, perseverance in this study) must be enhanced and sustained, whereas less frequently employed strategies should ultimately be encouraged and exercised (e.g., teacher’s assistance and support, emotional advice). Furthermore, teacher-student communication outside of the classroom is needed. This could be maintained regularly as individual lecturer’s office hours for content discussion of his or her subject courses. Alternatively, each school or department should have an office with staff to counsel students on academic and social issues when needed. Advice and consultancy are necessary when students are about to experience important happenings, for example, exams and graduation.



6 Conclusion and recommendations

This study explored the resilience to overcome academic challenges of students majoring in English at a university in the Mekong Delta of Vietnam. The research also examined how gender affects the level of resilience among the sample of participants. Furthermore, frequent challenges pertinent to EFL learning and coping strategies were discovered.

The findings showed that English major students in this region of Vietnam have average resilience. In addition, there is no statistically significant difference between male and female students regarding resilience. The students have to face many learning difficulties, namely, problems associated with linguistic knowledge and skills, high curriculum and course teacher requirements, personal shortcomings, and demotivation issues. To sustain themselves, students employ strategies, including taking the initiative to find learning sources and asking for friends’ assistance.

Overall, resilience is an important and beneficial quality that needs to be built up and developed. Authorities, including politicians, scholars, and schools, have become increasingly interested in this human asset and have begun introducing resilience-building programs into school curricula (Schofield and Beek, 2005; Hart and Heaver, 2013). For students, building up resilience increases their capacity to overcome challenges in their academic life and prepares them for future practice when they can help others face challenges and adversities (Schofield and Beek, 2005).

Although the present study has attained its fundamental objectives, it still needs to improve certain shortcomings. Firstly, the sample was limited in number; especially since only 5 students took part as respondents in the interviews, the qualitative data might not be highly representative. Additionally, the research included only English major students, so the findings did not provide a sufficiently diverse coverage.

Therefore, future research should expand the scope to collect broader information, for example, on resilience in EFL school pupils or non-English majors. In addition, since teachers play a decisive role in EFL classes, their perceptions about and development of resilience strategies could be promising research topics.
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Appendix

The interview questions

	1. What challenges do you often face in learning English? Be as specific as you can.
	2. What did you do to overcome those challenges?
	3. What particular problems do you find most challenging for you? Why?
	4. To what extent are you satisfied with how you overcome learning difficulties? Explain your answer.
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With the development of international education, an increasing number of foreign students are choosing to study Chinese in China. However, due to cultural differences and adaptation challenges, enhancing these students’ Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) has become a pressing issue. Based on Self-Determination Theory (SDT), this study aims to explore how autonomy, competence, and relatedness influence the ICC of foreign students studying Chinese in China through the mediating effects of social media interaction and psychological resilience. A survey was conducted, collecting data from 500 valid samples of foreign students from various universities in China, encompassing diverse nationalities and cultural backgrounds. Structural equation modeling was employed to analyze the data. The findings reveal that autonomy, competence, and relatedness significantly and positively influence social media interaction and psychological resilience, which in turn enhance ICC. Competence emerged as the most influential factor, while psychological resilience played a critical role in cross-cultural adaptation. The results suggest that fostering autonomy, competence, and relatedness effectively enhances students’ ICC. This study provides theoretical support for the field of intercultural education and recommends that educational institutions leverage social media platforms and strategies to cultivate psychological resilience, helping students better adapt to multicultural environments.
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Introduction

The global significance of the Chinese language has been steadily rising, not only because of its prominent role in the global economy but also due to its critical importance in culture, diplomacy, and cross-cultural communication. With the advancement of the “Belt and Road Initiative, “Chinese has become an essential component of language planning in many participating countries, significantly promoting its international dissemination (Gao, 2020). Notably, the Chinese Government Scholarship has brought an increasing number of students from BRI countries to China, where Chinese language programs are often paired with cultural immersion experiences such as festival celebrations and traditional arts workshops (Shih and Cao, 2022). Through collaboration with global educational institutions, the Chinese government has been actively promoting the Chinese language, which not only enhances China’s cultural soft power but also provides global learners with a linguistic tool for engaging in international affairs (Yalun, 2019). Furthermore, the strategy of promoting Chinese is closely aligned with China’s goal of increasing its global cultural influence. Particularly in the fields of culture and diplomacy, Chinese has become a vital bridge for communication (Ding and Saunders, 2006). In Chinese universities, foreign students often rely on peer support, mentorship, and campus communities to adapt culturally, making language acquisition a lived social experience (Zheng and Ishii, 2023). Beyond being a tool for cultural exchange, the Chinese language also serves as a convergence point for different ideologies and identities in the process of globalization (Sharma, 2018).

Despite the growing international influence of the Chinese language, foreign students studying Chinese in China face numerous challenges, including language acquisition, cultural adaptation, and cross-cultural communication issues. The tonal system and complex grammatical structures of Chinese pose significant challenges for students accustomed to non-tonal languages (Gong et al., 2018). Additionally, the rules for writing Chinese characters and the differences in grammatical structures compared to many Western languages make memorizing Chinese characters particularly difficult (Gong et al., 2020). Cross-cultural communication issues, such as differences in linguistic expression and cultural backgrounds, often lead to misunderstandings and conflicts (Xu C. L., 2022). Cultural shock is especially pronounced when students’ preconceived notions of a culture differ from the reality they encounter (Xu C. L., 2022). Moreover, conflicts in verbal and non-verbal communication further increase the challenges of adaptation (Li X., 2015).

ICC is crucial in foreign language learning, as it encompasses not only language proficiency but also understanding and respecting different cultures (Byram et al., 2013). According to the ICC model proposed by Byram et al., foreign language learners must possess intercultural knowledge, skills, attitudes, and critical cultural awareness to achieve successful cross-cultural communication. Studies have shown that learners with higher levels of ICC can more effectively navigate cultural differences and demonstrate stronger adaptability in multicultural environments (Fantini, 2009). The development of ICC is particularly important for students learning Chinese in China, as it not only helps address communication barriers arising from cultural and linguistic differences but also enhances their language proficiency (DeWitt et al., 2022; Luo et al., 2021; Liang et al., 2022).

Although the importance of Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) has received increasing attention, there remains a significant gap in the literature regarding the underlying mechanisms that influence ICC—particularly in the context of learning Chinese as a foreign language. Firstly, while social media has been shown to play a positive role in foreign language learning, most existing studies focus on general language learners. There is a lack of in-depth exploration into how foreign students studying Chinese in China enhance their ICC through social media interaction (Nguyen et al., 2015; Simonsen, 2008). Secondly, although psychological resilience has been identified as a key psychological resource that buffers and promotes intercultural adaptation (Nomnian, 2022), its mediating role between social media interaction and ICC has yet to be systematically verified.

Moreover, few studies have adopted Self-Determination Theory (SDT) as a comprehensive theoretical framework to explain how autonomy, competence, and relatedness influence social media interaction and psychological resilience, and subsequently contribute to the development of ICC. SDT provides a coherent theoretical pathway to understand how fulfilling basic psychological needs can stimulate learning motivation and promote intercultural communication (Ryan and Deci, 2000). However, its application in the context of learning Chinese as a foreign language remains limited. Therefore, this study integrates SDT with the mediating variables of social media interaction and psychological resilience to address the above-mentioned research gaps and explore the psychological and behavioral mechanisms influencing ICC. This approach not only deepens academic understanding of theories in intercultural education but also offers practical guidance for educational institutions in designing effective support strategies to enhance foreign students’ language learning and cultural adaptation.



Theoretical background


Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a theoretical framework focused on human motivation, personal development, and psychological wellbeing. It emphasizes that intrinsic motivation is derived from the fulfillment of basic psychological needs, rather than external rewards or punishments (Ryan and Deci, 2000). These basic psychological needs include:

Autonomy: The ability of individuals to make choices and have control over their actions.

Competence: The capacity to manage one’s environment and successfully address challenges.

Relatedness: The need to establish meaningful relationships with others and feel accepted and connected.

SDT posits that satisfying these needs can stimulate intrinsic motivation, enabling individuals to achieve optimal performance and psychological health (Deci and Ryan, 2008; Deci and Ryan, 2013).

In the educational domain, SDT has been widely applied to enhance students’ learning motivation and outcomes. Research shows that supporting students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness leads to improved learning efficiency and self-confidence (Deci et al., 1991). For cross-cultural learners, the core principles of SDT provide a solid theoretical foundation for understanding their language learning motivation and the enhancement of their Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC).

In foreign language learning, improving ICC is a key objective. ICC encompasses not only the mastery of language skills but also understanding, respecting, and adapting to different cultures (Byram et al., 2013). SDT emphasizes that meeting learners’ basic psychological needs effectively stimulates their intrinsic motivation, thereby enhancing ICC. Specifically:

Autonomy empowers learners with a sense of control and ownership over their language learning process.

Competence helps learners build confidence when addressing language challenges.

Relatedness provides emotional and psychological support through social connections (Ryan and Deci, 2000).

Research shows that foreign students studying Chinese in China often derive their intrinsic motivation from an interest in Chinese culture and a desire for personal achievement (Wen, 1997). This intrinsic drive not only fosters deeper engagement and focus during the learning process but also strengthens their persistence and positivity when facing learning difficulties. Further studies reveal that when learners show interest in the target culture and experience a sense of accomplishment during their studies, their motivation and ICC levels significantly improve (Ruan et al., 2015).

Additionally, SDT emphasizes that the activation of intrinsic motivation also depends on a supportive learning environment. For example, classroom designs and social interactions that encourage students to engage in cross-cultural exchange activities can help them better navigate the challenges of intercultural communication (Deci et al., 2017; Tan et al., 2021). Such a supportive environment is particularly crucial for learners in cross-cultural settings, as they must not only overcome language barriers but also adapt to the social norms and communication patterns of the target culture. SDT provides an effective framework to explain why fulfilling learners’ psychological needs is instrumental in enhancing their ICC (Joe et al., 2017).

Previous studies have applied SDT to examine international students’ adjustment and learning motivation in cross-cultural contexts. For instance, Frielink et al. (2018) demonstrated that autonomy support enhances psychological wellbeing and adaptive behavior in students with special needs.

Joe et al. (2017) showed that autonomy, competence, and relatedness significantly contribute to second-language learners’ willingness to communicate and classroom engagement. Additionally, Tan et al. (2021) found that perceived autonomy-supportive and culturally responsive environments positively influence international students’ participation and intercultural interaction. While these studies confirm the relevance of SDT in educational and intercultural settings, few have explored its integration with Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) in the specific context of foreign students learning Chinese in China. This study extends prior work by incorporating social media interaction and psychological resilience as mediating variables, offering a more nuanced understanding of how SDT constructs influence ICC development in a Chinese language learning environment.



Autonomy

Autonomy refers to students’ ability to have freedom of choice and make decisions for themselves during the learning process. Autonomy enables students to actively participate in learning activities, which not only helps improve their learning outcomes but also enhances the persistence of their learning efforts (Akbari et al., 2015). For foreign students, autonomy is reflected in their intrinsic motivation to independently choose to engage in cross-cultural exchanges. Such intrinsic drive is key to promoting their proactive learning and adaptation to Chinese culture. Meeting this need can enhance their engagement in cross-cultural contexts (Huang, 2022).



Competence

Competence refers to students’ perception of their ability and sense of achievement in the learning process. Studies have shown that competence has a direct positive impact on students’ learning outcomes and can enhance their motivation to learn (Akbari et al., 2015). Competence is demonstrated through students’ mastery of language skills. When foreign students perceive an improvement in their language abilities while learning Chinese, their sense of competence is fulfilled, which further stimulates their learning motivation and promotes the development of ICC (Li X., 2015).

Relatedness emphasizes the connections and relationships students establish with others during the learning process. In a cross-cultural learning environment, relatedness can help foreign students better adapt to new cultural and linguistic settings. When students feel socially supported in their learning environment, their motivation and learning outcomes are significantly enhanced (Akbari et al., 2015). Relatedness is particularly important in intercultural communication, as students need to build connections with others in a new cultural context. Strengthening this sense of belonging helps reduce the anxiety of cultural adaptation and encourages students to actively engage in cultural exchanges, thereby enhancing ICC (Tian and Lu, 2018).



Social media interaction

Social media interaction refers to the process through which individuals or organizations communicate, share information, and build relationships via digital platforms. Social media platforms (such as WeChat) enable users to create and share content while engaging in two-way or multi-way exchanges, thereby transforming traditional communication methods (McFarland and Ployhart, 2015). These platforms provide personalized services, enhancing user experiences (Rohm et al., 2013). Social media interaction plays a crucial role in modern business and social life.

Autonomy positively influences the social media interaction of foreign students in China. According to Self-Determination Theory (SDT), students with autonomy are more proactive in learning and engaging in cross-cultural exchanges, particularly on social media platforms, thereby enhancing their cross-cultural adaptation and communication skills (Wei et al., 2022). These students use social media more frequently, not only to seek information but also to deepen their intercultural understanding and improve their language skills through more meaningful interactions (Xu X., 2022). Research indicates that social media interaction can enhance the learning motivation of autonomous students with clear learning goals, helping them adapt more quickly to Chinese culture and society (Wang and Jiang, 2023). In summary, students’ autonomy positively influences their social media interaction, which not only facilitates cross-cultural adaptation but also improves their language learning outcomes and intercultural communication skills. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

 H1: The autonomy of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their social media interaction.



Competence has a positive influence on the social media interaction of foreign students in China, particularly in the areas of language learning and cross-cultural adaptation. When students feel confident and capable in language and cultural interactions, they are more likely to actively participate in social media exchanges, thereby enhancing their language skills and intercultural communication abilities (Meng et al., 2018). This confidence motivates students to use social media for language practice and cultural interaction, effectively addressing cross-cultural challenges and accelerating their adaptation to the local environment (Xu X., 2022). Moreover, the enhancement of competence not only fosters cross-cultural communication but also strengthens language learning motivation and outcomes (Cao and Meng, 2020). In summary, competence plays a crucial role in foreign students’ social media interaction. By improving their sense of competence, students can more actively and effectively engage in cross-cultural exchanges, thereby enhancing their language proficiency and cultural adaptation skills. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypothesis:


H2: The competence of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their social media interaction.
 

Relatedness has a significant positive impact on the social media interaction of foreign students learning Chinese in China. Relatedness helps students find psychological support in a new cultural environment, encouraging them to actively engage in interactions on platforms like WeChat and Weibo, thereby fostering connections with local and other foreign students (Nseke, 2018). These platforms serve as primary avenues for students to seek support, learn about Chinese culture, and adapt to local life, contributing to enhanced cross-cultural understanding and adaptation (Zaw, 2018). Students who feel a sense of belonging are more likely to use social media for language practice, improving their language proficiency and building meaningful social connections (Xu X., 2022). In summary, a sense of belonging is a key factor in promoting active social media interaction among foreign students, aiding their language learning, cross-cultural adaptation, and social skills development. This study proposes the following hypothesis:


H3: The relatedness of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their social media interaction.
 



Psychological resilience

Psychological resilience refers to an individual’s ability to adapt and maintain mental wellbeing when facing stress or adversity (Fletcherd, 2013; Wu et al., 2013). It involves actively coping with environmental challenges, enabling individuals to recover quickly and maintain a positive psychological state in difficult situations, thereby reducing the risk of anxiety, depression, and other mental health issues (Shi et al., 2019). Additionally, psychological resilience helps enhance social adaptability, allowing individuals to adjust their behavior patterns more flexibly in complex environments (Sisto et al., 2019). Studies have shown that psychological resilience acts as a buffer in various contexts. For instance, when facing stress, it can effectively mitigate the negative impact of stress on mental health, facilitating quicker adaptation to new environments (Luo et al., 2024).

In cross-cultural contexts, psychological resilience is regarded as a critical factor in enhancing cross-cultural adaptation. For foreign students studying in China, psychological resilience strengthens their ability to cope with cultural differences and language barriers, enabling them to engage more actively in social interactions and significantly improving the effectiveness of intercultural communication (Üzar-Özçetin et al., 2022). Specifically, psychological resilience not only helps students manage the stress associated with cross-cultural environments but also facilitates their faster integration into the target cultural setting, improving their learning outcomes and the quality of their social interactions. This highlights that psychological resilience serves as a key psychological resource supporting students in adapting to multicultural environments.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) emphasizes that fulfilling individuals’ basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness can stimulate intrinsic motivation and enhance psychological wellbeing and adaptability (Ryan and Deci, 2000). In the context of cross-cultural learning, meeting these needs plays a vital role in improving students’ psychological resilience. For instance, when students experience autonomy in the learning process, they are better equipped to handle cultural shocks and challenges in language learning, thereby strengthening their psychological resilience (Frielink et al., 2018). Specifically, autonomy support enables students to develop proactive coping strategies, enhancing their adaptability to new environments and their ability to manage stress. Based on theoretical and empirical studies, this research proposes the following hypothesis:


H4: The autonomy of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their psychological resilience.
 

Competence positively influences the psychological resilience of foreign students studying in China. When students feel capable of completing their academic tasks, their confidence is strengthened, enabling them to better cope with challenges and stress during the learning process. Research indicates that fulfilling the need for competence significantly enhances students’ adaptability and psychological resilience (Perlman et al., 2017). Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H5: The competence of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their psychological resilience.
 

Relatedness also positively impacts the psychological resilience of foreign students studying in China. Relatedness provides students with feelings of support when faced with a new cultural environment, enhancing their resilience in managing stress. Studies suggest that relatedness helps students establish a sense of psychological safety through social support, thereby boosting their ability to withstand pressure and improving their psychological resilience (Patrick et al., 2007). Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:


H6: The relatedness of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their psychological resilience.
 



Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC)

Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) refers to an individual’s ability to communicate effectively and appropriately across different cultural contexts. It is a multidimensional competence that involves language knowledge, cultural understanding, and communication skills (Chen and Starosta, 2012). The core components of ICC include motivation, knowledge, and skills, which together enable individuals to accurately interpret and understand others’ intentions in multicultural environments, thereby achieving communication objectives (Arasaratnam and Doerfel, 2005). ICC is essential for understanding and collaboration in multicultural settings, as it helps to avoid misunderstandings and conflicts caused by cultural differences while facilitating cooperation in diverse contexts (Beamer, 1992).

In today’s diverse society, the importance of Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) has become increasingly prominent, particularly in fields such as education, international trade, and diplomacy. ICC effectively facilitates cross-cultural interactions and helps individuals adapt and thrive in multicultural environments. It not only enhances individuals’ understanding of other cultures but also supports the establishment of trust and cooperative social relationships, thereby achieving effective cross-cultural communication (Ruben, 2015). This competence enables individuals to navigate cultural differences more flexibly, improving the success rate of cross-cultural communication and fostering social integration (Ilie, 2019).

Social media platforms, such as WeChat, provide foreign students with convenient channels to interact with local students and other international peers. This not only helps them adapt more quickly to Chinese cultural norms but also enhances their Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC). Research indicates that the use of social media significantly facilitates cultural adaptation and intercultural understanding, thereby improving ICC (Zhou, 2020). These platforms also offer students opportunities to practice intercultural skills, manage cultural conflicts, and support their success in both daily life and academic settings (Yu and Guo, 2021). Specifically, for foreign students learning Chinese in China, engaging in language exchanges and cultural interactions via social media has been shown to improve their Chinese language proficiency and cultural understanding, thereby enhancing their ICC (Monika et al., 2020; Nseke, 2018).

Specifically, social media platforms help students establish supportive social networks, enabling them to adapt more quickly to the target culture and respond flexibly to cultural differences and potential conflicts (Yu and Guo, 2021). Frequent social media interactions not only improve students’ language skills but also deepen their understanding of Chinese culture, further enhancing their performance in intercultural contexts (Na). As a result, social media has become a crucial tool for promoting the improvement of ICC among foreign students. Based on the above literature, this study proposes the following hypothesis:


H7: Social media interaction positively influences the Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) of foreign students learning Chinese in China.
 

The psychological resilience of foreign students enhances their stability and adaptability in cross-cultural situations, enabling them to exhibit greater flexibility and proactiveness when facing cultural differences (Chu and Zhu, 2023). Psychological resilience acts as a buffer against the stress of cross-cultural adaptation, helping students better adjust to and understand the local culture. Students with high resilience are more confident in participating in intercultural interactions, thereby improving their language and cultural communication skills. Research indicates that psychological traits such as emotional resilience contribute to better communication performance in intercultural contexts (Taguchi et al., 2016). The psychological resilience of foreign students allows them to manage emotions effectively when encountering cultural conflicts, facilitating smoother intercultural communication. This resilience not only boosts their confidence in communication but also strengthens their tolerance and understanding of cultural differences (Sun and Buys, 2013).

Based on the above, this study proposes the following hypothesis:


H8: The psychological resilience of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC).
 

Autonomy helps students exhibit proactivity and control in cross-cultural interactions, thereby enhancing their intercultural understanding and adaptability (Lee, 2011). When students possess higher autonomy, their engagement on social media increases, and their ability to independently choose interaction content and methods further promotes their communication skills and cultural adaptation (Ruan and Medwell, 2020). Social media provides students with diverse opportunities for cross-cultural exchanges. Autonomous students can leverage these interactions to practice and develop their ICC, improving their tolerance and understanding of cultural differences (Taguchi et al., 2016). Based on this, the study proposes the following hypothesis:


H9: The autonomy of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) through social media interaction.
 

Competence enhances students’ confidence, making them more proactive and effective in cross-cultural interactions on social media (Sheu, 2018). When students perceive their own competence, their ability to actively address challenges and adapt to cultural differences on social media is strengthened, which translates into higher levels of ICC. Social media provides a platform for competent students to practice and expand their cultural understanding and communication skills, further supporting the development of their ICC (Xu X., 2022). Through interactions with locals or other foreign students, they can improve their language proficiency and reinforce their cross-cultural adaptability (Wang et al., 2012). Based on this, the study proposes the following hypothesis:


H10: The competence of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) through social media interaction.
 

Relatedness alleviates feelings of loneliness during the cultural adaptation process, making students more willing to interact with locals and peers through social media, thereby building supportive social networks (Li X., 2015). This relatedness encourages students to actively participate in cultural exchange activities and integrate more deeply into the target culture through social media platforms (Teng and Bui, 2020). Through these interactions, students not only enhance their understanding of the target culture but also improve their adaptability to cultural differences and intercultural skills (Ruan and Medwell, 2020). A sense of belonging serves as a bridge in intercultural communication, enabling students to enhance their ICC through social media interaction. Based on this, the study proposes the following hypothesis:


H11: The relatedness of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) through social media interaction.
 

Autonomy provides students with a sense of control and freedom in their actions during the process of cultural adaptation, enhancing their ability to cope with cultural shocks (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Through psychological resilience, autonomy helps students handle challenges in cross-cultural contexts more flexibly, improving their adaptability in new cultural environments and ultimately strengthening their ICC (Ruan and Medwell, 2020). Based on this, the study proposes the following hypothesis:


H12: The autonomy of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) through psychological resilience.
 

Competence enhances students’ confidence in facing cultural differences and language challenges, equipping them with the ability to handle difficulties in a new environment (Taguchi et al., 2016). Psychological resilience acts as a buffering mechanism, helping students maintain a stable mindset amid stress and conflict, thereby improving their cultural adaptation and communication outcomes (Sung and Guo, 2020). The combination of competence and psychological resilience provides students with greater flexibility and confidence, enabling them to demonstrate higher ICC in cross-cultural interactions (Li X., 2015). Based on this, the study proposes the following hypothesis:


H13: The competence of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) through psychological resilience.
 

Relatedness helps students reduce feelings of loneliness during the cultural adaptation process, boosting their resilience and confidence in integrating into the culture (Teng and Bui, 2020). Through psychological resilience, a sense of belonging enables students to maintain a positive mindset when facing cultural differences, effectively addressing cross-cultural challenges and enhancing their ICC (Li X., 2015). The interaction between a sense of belonging and psychological resilience allows students to handle cultural conflicts more flexibly and achieve successful cultural adaptation in cross-cultural contexts (Taguchi et al., 2016). Based on this, the study proposes the following hypothesis:


H14: The relatedness of foreign students learning Chinese in China positively influences their Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) through psychological resilience.
 



Research participants and data collection

This study targets foreign students studying Chinese at universities in China. Since 2000, China has actively developed itself as an international education hub, attracting a significant number of foreign students to study in the country (Botha, 2016). According to statistics, in 2018, a total of 492,185 foreign students from 196 countries and regions were enrolled in 1,004 higher education institutions across 31 provinces, autonomous regions, and municipalities in China. This represented an increase of 3,013 students, or a growth rate of 0.62%, compared to 2017 (Ministry_of_Education_of_PRC, 2019).

The study utilized an online questionnaire distributed through foreign student groups on social media platforms. Data collection was conducted from September 30, 2024, to October 31, 2024. Using the Sample Size Calculator provided by Creative Research Systems, with a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 5%, a sample size of 384 responses was calculated based on an estimated population of 500,000. This study collected 486 valid responses, meeting the requirement for effective sample size.


Measurement tools

The questionnaire used in this study is divided into two parts. Although a formal pilot test was not conducted, the questionnaire was developed using well-established scales from prior validated studies and was carefully reviewed to ensure clarity and contextual relevance for international students in China.

Demographic variables: This section includes questions about gender, age, region, Chinese language proficiency, and duration of stay in China. Research constructs: This section employs Likert-scale measures to assess the key constructs of the study. The constructs include autonomy, competence, sense of belonging, social media interaction, psychological resilience, and Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC).

In measuring autonomy, competence, and relatedness, this study references the work of Nikou and Economides (2017). Their research, which integrates Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), focuses on examining the acceptance and motivational factors of Mobile-Based Assessment (MBA). SDT emphasizes that autonomy, competence, and relatedness are the three essential psychological needs that promote intrinsic motivation. Thus, their study provides a theoretical foundation for understanding how these three constructs influence students’ learning motivation and behavior during the learning process. The context of their research, involving students using technological tools for learning, shares similarities with the situation of students learning Chinese in this study. Specifically, the autonomy, competence, and sense of belonging experienced by students during the learning process have profound impacts on their learning outcomes and acceptance of technology. This makes adopting their constructs and scales a rational choice for this study. Based on the context of this research, the items related to autonomy, competence, and relatedness were adapted to assess the constructs in the context of international students studying Chinese in China. A total of 12 items were developed for these constructs.

For the social media interaction construct, this study references the scale proposed by Sahin (2018), which has demonstrated good reliability and validity in measuring students’ attitudes, addiction levels, and behaviors related to social media usage. This scale includes multiple items capturing various dimensions of social media use, specifically tailored for students. Six items from Sahin’s scale were adapted and rewritten to suit the context of this study. For the psychological resilience construct, this study employs items based on the “Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC)” developed by Connor and Davidson (2003). This widely cited and classic tool for measuring resilience has been validated across various contexts and is known for its high reliability and validity. The scale emphasizes the importance of resilience in dealing with stress, challenges, and adversity, with items related to coping ability, optimism, and a sense of control. A total of six items were modified from the CD-RISC to reflect the application of resilience in different scenarios, including coping with challenges, managing stress, and maintaining optimism. These items are designed to capture individuals’ strategies and capabilities in facing difficulties, making them suitable for studying the psychological resilience of foreign students in cross-cultural adaptation.

The Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) items in this study are designed based on four operationally defined dimensions: awareness, attitude, skills, and knowledge. Each dimension’s items aim to assess individuals’ abilities and performance in intercultural communication. Awareness items evaluate individuals’ recognition and acceptance of cultural differences. Attitude items focus on individuals’ willingness to interact with locals and learn about the local culture. Skills items measure individuals’ flexibility and adaptive strategies in intercultural exchanges. Knowledge items assess individuals’ understanding of cultural differences and their ability to learn the local culture and language. These items are adapted from the intercultural competence questionnaire developed by Shi (2016). Shi’s study provides valid data support and primarily explores the dynamic relationship between intercultural competence (ICC) and language learning among Chinese immigrant students. Using a case study approach, the research focuses on Chinese immigrant students, aiming to understand how they adapt to new cultural environments and how the development of ICC influences their language learning.

To measure the key variables in this study, a structured questionnaire was developed using validated scales, adapted slightly to fit the context of international students learning Chinese in China. The following table summarizes each variable, the number of items included, and two sample questions to illustrate the measurement approach as Table 1 shown.



TABLE 1 Variables and sample items.
[image: Table with columns for Variable, Number of Items, and Sample Items. Variables include Autonomy, Competence, Relatedness, Social Media Interaction, Resilience, and various Intercultural Communication Competencies. Each variable lists a number of items and examples, such as learning Chinese, building relationships, social media use, coping with challenges, cultural awareness, and interaction skills.]




Data analysis

This study will use SPSS 24.0 and Smart PLS 4.0 as statistical analysis tools, conducting data processing and verification in three stages: descriptive statistical analysis, measurement model analysis, and structural model analysis. First, in the descriptive statistical analysis stage, SPSS is used for sample description, calculating the sample characteristics distribution and central tendencies. Next, in the measurement model analysis stage, Smart PLS 4.0 is employed to perform Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to assess the reliability and validity of each construct, including composite reliability (CR), Cronbach’s α, convergent validity (Average Variance Extracted, AVE), and discriminant validity (Fornell-Larcker criterion). Finally, in the structural model analysis stage, the model’s fit with the sample data and research hypotheses are tested. Path analysis is conducted through PLS to evaluate the standardized coefficients (β values) and their significance (p-values). The bootstrapping method is used to examine the significance of mediation effects (p-values). The explanatory power of the model on the dependent variables is reported using the R2 values. The statistical methods used in this study aim to ensure the rigor and interpretability of the model and results (Figure 1 and Table 2).

[image: Diagram showing interconnected concepts in ovals: "Autonomy," "Competence," and "Relatedness" are linked to "Social Media Interaction." "Social Media Interaction" connects to "Intercultural Communicative Competence, ICC" and "Resilience." Arrows are labeled H1 to H14, indicating hypotheses or relationships among these concepts.]

FIGURE 1
 Research framework.




TABLE 2 Analysis of demographic data.
[image: A table displays data on various categories: gender, age, region, Chinese proficiency level, and time spent in China. It lists groups under each category, alongside their frequency and percentage. For example, under gender, males have a frequency of 315 and percentage of 64.8, while females have 171 and 35.2. Age categories include under 20 and above 25. Regions listed are Asia, Europe, Americas, and Africa. Proficiency levels range from beginner to advanced, and time in China spans less than 1 year to more than 3 years. Frequencies and percentages vary across groups.]




Research results


Analysis of demographic data

The characteristics of the sample show that the majority of participants are male, with 315 respondents accounting for 64.8% of the total sample. The age group is primarily concentrated between 20 and 25 years, with 213 respondents making up 43.8%. Regarding regions, most participants are from Asia, with 233 respondents, representing 47.9%. In terms of Chinese proficiency, the majority of respondents are at the intermediate level, with 247 participants, accounting for 50.8% as shown in Table 3.



TABLE 3 Convergent validity analysis.
[image: A table displaying constructs with corresponding items, factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and average variance extracted (AVE). Constructs include Autonomy, Competence, Intercultural Communicative Competence (Attitude, Awareness, Knowledge, Skill), Relatedness, Resilience, Social Media Interaction, and Intercultural Communicative Competence. Each construct has items with specific numerical values for reliability and validity indicators.]



Convergent validity

According to the evaluation criteria for validity as proposed by Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Nunnally (1978), the standards for assessing the measurement model include the following: factor loadings must exceed 0.7, composite reliability (CR) must be greater than 0.7, the average variance extracted (AVE) must be greater than 0.5, and Cronbach’s α should be greater than 0.7. The statistical analysis reveals the following results for this study:

Factor loadings range between 0.760 and 0.941, all exceeding 0.7. Composite reliability for all constructs ranges from 0.892 to 0.950, demonstrating CR values greater than 0.7.

Average variance extracted (AVE) values range from 0.638 to 0.827, indicating all AVE values exceed 0.5.

Cronbach’s α values for the constructs range from 0.838 to 0.930, confirming that all values exceed 0.7.

These results indicate that the measurement model exhibits good convergent validity. Table 3 provides a detailed summary of the convergent validity analysis.



Discriminant validity

This study evaluates the discriminant validity of reflective constructs using the method of Average Variance Extracted (AVE). According to the criteria of Fornell and Larcker (1981), discriminant validity is established when the square root of each construct’s AVE is greater than its correlation coefficients with other constructs. The analysis results indicate that, for most constructs in this study, the square root of AVE values exceeds the squared correlations between constructs, meeting the requirements for discriminant validity. This demonstrates that sufficient distinctions exist between reflective constructs, and each construct effectively captures a unique concept. Overall, the study achieves good discriminant validity, as shown in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Discriminant validity analysis.
[image: Table displaying the square root of AVE values for constructs: Autonomy, Competence, Intercultural Communicative Competence, Relatedness, Resilience, and Social Media Interaction. Bold diagonal values indicate discriminant validity per the Fornell-Larcker criterion. Values include Autonomy (0.872), Competence (0.865), Intercultural Communicative Competence (0.909), Relatedness (0.905), Resilience (0.832), and Social Media Interaction (0.799).]



Model fit

The Goodness of Fit (GOF) index is calculated as GOF = [image: Square root of A V E multiplied by the square root of R squared.], which serves as an overall measure of the model’s fit. According to Vinzi et al. (2010), a GOF value of 0.1 indicates weak fit, 0.25 indicates moderate fit, and 0.36 indicates strong fit. The GOF value for this study is 0.613, indicating a strong model fit. This result demonstrates that the measurement model exhibits a high level of overall fit.

[image: GOF is calculated as the square root of AVE multiplied by the square root of R squared, resulting in the square root of 0.726 times 0.518, which equals 0.613.]



Path analysis

The results of this study indicate that the effects of all paths reach a significant level, demonstrating that the independent variables have a significant predictive and influential power on the related endogenous variables.


Impact of autonomy

The path coefficient of Autonomy on Social Media Interaction is 0.189 (t-value = 2.944, p = 0.003 < 0.05), indicating a significant positive impact of Autonomy on Social Media Interaction.

The path coefficient of Autonomy on Resilience is 0.258 (t-value = 3.427, p = 0.001 < 0.05), demonstrating a significant positive impact of Autonomy on Resilience.

The influence of Autonomy on Resilience is stronger than its influence on Social Media Interaction.



Impact of competence

The path coefficient of Competence on Social Media Interaction is 0.348 (t-value = 4.920, p = 0.000 < 0.05), indicating a significant positive impact of Competence on Social Media Interaction.

The path coefficient of Competence on Resilience is 0.284 (t-value = 3.800, p = 0.000 < 0.05), demonstrating a significant positive impact of Competence on Resilience.

The influence of Competence on Social Media Interaction is stronger than its influence on Resilience.



Impact of relatedness

The path coefficient of Relatedness on Social Media Interaction is 0.300 (t-value = 4.867, p = 0.000 < 0.05), indicating a significant and relatively strong positive impact of Relatedness on Social Media Interaction.

The path coefficient of Relatedness on Resilience is 0.193 (t-value = 3.059, p = 0.002 < 0.05), demonstrating a significant positive impact of Relatedness on Resilience.

The influence of Relatedness on Social Media Interaction is stronger than its influence on Resilience.



Impact of social media interaction and resilience

The path coefficient of Social Media Interaction on Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) is 0.374 (t-value = 7.597, p = 0.000 < 0.05), indicating a significant positive impact of Social Media Interaction on ICC.

The path coefficient of Resilience on Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) is 0.506 (t-value = 10.254, p = 0.000 < 0.05), demonstrating a significant and strong positive impact of Resilience on ICC.

The research results indicate that Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness have significant positive impacts on both Resilience and Social Media Interaction. Additionally, Resilience and Social Media Interaction exhibit significant and strong positive effects on Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC). These findings support the hypotheses in the research model and confirm the explanatory power of the independent variables and mediating variables on the endogenous variable. Furthermore, the results suggest that fostering Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness can indirectly enhance ICC by improving Psychological Resilience and Social Media Interaction, as shown in Table 5.



TABLE 5 Path analysis.
[image: Table showing path analysis results. Path relationships include impacts from Autonomy, Competence, Relatedness, and Social Media Interaction on Social Media, Resilience, and Intercultural Communicative Competence. Path values range from 0.189 to 0.506. Standard deviations range from 0.049 to 0.075. T values span from 2.944 to 10.254, with p values all significant, ranging from 0.000 to 0.003.]

In practical terms, the coefficient for psychological resilience (β = 0.506) suggests a strong influence on ICC. This means that students with higher resilience—those who can effectively cope with stress and adapt to new environments—are more capable of navigating cultural differences and participating in intercultural communication with confidence. For instance, they may be more likely to persist in conversations despite language barriers or engage more openly in cultural exchange activities.

Similarly, social media interaction (β = 0.374) has a meaningful effect on ICC, indicating that students who frequently use platforms such as WeChat to communicate with peers are more exposed to authentic cultural content and social norms. These interactions help build cultural understanding, reduce misunderstandings, and improve both language proficiency and intercultural sensitivity. These findings highlight that both internal traits like resilience and external practices like social media engagement contribute substantially to students’ development of Intercultural Communicative Competence in everyday life.

From Figure 2, the R2 values of the structural model can be observed, representing the explanatory power of the endogenous variables.

[image: Diagram showing relationships between various factors influencing intercultural communicative competence. Arrows indicate causal paths with coefficients: autonomy, competence, and relatedness affect resilience and social media interaction, which in turn influence intercultural communicative competence. This competence further affects attitude, knowledge, awareness, and skill, each with respective path coefficients.]

FIGURE 2
 PLS-SEM statistical model diagram.


The R2 value for Social Media Interaction is 0.531, indicating that Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness collectively explain 53.1% of its variance. This demonstrates that the model’s explanatory power for Social Media Interaction is moderate to high (typically, R2 > 0.50 is considered high explanatory power).

The R2 value for Resilience is 0.410, showing that Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness explain 41.0% of its variance. This represents moderate explanatory power, indicating that the model has a fair predictive capacity for Resilience.

The R2 value for Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) is 0.614, meaning that Social Media Interaction and Resilience together explain 61.4% of its variance. This indicates high explanatory power, suggesting that these two antecedent variables have a significant impact on ICC.

These findings are illustrated in Figure 2: PLS-SEM Statistical Model Diagram.




Mediation effects

The results of this study indicate that multiple mediation effects in the model reach significant levels, and the confidence intervals do not include 0, supporting the existence of mediation effects.


Social media interaction as a mediating variable


H9: Autonomy → Social Media Interaction → Intercultural Communicative Competence: The mediation effect is significant (p < 0.05), with a confidence interval of [0.022, 0.122] not containing 0. This demonstrates that Autonomy has an indirect impact on Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) through Social Media Interaction.

H10: Competence → Social Media Interaction → Intercultural Communicative Competence: The mediation effect is significant (p < 0.05), with a confidence interval of [0.072, 0.201] not containing 0. This indicates that Competence can indirectly enhance ICC through Social Media Interaction.

H11: Relatedness → Social Media Interaction → Intercultural Communicative Competence: The mediation effect is significant (p < 0.05), with a confidence interval of [0.063, 0.166] not containing 0. This confirms that Relatedness can indirectly influence ICC through Social Media Interaction.
 



Resilience as a mediating variable


H12: Autonomy → Resilience → Intercultural Communicative Competence: The mediation effect is significant (p < 0.05), with a confidence interval of [0.052, 0.212] not containing 0. This indicates that Autonomy can indirectly enhance Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) through Resilience.

H13: Competence → Resilience → Intercultural Communicative Competence: The mediation effect is significant (p < 0.05), with a confidence interval of [0.068, 0.228] not containing 0. This demonstrates that Competence can indirectly exert a positive impact on ICC through Resilience.

H14: Relatedness → Resilience → Intercultural Communicative Competence: The mediation effect is significant (p < 0.05), with a confidence interval of [0.037, 0.166] not containing 0. This confirms that Relatedness can indirectly influence ICC through Resilience.
 

The results of this study confirm that Social Media Interaction and Resilience play significant mediating roles in the model. Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness not only have direct effects on Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) but also exert indirect effects through these two mediating variables. This finding suggests that autonomy, competence, and relatedness can further enhance individuals’ Intercultural Communication Competence by improving social media interaction and psychological resilience. The mediating effects in the model provide deeper theoretical support for this framework and highlight the importance of mediating variables, as shown in Table 6.



TABLE 6 Mediation effect analysis.
[image: Table showing mediation effects with columns: Mediation effect, Path coefficient, Standard deviation, t value, p value, 2.5% confidence interval, and 97.5% confidence interval. Rows detail different pathways such as Relatedness to Social Media Interaction to Intercultural Communicative Competence, with respective statistics like path coefficient 0.112, standard deviation 0.027, t value 4.242, p value 0.000, with confidence intervals from 0.063 to 0.166.]





Conclusion and discussion


Research conclusions


The influence of autonomy, competence, and relatedness on social media interaction

The research findings indicate that autonomy, competence, and relatedness all have a significant positive influence on social media interaction among international students in China, though the strength of these effects varies.

Firstly, the impact of autonomy on social media interaction, while significant, is relatively weaker. This suggests that students with higher levels of autonomy are more actively engaged in social media interactions, such as seeking learning resources or engaging in cross-cultural communication with local Chinese students, thereby enhancing their language skills and cultural understanding. However, the relatively weak influence of autonomy may be due to the fact that cross-cultural interaction requires external conditions, such as language proficiency and social support, in addition to intrinsic motivation.

Secondly, competence exerts the strongest influence on social media interaction. This highlights that when students feel confident in their language and cultural interaction abilities, they are more proactive in participating in language practice and cultural exchange, effectively improving their language skills and cross-cultural adaptation. This finding aligns with related literature, such as studies by Meng et al. (2018) and Cao and Meng (2020), which emphasize that competence not only reduces barriers to cross-cultural communication but also significantly enhances students’ learning motivation and adaptability.

Finally, relatedness has a moderate impact on social media interaction. Students who feel a sense of belonging are more likely to build supportive relationships through social media, such as participating in group chats on WeChat or discussions on Weibo, further promoting language learning and cultural adaptation. This finding is consistent with studies by Nseke (2018) and Zaw (2018), which confirm that the relatedness helps students find psychological support in a new cultural environment, thereby encouraging more frequent and in-depth social interactions.

Overall, competence has the strongest impact, likely because the effectiveness of language and cultural interactions directly depends on students’ confidence and abilities. Relatedness follows, as it primarily influences students’ social motivation and psychological support. Although autonomy serves as a crucial source of intrinsic motivation, it may require additional external factors to fully exert its effect in cross-cultural interactions.



The relationship between autonomy, competence, and relatedness on psychological resilience

The research findings indicate that autonomy, competence, and relatedness all have significant positive effects on the psychological resilience of international students learning Chinese in China, though the strength of these effects varies.

Competence has the most significant impact on psychological resilience, suggesting that when students feel capable of completing learning tasks, their confidence is enhanced, enabling them to more effectively cope with academic and cross-cultural challenges. This aligns with the findings of Perlman et al. (2017). Autonomy follows, indicating that when students feel autonomous, they can devise more flexible coping strategies, thereby improving their ability to handle stress, supporting the theory proposed by Ryan and Deci (2000). However, autonomy may need to be paired with competence to be more effectively transformed into actionable motivation, leading to a slightly lower impact compared to competence.

The influence of relatedness is relatively weaker but still significant, demonstrating that relatedness can enhance students’ resilience through social support and a sense of psychological safety, consistent with the findings of Patrick et al. (2007).

Overall, competence provides direct support in terms of ability and confidence, making it the core factor in enhancing psychological resilience. Autonomy offers intrinsic motivation, helping students proactively address challenges, while relatedness plays a supplementary role by fostering psychological support.



The influence of social media interaction and psychological resilience on Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC)

The research findings indicate that both social media interaction and psychological resilience have significant positive effects on the Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) of international students learning Chinese in China, though the strength of these effects differs.

Psychological resilience has the most significant impact on ICC, demonstrating that resilience helps students remain stable and adaptable when facing cultural differences, enhancing their confidence and ability to engage in intercultural interactions. Students with higher psychological resilience can better manage emotions, facilitating smooth resolution of cultural conflicts and fostering inclusivity and cultural understanding. This aligns with the findings of Chu and Zhu (2023) and Taguchi et al. (2016), which emphasize the central role of resilience in cross-cultural adaptation.

In comparison, social media interaction also significantly impacts ICC but to a lesser extent. Through platforms such as WeChat, students can engage in frequent language practice and cultural exchange, improving language skills, cultural understanding, and building supportive social networks. This finding is consistent with studies by Zhou (2020) and Yu and Guo (2021).

Psychological resilience, as an intrinsic psychological trait, has a more enduring and profound impact on ICC. In contrast, social media interaction, as an external factor, may depend on the frequency and depth of students’ engagement for its effectiveness.




Mediation effects

The research findings indicate that autonomy, competence, and relatedness significantly influence the Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) of international students learning Chinese in China, and they exert indirect effects through social media interaction and psychological resilience. The direct and indirect effects of autonomy, competence, and relatedness on ICC vary in strength. Additionally, the mediating roles of social media interaction and psychological resilience differ in their impact.


Mediating effect of social media interaction

The study reveals that social media interaction plays an important mediating role in the relationship between autonomy, competence, relatedness, and ICC. Autonomy exerts a significant but relatively weak indirect effect on ICC through social media interaction. The mediating effect of competence is more pronounced, indicating that competence encourages students to confidently use social media for intercultural interactions, thereby significantly enhancing ICC. Relatedness also shows a mediating effect, demonstrating that it helps students build supportive social networks and improve cultural understanding through social media. These findings are consistent with literature such as Lee (2011) and Xu C. L. (2022), which emphasize that social media provides an essential platform for intercultural communication among students.



Mediating effect of psychological resilience

Psychological resilience also plays a significant mediating role in the relationship between autonomy, competence, relatedness, and ICC. The indirect effect of autonomy on ICC through psychological resilience shows that autonomy helps students adapt flexibly to stress in cross-cultural contexts, thereby improving their communication abilities. Competence demonstrates the strongest indirect effect among all pathways, indicating that students with higher competence can engage more effectively in intercultural interactions with the support of psychological resilience. The mediating effect of relatedness reveals that relatedness enhances students’ sense of psychological safety, fostering the development of ICC. These findings align with studies by Ruan and Medwell (2020) and Teng and Bui (2020), highlighting psychological resilience as a critical psychological resource for enhancing ICC.

Competence, whether directly or indirectly through social media interaction and psychological resilience, demonstrates the strongest effect on ICC. This is likely because competence is directly linked to students’ learning and adaptive abilities, significantly boosting their confidence and performance in intercultural interactions. Its importance is particularly pronounced in language learning and cultural adaptation.





Research discussion


Academic contributions

This study, grounded in Self-Determination Theory (SDT), systematically explored the influence mechanisms of autonomy, competence, and relatedness on the Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) of international students learning Chinese in China, incorporating social media interaction and psychological resilience as mediating variables. The main academic contributions of this research are as follows:

Expanding the application scope of SDT in cross-cultural contexts This study applied SDT to the field of cross-cultural education, quantifying the direct and indirect effects of autonomy, competence, and relatedness on ICC. By validating the critical role of these three core psychological needs in enhancing students’ ICC, the research enriches the applicability of SDT in multicultural contexts and addresses empirical gaps in SDT’s use in cross-cultural education and adaptation studies.


Revealing the mediating role of social media interaction and psychological resilience

This study highlights the important mediating roles of social media interaction and psychological resilience in the development of Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC). Firstly, social media interaction was shown to be a critical platform for students to adapt to local cultures and facilitate language learning and cultural exchange. The findings demonstrate that autonomy, competence, and relatedness can indirectly enhance students’ ICC by increasing social media interaction, providing empirical support for the application of social media in cross-cultural education. Secondly, psychological resilience was identified as a core mediating variable influencing ICC, showcasing its key role in helping students manage cultural stress, regulate emotions, and foster intercultural understanding. The combined effect of psychological resilience and competence is particularly significant in improving students’ ICC, offering a new perspective on the value of psychological traits in cross-cultural adaptation research. These findings further enrich the theoretical foundation of cross-cultural education and emphasize the crucial role of mediating variables in enhancing ICC.



Providing a comparison of influence strengths and validation of the theoretical model

This study compared the influence strengths of autonomy, competence, and relatedness on ICC, revealing that competence had the most significant impact, followed by autonomy, with relatedness showing a relatively weaker effect. Additionally, the research validated the influence pathways involving two mediating variables through structural equation modeling (SEM), presenting a more precise mechanism for the development of Intercultural Communicative Competence. This provides robust theoretical support and an analytical framework for related studies.




Practical recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, the following practical recommendations are proposed to assist educational institutions, teachers, and policymakers in effectively supporting international students learning Chinese in China and enhancing their Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC).


Enhance students’ competence

Provide high-quality Chinese language courses and cultural training to help students improve their language skills and cultural knowledge, thereby boosting their sense of competence. Develop personalized learning plans and offer tailored guidance based on students’ language proficiency and learning needs, allowing them to gain successful learning experiences and build confidence.



Utilize social media as an educational tool

Encourage students to use social media platforms such as WeChat and Weibo for language practice and cultural exchange, fostering their intercultural interactions. Teach students how to use social media safely and effectively for learning and communication, helping them avoid cultural misunderstandings and communication barriers.



Foster students’ psychological resilience

Provide psychological counseling services and stress management workshops to help students cope with academic and life pressures, thereby enhancing their resilience. Develop specialized resilience training programs to teach students strategies for handling challenges and difficulties, improving their adaptability.




Research limitations and future directions

Although this study verified the mechanisms by which autonomy, competence, and relatedness influence Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) through social media interaction and psychological resilience, several limitations remain. First, as data were collected via voluntary online surveys, there may be a self-selection bias, where students who are more motivated or confident in intercultural contexts are more likely to participate. Second, the sample focused only on international students studying Chinese in China, which may limit the generalizability of the results. Third, while participants came from various nationalities, the study did not control for specific cultural background differences, which may influence how students interpret psychological needs or communication behaviors. Fourth, the use of a cross-sectional design makes it impossible to reveal long-term dynamic relationships. Additionally, other potential factors influencing ICC, such as cultural intelligence and personality traits, were not thoroughly considered. Future research can extend to students from different cultural backgrounds and regions, adopt longitudinal designs to explore causal mechanisms, introduce more variables such as cultural intelligence and digital literacy, and compare the effects of different social media platforms to construct a more comprehensive theoretical framework and validate the effectiveness of interventions.
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Background: When coming to a new social environment, many people unfortunately are under the mental burden of perceived discrimination. The Chinese international student returnees in the post-COVID-19 era present a special case where they experienced considerable discrimination issues during both the processes of acculturation in the host countries as well as reacculturation after returning to China. This study aims to investigate group-based influences on the impacts of discrimination-related perceptions toward social integration (and reintegration) degrees through different psychological pathways of trust.
Analysis: Employing Bayesian analyses aided by Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) algorithms on survey data of 1,014 Chinese international student returnees, the study examines the multi-layered influences of perceived discrimination and trust (both generalized and personalized) on social integration.
Findings: We found that in the foreign social environment, interestingly, the degree of acculturation and perceived discrimination has a positive association. Generalized trust positively moderates this association while personalized trust has a negative moderating effect. In the domestic social environment, perceived discrimination is positively associated with the degree of negative mental health induced by concerns about whether to stay in China or emigrate. Generalized trust positively moderates this association, while personalized trust negatively moderates it.
Conclusion: The findings suggest the possible information exchange pathways where different types of trust and group-based perceptions interact.
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1 Introduction


1.1 Acculturation, reacculturation, and acculturative stress

Acculturation refers to both cultural and psychological changes resulting from interactions between different cultural groups and individuals, which encompasses changes in social structures, institutions, cultural practices, and various individual behaviors (Berry, 1997). Reacculturation, on the other hand, refers to the reassimilation stages one goes through to reintegrate into their home culture after residing in a distinct cultural setting for a substantial duration (Gaw, 2000). Reacculturation difficulties often stem from the combined challenges of readjusting to a changed home environment, undergoing personal identity shifts, and experiencing a loss of status, which collectively contribute to psychological disorientation and mental distress for returnees (Adler, 1975; Gaw, 2000; Szkudlarek, 2010).

During acculturation and reacculturation, the experience of difficulties and hardships such as social support loss, self-esteem loss, and identity conflicts can be defined as acculturative stress, which might differ based on the type of acculturating groups, individual characteristics (such as gender, age, and education, social networks, level of social support, and social status) (Berry et al., 1987), and personal experiences such as perceived discrimination (Adler, 1981; Adler, 1975; Revollo et al., 2011; Smart and Smart, 1995).



1.2 The noteworthy case of Chinese international students in recent times

The outbreak and the long-lasting impacts of post-COVID-19 have significantly reshaped the acculturation and reacculturation experiences of Chinese international students, causing a tremendous amount of acculturative stress during their overseas studies as well as reintegration back into China. During the initial outbreak of COVID-19, Chinese international students encountered a series of mental, physical, and financial hardships, as they suffered from social isolation and lack of social support, experienced online learning challenges, endured safety and security concerns, along with financial strain and the uncertainty towards changing policy directives and plans (Chen et al., 2024; Wu et al., 2022; Zhang and Chan, 2022). In the post-COVID-19 era, when Chinese international student returnees made their reentry, their life was still impacted by the ramifications of COVID-19, as it has altered the social, economic, and cultural landscapes worldwide. Specifically, in China, numerous socioeconomic crises surfaced—ranging from precipitating fertility rates, sluggish economic momentum, hiking unemployment rates among the youth, and a large scale of emigration composed of highly skilled labor (Bloomberg News, 2023; ICEF, 2023; IMF, 2023; Li, 2023; Wong and Yan, 2023; Wu et al., 2022).

In addition to the abovementioned negative impacts of COVID-19, what’s more concerning is the discriminatory experiences returnees endured in both the host and home country. In the initial outbreak of COVID-19, Chinese international students were discriminated against for their mask-wearing practices (Ma and Zhan, 2022), as well as the “ChinaVirus,” “WuhanVirus” rhetoric promoted and fueled by misleading media and politicians (Ma and Miller, 2021; Zheng et al., 2020). A study comparing Chinese students in the United States before and during the COVID-19 pandemic found that students during the pandemic reported higher levels of perceived discrimination and anxiety, with media portrayal of Chinese individuals negatively partly accounting for increased perceived discrimination (Haft and Zhou, 2021); the anti-Asian rhetoric and American’s nationalism during the Trump administration also fanned the flame, making Chinese international students and the Asian community vulnerable to racism and discriminatory acts (Yu, 2022).

However, Chinese international students and student returnees soon received another wave of discrimination from the domestic end. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Chinese internet was filled with surging nationalism and anti-West populist rhetoric (Catalano and Wang, 2021; Cheng et al., 2022). In this context, returnees were forced to take a stand between China and the West (Tao, 2021), and those who failed to side with China were stigmatized, discriminated against, and even doxed on social media. For example, during hotel quarantine, one returnee requested bottled water but was denied, leading her to believe her human rights were violated (Global Times, 2020), and the video clip quickly spread on Chinese social media, with most Chinese netizens supporting the medical staff and criticizing the returnee for not following COVID-19 prevention guidelines, labeling her as a “giant infant” (Yu, 2021); Similarly, others who defied or questioned quarantine order were also reported to be the victims of discriminatory acts and cyberbullying from cybernationalists including harassment, doxing, or even administrative penalties from the workplace and the government (e.g.: censoring, firing, and deportation) (Jung, 2020; SCMP, 2020).

Yet COVID-19 “double-stigmatization” reflects only a fraction of the discriminations that the Chinese international student returnee population suffered from in both foreign and domestic societies. Before COVID-19, numerous reports have indicated that Chinese international students were victims of discrimination from various sources in foreign countries, including local students, university faculty and staff, and residents, in both covert and overt forms due to reasons such as cultural misunderstanding, prejudice, language barriers, and education biases (Lee et al., 2017; Ruble and Zhang, 2013; Wu, 2015; Xie et al., 2019); unfortunately, because studying overseas is considered a tool for upper social classes to maintain status, and for upper middle classes to gain social mobility (Fan and Cheng, 2018; Wang, 2020), they were also viewed unfavorably by the Chinese public when it comes to their lifestyle and social economic status. For example, in 2012, when two Chinese international students were shot to death in their car during their overseas staying, domestic media coverage focused on the brand of the luxury car they were in when the incident occurred, which stirred public outcry not for the violence, but for the luxury lifestyle this population maintained (Chen, 2012); also, because of the ideological conflicts between China and the West, Chinese international students who sided with the West were usually discriminated against before the “giant infant” discrimination during the COVID-19 (Jin and Wang, 2022; Yu, 2021). In 2017, one Chinese international student was slammed, stigmatized, and even doxed by Chinese netizens for giving a commencement speech praising the higher air quality in the United States than that of China (ChinaDaily, 2017; Reuters, 2017).

Furthermore, in the post COVID-19 era, new forms of discrimination emerged in both home and host country towards Chinese international students. For instance, in 2025, one Chinese international students’ Student Visa was revoked for participating a rally protesting against U.S. diplomatic stance in the Middle East regional conflict (Tribune, 2025). In addition, in April 2025, the U.S. government revoked a large number of Chinese international students’ Student Visa, citing vague reasons such as background checks or minor infractions (AP News, 2025). In the home country front, for example, short videos on social media platforms such as Douyin, RedNote, and BiliBili targeted certain returnee groups (such as the one-year master’s degree holders), using derogatory terms such as “水硕” (literally translated as counterfeit master’s degree) to cast doubt on their credential due to the length of staying and perceived low difficulty for completing such degrees in the host nation (Lyu, 2022). Even state-run media People.com issued the opinion-editorial, calling the public to “be aware of high credential, low competence” overseas counterfeit master’s degree and doctorate degree holders (People.com, 2024). Correspondingly, many public and private employers set rules in hiring practices to invalidate one-year overseas master’s degree and exclude these applicants (Minhang, 2022).



1.3 Discrimination and social integration

From a sociological perspective, self-categorization refers to the psychological process through which an individual identifies themselves as part of a specific group with defined social values and characteristics (Turner et al., 1987). According to the notion of social conformity, individuals tend to align their attitudes, opinions, or behavior with those of others, either because others are considered more knowledgeable in the given situation, or because individuals want to be liked and gain and reinforce their group membership (Stallen and Sanfey, 2015). Self-concept is partly shaped by the groups one belongs to, thus conformity may help boost self-esteem and sense of belonging, which can facilitate a psychological reinforcing loop toward social conformity desire. Several well-known experiments (Asch, 1956; Milgram, 1963; Sherif, 1936) have demonstrated that in situations of uncertainty or in order to gain group membership, one tends to conform to the group’s rules and norms, even though these might differ from their own personal values and other groups’ values (Tajfel and Turner, 1979). Based on these perspectives, the discriminations that returnees faced reflected the clashes between the group identities formed by Chinese international students and returnees and the prevailing norms within their home and host societies. This clash can lead to tensions, misunderstandings, and distrust, as individuals struggle to reconcile their changed identities with societal expectations and norms.

However, from the Realistic Group Theory (RCT) perspective, discrimination as a form of hostility can stem from the competition for scarce resources, regardless if it is real or perceived (Berkowitz and Sherif, 1967). In this regard, the discrimination returnees received from both domestic and abroad can be understood as perceived competition over scarce resources, such as jobs, social status, or particularly, public health resources during the COVID-19 pandemic. Such a group-based psychological pattern has been observed in the history of mankind as well as in the social behaviors of other species. Evolutionary sociobiological studies dating back to the early age of humanity indicated that human societies were trying to survive through social cooperation as well as caution toward unestablished social connections, suggested to be survival mechanisms evolved from similar patterns found widely among the animal kingdom (Berns et al., 2005; Boyd and Richerson, 1982; Claidière and Whiten, 2012; Konrad and Morath, 2012; Mahajan et al., 2011; Raihani, 2021).



1.4 The role of trust in shaping perceptions towards interpersonal connections

In sociopsychological research, trust can be categorized into two types regarding the interpersonal boundary of the trusted group: generalized trust refers to trust towards individuals in society at large, including strangers; while personalized trust is trust towards individuals with whom one has established relationships (Kramer, 2010; Vuong et al., 2023). Prior studies indicated that people with generalized trust tend to display an attitude of openness and inclusion, which predict more positive interactions with diverse individuals and groups, thus reducing the likelihood of experiencing or perpetuating discrimination (Nannestad, 2008; Uslaner, 2002; Welch et al., 2005); on the other hand, personalized trust is well-documented to be associated with discrimination (Brewer, 1999; Delhey and Newton, 2005; Uslaner, 2017; Yamagishi and Yamagishi, 1994). Yamagishi and Yamagishi (1994)’s work in particular, addresses a critical association between personalized trust and discrimination in the United States and Japan, arguing that personalized trust would promote favoritism toward one’s own group and, therefore can heighten the probability of discriminating against those who are not perceived as part of one’s ingroup. Delhey and Newton (2005)’s cross-national study on social trust also indicated that high personalized trust society might be less likely to tolerate outgroup members, indicating possible associations between personalized trust and discrimination. In the case of Chinese international students, reliance on these two forms of trust has implications for how they perceive and respond to discrimination abroad and at home. Strong personalized trust might protect individuals via close social ties yet also amplify sentiments of “us versus them,” whereas higher generalized trust may buffer discriminatory experiences through a broader sense of social goodwill.

The nuanced difference between perceived foreign and domestic discrimination experience can also be viewed through group collective belief-led ingroup and outgroup discrimination. Ingroup discrimination is often due to internal social hierarchies or sub-group identities within the group (Tajfel, 1978), whereas outgroup discrimination is driven by the categorization of individuals as belonging to an external group, often fueled by stereotypes or perceived competition (Brewer, 1999). For example, the outgroup (nation-based) discrimination abroad towards Chinese international students in the West in recent times might come from the general public’s stereotypical collective belief of the negativity towards mask-wearing practice prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 (Ma and Zhan, 2022), or the misinformation about the origin of COVID-19 (Ma and Miller, 2021; Zheng et al., 2020), among other possible reasons. On the other hand, the collective belief from the Chinese public might consider Chinese returnees as “crazy rich” (Xie et al., 2020), or view returnees’ liberalized or individualized value and ideology prioritization as “giant infants” (Jin and Wang, 2022), resulting in ingroup (social hierarchy) discrimination or even outgroup discrimination (nation-ideology based).



1.5 Examining group-based perceptions in information interactions during social integration processes

Considering the gap in the understanding of the relationships between discrimination and social integration in modern transnational contexts, especially among Chinese international student returnees, this study serves as an exploratory investigation into such matters. People’s perceptions in both foreign and domestic environments are the targets of examination in a retrospective manner. For this purpose, the present study contains two analytical models corresponding to how perceived discrimination affects social integration in the host country during the time spent abroad and in China after returning, respectively (please see method section for details). In the context of the foreign environment, social integration is represented by the degree of acculturation, following standard conceptualization in sociocultural adaptation research. However, social reintegration into modern Chinese society after returning from abroad is a unique context. Here, corresponding mental processes can be represented by the degree of concerns and perceived burden over the intent or planning whether to stay in China or emigrate, which reflects inner conflicts about the adaptation to the current domestic environment. Furthermore, generalized trust (society-specific) and personalized trust (person-specific) represent the influences of group-based information compatibility toward social perceptions. The personal focus and strength of information exchange channels reflected by the degree of each type of trust can help shed light on specific directional perception reinforcement. Thus, generalized trust (in the respective environments of either host or home society) and personalized trust are examined for potential moderating influences toward the aforementioned relationships affecting self-perceived social integration. In brief, the current study has two main research objectives:

	1. Investigating the associations between the level of social integration and perceived discrimination among Chinese international student returnees during their overseas experience and during their staying period in China after returning.
	2. Investigating the possible moderating effects of generalized and personalized trust in both relationships above.




2 Methodology


2.1 Materials and variables

1,014 Chinese international student returnees participated in the survey. The survey was conducted via Chinese international student returnee public WeChat groups (city-based) in Beijing, Shanghai, Suzhou, Shenzhen, and Guangzhou. The data was collected in October 8, 2023- January 30, 2024. To avoid the “honeymoon” phase’s mitigating impact on acculturative stress (Oberg, 1954), the inclusion criteria for this survey include: (1) participants were born and grew up in China and traveled abroad for educational purposes; (2) participants returned to China and stayed for at least 1 year after their studies abroad; and (3) participants have not participated in the same survey in other WeChat groups (participants might join different WeChat groups). Note that those who joined the emigration wave earlier and were not physically in China when they completed the survey would also be counted as valid responses, as long as they met the inclusion criteria above. The survey questions were displayed on the WeChat MiniApp SurveyStar. The researchers shared the study’s intent, informed consent, and survey link through the WeChat returnee public groups. The survey was in an anonymous manner and did not contain any information that could disclose the identities of the participants. All participants provided informed consent before participating in the survey.

After several rounds of screenings, the final valid sample included 1,014 responses. 455 out of 1,014 participants were male, accounting for approximately 44.87% of the total. There are 523 female responders, representing approximately 51.58%. Furthermore, 36 respondents, around 3.55% of the total, defined themselves as “Others” within this group. Among 1,014 participants, 61.74% were between 18 and 30 years old (626 people), 28.80% were in the 31–40 age range (292 participants), and 9.47% were in the 41–50 age range (96 participants). The studies involving human participants were reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board at China University of Political Science and Law, and relevant survey procedures were in line with the requirements of the Declaration of Helsinki. Written informed consent for participation in this study was provided by the participants. The data used in the study can be found at https://osf.io/vz425/.

The value of the variable Acculturation is the participant’s total score (ranging from 11–55) on the adapted Short Acculturation Scale (SAS) (Gupta and Yick, 2001) examining the acculturation of Chinese Americans. The original SAS was developed by Marin et al. (1987) and validated by several follow-up studies (Bai, 2016; Choi and Reed, 2011; Park et al., 2021). The questions in the SAS were adapted to the context of Chinese international student returnees in the present study, and SAS has also been used in a prior study on Chinese international students’ acculturation in a foreign environment (Cai, 2015). The variable Worry represents participants’ answers to the question “In general, how much do your concerns about migration or staying in China affect your mental health?” Answers are measured on a Likert scale ranging from “1” as none, all the way to “5” as “extremely.” Variables ForDis and DomDis are average scores on Perceived Discrimination Scale (PDS) measuring returnees’ perceived level of discrimination in the foreign country and China, respectively (Williams et al., 1997). The questions on the PDS were adapted to the context of Chinese international student returnees in the present study. The set of questions of the PDS was asked separately for both situations: foreign (when living abroad) and domestic (after returning to China). The variables ForGenTrust and DomGenTrust measure participants generalized trust towards the foreign society they lived in and Chinese society, respectively. Answers are measured on a Likert scale where “1” means none and “5” means extremely. Lastly, the variable PerTrust measures participants’ degree of personalized trust, with answers measured on a Likert scale where “1” means none and “5” means extremely (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 Variable description.
[image: Table listing variables related to acculturation and trust, each defined with meanings and values. Acculturation score ranges from 11 to 55. Other variables include Worry, ForDis, DomDis, ForGenTrust, DomGenTrust, and PerTrust, with values ranging from one to five, indicating degrees from none to extremely.]



2.2 Analysis procedure

According to the aforementioned research objectives, two analytical models were constructed.

In Model 1, Acculturation is the outcome variable. Model 1 is as follows (see Equations 1–2).

[image: Acculturation is modeled as a normal distribution with mean mu and standard deviation sigma, represented by the equation: Acculturation follows a normal distribution with parameters mu and sigma.]

[image: Equation two displays a mathematical expression: \(\mu_i = \beta_0 + \beta_{ForDis} \cdot ForDis_i + \beta_{ForGenTrust \ast ForDis} \cdot ForGenTrust_i \cdot ForDis_i + \beta_{PerTrust \ast ForDis} \cdot PerTrust_i \cdot ForDis_i\).]

[image: Greek letter mu (\( \mu \)) with subscript i, commonly used in mathematics and statistics to denote a mean or expected value specific to the ith element or group.] is the mean value of participant [image: Sure, please upload the image so I can help describe it.]’s degree of foreign acculturation with posterior estimations in the form of normal distribution. Participant [image: Please upload the image or provide a URL so I can help generate the alternate text for it.]’s perceived foreign discrimination is measured by [image: Text featuring "ForDis_i" with a subscript "i".]. Participant [image: It appears you are trying to upload an image or share a URL. Please use the upload button or paste the image URL here, and I can help generate the alternate text for it.]’s generalized trust toward the foreign society is [image: Italicized text reads "ForGenTrust" with a subscript lowercase "i" at the end.]. Participant [image: Please upload an image or provide a URL, and I will generate the alt text for you.]’s personalized trust is [image: The text "PerTrust" with a subscript "i" written in an italic serif font.]. Model 1 has an intercept [image: Greek letter beta with a subscript zero, often representing the intercept in statistical formulas or regression analysis.] and coefficients [image: Greek letter beta with subscript "ForDis" in italic font.], [image: β subscript ForGenTrust multiplied by ForDis.] and [image: β subscript PerTrus asterisk ForDis.]. The logical network of Model 1 is visualized in Figure A1.

Model 2 was constructed as follows, with Worry being the outcome variable. Please see Equations 3, 4 as below.

[image: The equation indicates that "Worry" is distributed as a normal distribution with mean mu and standard deviation sigma, represented as "Worry ~ normal(μ, σ)". Equation number three.]

[image: μ sub i equals β sub 0 plus β sub DomDis times DomDis sub i plus β sub DomGenTrust times DomGenTrust sub i times DomDis sub i plus β sub PerTrust times PerTrust sub i times DomDis sub i. Equation number 4.]

Here, [image: The symbol "μᵢ" represents a mathematical notation, where "μ" is followed by a subscript "i".] is the mean value of participant [image: Please upload the image or provide a URL to generate the alternate text.]’s degree of mental health impacts from concerns about staying in China or emigrating with posterior estimations in the form of normal distribution. Participant [image: Please upload the image or provide a URL so I can help create the alt text for it.]’s perceived domestic discrimination is represented by [image: The image shows the mathematical notation "DomDis subscript i", with "DomDis" in italics and a subscript "i".]. Participant [image: Please upload the image so I can generate the appropriate alt text for you.]’s generalized trust toward domestic (Chinese) society is [image: Stylized text reading "DomGenTrust" in italic font with a subscript letter "i".]. Participant [image: Please upload the image you would like me to generate alternate text for. If needed, you can also provide a caption for additional context.]’s personalized trust is [image: Mathematical expression displaying "PerTrust" with a subscript "i" in italic font.]. Model 2 has an intercept [image: A mathematical symbol depicting a beta subscripted with zero, often used to denote a parameter in statistical regression models.] and coefficients [image: Greek letter beta with subscript "DomDis".], [image: Mathematical expression showing beta subscripted with "DomGenTrust" multiplied by "DomDis".] and [image: The mathematical expression \(\beta_{PerTrust*DomDis}\) features a beta coefficient with subscript PerTrust multiplied by DomDis.]. The logical network of Model 2 is visualized in Figure A4.

In the current research, we use Bayesian analysis with the aid of Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) algorithms to conduct the study. Bayesian analysis with the aid of MCMC has advantages in statistics especially when used on a relatively small sample size. Chinese international student returnees are a unique social group, so it is not likely to get a large sample size from this population. MCMC algorithms can generate a large number of simulated data points from the original data, increasing the accuracy of the estimation of the model’s posterior results. The Bayesian approach sees all characteristics probabilistically. Results are interpreted based on parameters with the highest probability of occurrence in their posterior distributions. This would increase the evaluation accuracy in psychological research (Csilléry et al., 2010; Dunson, 2001; Gill, 2014; Wagenmakers et al., 2018). The convergence of the Markov chain is checked via the indicators of effective sample size (n_eff) and the Gelman-Rubin shrink factor (Rhat). The n_eff values should be more than 1,000 (McElreath, 2020). The Rhat values should equal to 1 (Brooks and Gelman, 1998; Gelman and Rubin, 1992). The analysis was conducted via the bayesvl package in R (Vuong and La, 2019). Markov chain convergence visualization can also be processed by trace plots, Gelman-Rubin-Brooks plots, and autocorrelation plots. The MCMC configuration includes 5,000 total iterations, with Putnam, 2000 warm-up iterations and 4 chains.




3 Results


3.1 Effects of perceived foreign discrimination on acculturation: moderation by generalized and personalized trust

This section evaluates RQ 1—how perceived discrimination abroad relates to acculturation and how generalized vs. personalized trust moderate that link. Here, the PSIS diagnostic plot below shows that all k values are lower than 0.5, indicating that Model 1 has a high goodness-of-fit with the current data (see Figure 1).

[image: PSIS diagnostic plot displaying data points on the x-axis ranging from 0 to 1000 and Pareto shape \(k\) on the y-axis ranging from \(-0.20\) to \(0.10\). Points are scattered around the \(k = 0\) line, indicating variation in the shape parameter across data points.]

FIGURE 1
 Model 1’s PSIS diagnostic plot.


The results of Model 1 are illustrated in Table 2. All simulated posterior coefficients show good convergence of model 1’s Markov chains (see Table 2) based on the effective sample size (n_eff > 1,000) and Gelman-Rubin shrink factor (Rhat = 1). Figure 2 is Model 1’s trace plots, in which the colored lines represent the Markov chains. It can be observed that the fluctuation of lines occurs around a central equilibrium after 2,000 iterations (warmup period), suggesting it is well-mixed and of stationary qualities, which indicates it is a good convergence signal on the Markov chains. The Gelman-Rubin-Brooks plots show that Rhat values decrease shortly to 1 in the warm-up period (see Figure A2). The autocorrelation plots also indicate a fast elimination of problematic autocorrelation among simulated data points within the MCMC processes (see Figure A3).



TABLE 2 Model 1’s simulated posteriors.
[image: Table displaying parameter estimates with five columns: Parameters, Mean (M), Standard Deviation (S), n_eff, and Rhat. Constant has a mean of 27.33, standard deviation 1.66, n_eff 7,472, and Rhat 1. ForDis shows a mean of 2.96, standard deviation 0.81, n_eff 6,433, and Rhat 1. ForGenTrust*ForDis indicates a mean of 0.12, standard deviation 0.14, n_eff 9,527, and Rhat 1. PerTrust*ForDis presents a mean of -0.29, standard deviation 0.13, n_eff 7,928, and Rhat 1.]

[image: Four line graphs display trace plots for Bayesian analysis showing acculturation parameters across four chains. Each plot has axes ranging from two thousand to five thousand on the x-axis. The upper plots are titled "a_Acculturation" and "b_ForDis_Acculturation," and the lower plots are "b_ForGenTrust_ForDis_Acculturation" and "b_PerTrust_ForDis_Acculturation." Chains are color-coded: orange, blue, purple, and another shade, labeled one through four.]

FIGURE 2
 Model 1’s trace plots.


According to the results, ForDis has a clear positive association with Chinese international students’ level of acculturation ([image: The image shows the mathematical notation "M" with the subscript "ForDis".] = 2.96 and [image: Italicized text reads "SForDis".]= 0.81). Meanwhile, generalized trust towards foreign society ForGenTrust has a positive moderating effect on this association (moderately reliable estimation) [image: Mathematical expression with italicized variables, showing parentheses containing \(M_{For}\), \(GenTrust\), \(ForDis\), with a multiplication symbol between the last two terms.]= 0.12 and [image: Text showing a mathematical formula: S subscript ForGenTrust multiplied by ForDis.] = 0.14). Personalized trust PerTrust has a clear negative moderating effect on the relationship [image: Mathematical expression showing \( M_{\text{PerTrust}*\text{ForDis}} \).] = − 0.29 and [image: Stylized text reads "S_{\text{PerTrust} * \text{ForDis}}" with italicized characters.]= 0.13). In Figure 3, it can be observed that the posterior distributions of ForDis are entirely on the positive side, and ForGenTrust*ForDis are mostly on the positive side, whereas PerTrust*ForDis are mostly on the negative side.

[image: Four graphs of probability distributions with modes and 90% High Posterior Density Intervals (HPDI). Top left: mode 27.4, HPDI 24.6 to 30.1, titled "a_Acculturation". Top right: mode 3, HPDI 1.62 to 4.27, titled "b_ForDis_Acculturation". Bottom left: mode 0.125, HPDI -0.0956 to 0.348, titled "b_ForGenTrust_ForDis_Acculturation". Bottom right: mode 0.285, HPDI -0.498 to 0.0719, titled "b_PerTrust_ForDis_Acculturation".]

FIGURE 3
 Model 1’s posterior distributions within 90% of highest posterior density intervals.




3.2 Effects of perceived domestic discrimination on reintegration worry: moderation by generalized and personalized trust

Here we test RQ 2—whether discrimination back in China predicts mental-health-related worries about staying vs. emigrating, and the moderating roles of trust. The PSIS diagnostic plot below indicates that all k values are lower than 0.5, indicating that Model 2 has a high goodness-of-fit with the current data (see Figure 4).

[image: Scatter plot titled "PSIS diagnostic plot" displays data points along the x-axis from 0 to 1000 and y-axis labeled "Pareto shape k" ranging from -0.20 to 0.10. Data points are scattered with no obvious pattern.]

FIGURE 4
 Model 2’s PSIS diagnostic plot.


The results of Model 2 are illustrated in Table 3. All simulated posterior coefficients show good convergence of model 2’s Markov chains (see Table 3) based on the effective sample size (n_eff > 1,000) and Gelman-Rubin shrink factor (Rhat = 1). Figure 5 is Model 2’s trace plots. Similar to the explanation in Model 1, the trace plots here also indicate good convergence of the Markov chains. The Gelman-Rubin-Brooks plots and the autocorrelation plots for Model 2 also show signs of good statistical reliability (see Figures A5, A6).



TABLE 3 Model 1’s simulated posteriors.
[image: Table showing four parameters with their respective mean, standard deviation, n_eff, and Rhat values. Constant has a mean of 3.43, standard deviation 0.13, n_eff 8,235, Rhat 1. DomDis has a mean of 0.34, standard deviation 0.06, n_eff 7,480, Rhat 1. DomGenTrust*DomDis has a mean of 0.05, standard deviation 0.01, n_eff 9,324, Rhat 1. PerTrust*DomDis has a mean of -0.13, standard deviation 0.01, n_eff 9,869, Rhat 1.]

[image: Four line plots display simulation chains for different variables. The top left plot shows "a_Worry" values, the top right shows "b_DomDis_Worry", the bottom left shows "b_DomGenTrust_DomDis_Worry", and the bottom right shows "b_PerTrust_DomDis_Worry". Each plot features four chains in colors orange, blue, purple, and another blue, representing chains 1 to 4. The x-axis ranges from 2000 to 5000 steps, while y-axes have variable ranges. Data shows oscillating patterns with distinct color-coded paths.]

FIGURE 5
 Model 2’s trace plots.


According to the results, perceived domestic discrimination from Chinese society DomDis has a clear positive association with Chinese returnees’ negative mental health impacts due to concerns about staying in China or emigrating ([image: Italicized mathematical expression "M" with a subscript "DomDis".] = 0.34 and [image: Text displaying the mathematical variable \( S_{\text{DomDis}} \).]= 0.06). Generalized trust towards domestic society DomGenTrust has a clear positive moderating effect on this association [image: Mathematical expression displaying \( (M_{\text{DomGenTrust}} \times \text{DomDis}) \).]= 0.05 and [image: Mathematical expression showing a variable \( S \) subscripted with \( \text{DomGenTrust} \times \text{DomDis} \).] = 0.01). Personalized trust PerTrust has a clear negative moderating effect on the relationship [image: Sorry, I can't provide an accurate description of the image content based on the provided text.] = − 0.13 and [image: Stylized text displaying "S_perTrust*DomDis" with italicized and subscript formatting.]= 0.01). In Figure 6, it can be observed that the posterior distributions of DomDis and DomGenTrus*DomDis are entirely on the positive side, and PerTrust*DomDis are entirely on the negative side.

[image: Four histograms show different distributions with modes and 90% highest posterior density intervals (HPDI) marked. Top left: "a_Worry" with mode 3.42, ranging 3.2 to 3.64. Top right: "b_DomDis_Worry" with mode 0.329, ranging 0.239 to 0.441. Bottom left: "b_DomGenTrust_DomDis_Worry" with mode 0.0448, ranging 0.0254 to 0.0663. Bottom right: "b_PerTrust_DomDis_Worry" with mode -0.133, ranging -0.152 to -0.113. Light blue bars depict frequency.]

FIGURE 6
 Model 2’s posterior distributions within 90% of highest posterior density intervals.





4 Discussion

The analysis results show that, in a foreign country’s environment, interestingly, the degree of acculturation and perceived discrimination has a positive association. Generalized trust positively moderates this association (moderately reliable estimation), while personalized trust has a negative moderating effect. In the domestic environment of China, perceived discrimination is positively associated with the degree of mental health problems induced by concerns about whether to stay in China or migrate away. Generalized trust positively moderates this association, while personalized trust negatively moderates it. In both environments, the magnitude of the moderating effect of personalized trust is higher than that of generalized trust.


4.1 The multi-layered influences of perceived discrimination and trust on social integration

The positive correlation between perceived discrimination and higher acculturation degree in the foreign social environment is an interesting result, which may seem a little strange at first glance and inconsistent with prior research findings regarding the negative association between discrimination and social integration (Okoye et al., 2023; Topa et al., 2023). However, when considering the realistic experiences of international students living in a foreign country, we can have explanations from both possible directions of the relationship. Among various aspects of acculturation, language and cultural proficiency, and social connections are two major factors (Hammer, 2017; Oppedal et al., 2004; Wang, 2023; Yoon et al., 2012). As international students become more proficient in the foreign language, they can also pick up more verbal and cultural practice nuances related to discrimination that low-language/culture-proficiency ones may not be aware of Gong et al. (2017). The expansion of social connections in the process of acculturation also increases the probability of being exposed to discriminative treatment, including in direct interactions with new encounters or through stories relayed by new acquaintances (Yoon et al., 2012). After all, when international students step out of college campuses to explore the host societies, it has been reported that international students are more likely to encounter racism and discrimination off campus than on campus (Hanassab, 2006). In the other possible direction of influence, perceived discrimination has been proven to induce a stronger desire to try to conform to the standard of the foreign collective (Branscombe et al., 1999; Yip et al., 2008). For many Chinese international students, many seek “cosmopolitan imagery”—referring to international students’ envisioning of an expansion of their perspectives, development transnational identities, and eliminations of both ethnocentrism and micro-aggressions directed at different national and cultural groups (Nam et al., 2024). Previous studies have proven that a strong sense of self-affirmation and autonomy (in this case, cosmopolitan imagery-seeking mentality) can reduce individual defensiveness, opening individuals to engaging more constructively with social adversity, even shifting perceptions of racism depending on context and group identity (Adams et al., 2006; Sherman and Cohen, 2002). Therefore, those who are in pursuit of cosmopolitan imagery could see this as a challenge, promoting greater efforts to fit in. This is also in alignment with the evolutionary standpoint on social conformity rooted in natural survival pressure for humans as a social species (Berns et al., 2005; Boyd and Richerson, 1982; Claidière and Whiten, 2012; Konrad and Morath, 2012).

In the domestic social environment after returning, the positive correlation between perceived discrimination and the degree of mental health problems induced by concerns about whether to stay in China or migrate away is a rather intuitive result. Here, due to the nature of perceived mental burden being on the outcome side of related psychological processes, we can interpret an influence direction from perceived discrimination to the likelihood of such worries. Being discriminated against upon returning to one’s home country can feel like a betrayal in the minds of returnees, causing mental distress among returnees (Jin et al., 2024b). Unfortunately, the political and socioeconomic situations of China in the post-COVID-19 time may further escalate the negative perceptions from the collective towards returnees, and vice versa (Bhattacharya, 2019; Catalano and Wang, 2021; Jin and Wang, 2022; Leutert, 2018; Tao, 2021). Unlike the case of foreign society, Chinese returnees already possess their native language proficiency and pre-established social networks in China. Thus, conflicts of values within one’s mind can lead to confusion about the sense of belonging and corresponding behavioral planning or action (Jin and Wang, 2022). These concerns in terms of social reintegration are expressed as a higher degree of burden on one’s mental health about settling on a suitable living environment in the near future – whether to stay or to leave.

Generalized trust and personalized trust influence the relationship between perceived discrimination and social integration differently. In the case of foreign society, generalized trust may help increase the volume of the information channels between the individual and other interacting people (Putnam, 2000; Quigley, 1996). This in turn can lessen the negative meanings attached to observations of perceived discrimination and is consistent with prior research on the link between generalized trust and discrimination (Nannestad, 2008; Uslaner, 2002; Welch et al., 2005). Generalized trust in itself is also inherently a form of positive meaning toward the general public, which directly helps increase the willingness to integrate into said collective (Portes and Sensenbrenner, 1993). Personalized trust, on the other hand, indicates a higher capacity of information channels connected to one’s close social circle due to the higher default perceived value of received information from such contacts. In the context of Chinese international students, a strongly attached close social circle may exhibit the ingroup-outgroup effect (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel and Turner, 1979). Due to the highly reinforced ingroup’s collective perceptions, perceived discrimination from the outgroup (here: the foreign society) is heightened and its negative implications are exacerbated. This line of thought is also referred to as an “echo chamber” in communication studies (Ulen, 2001), aligning with former studies on the effect of group mentality on discrimination, especially racial discrimination between the host country and immigrant groups (Brewer, 1999; Delhey and Newton, 2005; Nyhan and Reifler, 2010; Simonsen, 2016; Uslaner, 2017; Yamagishi and Yamagishi, 1994).

In Chinese society, especially urban areas, social trust is generally perceived to be low due to various reasons (Dong et al., 2018; Jiang et al., 2020). For Chinese international students with transnational in-between identities, those leaning towards the China side might inherit such a social reality to exhibit lower social trust toward strangers and the public in Chinese society. Conversely, students who demonstrate a stronger trust in the domestic public (especially towards strangers) may indicate a greater level of acculturation in the West during their overseas studies. After all, Chinese public has a lower social trust level compared to the West (Torpe and Lolle, 2011). Now that Chinese society has shifted towards cultural conservatism, reflected by a more aggressive diplomatic stance, centralized government control, and labor rights infringement amid low economic growth (Blanchette and Medeiros, 2022; CEIC, 2024; Iida, 2020; IMF, 2023; Zhao, 2023), upon returning to China, the highly acculturated and liberalized returnees are facing such a social reality that is in sharp contrast to their transnational identity formed overseas. Prior studies have indicated that mental distresses such as identity conflicts, cognitive dissonances, and perceived stigmatization by the public can cause severe mental health issues among Chinese returnees (Jin et al., 2024a; Jin et al., 2024b; Jin et al., 2024c; Jin et al., 2024d), especially during the escalation of cybernationalism and xenophobic sentiments. When these sentiments eventually turned into two hate crimes against foreigners in 2024 (AP News, 2024; CNN, 2024), liberalized returnees’ mental health conditions could be worsened. In addition, they might feel a higher level of betrayal, and thus increase their worries about whether they should reintegrate or choose the migration option (Jin et al., 2024c; Jin et al., 2024b), because in this case, the general public is their own country’s people to which they have some form of national and racial identity attachment. And this carries different mental values compared to the people of a foreign country (Klest et al., 2019; Platt and Freyd, 2015). Personalized trust, on the other hand, is suggested to mitigate the negative effect of domestic discrimination on returnees’ reintegration concerns. A strong positive connection to one’s close social circle within one’s own country may help shelter from or buffer the negativity of discrimination from the public (Dailey et al., 2023; Kawachi and Berkman, 2001). Unlike the case of migrant ingroup living in a foreign country which likely reinforces discriminative perceptions, a close social circle of one’s home country belongs to the same national collective group, offering social support from peers, friends, and family, which has been proven effective in mitigating culture shock/reverse culture shock’s impact (such as value conflicts in returnees’ minds) on individual’s mental distress (Furnham, 2019; Li and Peng, 2019; Sippel et al., 2015).

Figure 7 helps visualize the information interactions in the scenarios of this study. Here, trust serves as a form of information reception compatibility – in other words, higher receptivity toward information coming from the corresponding trusted source. Thus, trust can serve as a psychological mechanism for expanding or strengthening the information channels between the individual and the source. Note that for the case of generalized trust (red arrow), such channels are often temporary and encounter-based (dotted blue frame), carrying a low or negligible degree of social commitment. Meanwhile, personalized trust (green arrow) is applied to well-established channels (lined blue frame), often accompanied by relationship commitment, emotional attachment, and individual responsibility. In the case of foreign society, the close social circle and the general social environment would have little overlap; while in the case of domestic society, the close social circle would lie almost completely within the general social environment. Our study shows how the non-linear information flow can cause group-based perceptions to affect how individuals react differently to the negative received information from the general public (in this case: perceived discrimination).

[image: Diagram showing an individual's social dynamics with a yellow circle labeled "Individual." Lines extend to a red circle, "General Social Environment," and a green circle, "Close Social Circle." Arrows represent personalized trust (green), generalized trust (red), negative information reception (black), and group-based perceptions (purple). Information channels are indicated by dotted lines.]

FIGURE 7
 Visualization of the information interactions related to two different types of trust.




4.2 Implications

The findings from this study have several important implications for understanding the experiences of Chinese international student returnees in both foreign and domestic contexts, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. First of all, given the nuanced role of personalized trust, it is suggested that educational institutions overseas might consider offering diverse and integrative orientation programs rather than simply relying on co-national-based social networks such as Chinese student alumni or associations to help Chinese international students smooth their integration, which has been substantiated by prior studies (Bender et al., 2019; Cao et al., 2018). On the other hand, Chinese colleges and workplaces should offer more mentor-mentee programs, along with other reentry support programs to bridge the cultural gap between returnees and domestic workers to lower the mental distress during their reintegration. Prior research has indicated the need and effectiveness of such programs for youth during orientation and acculturation (Arouca, 2013; DuBois et al., 2011). Lastly, the findings suggest that generalized trust plays a significant role in how individuals navigate social integration and respond to discrimination. Policy makers can therefore prioritize fostering environments that promote generalized trust—such as through transparent governance, inclusive public discourse, and equitable institutional practices—to enhance social cohesion and reduce the adverse impact of discrimination on returnees. Building generalized trust not only supports individual psychological well-being and adaptive coping but also contributes to a more resilient, inclusive, and globally engaged society in the post-pandemic era. Further research into strategies to build and maintain generalized trust within communities could offer additional insights into improving the experiences of international students and returnees.



4.3 Limitations

The study is not without limitations. First of all, the study is based on an online survey of WeChat users, which inevitably excluded those returnees who do not use WeChat as their social media platform. The present study examined self-reported data, which might be subject to some degree of personal biases, especially regarding sensitive topics such as discrimination, trust, and emigration, given the sociopolitical contexts that the participants might have consciously or subconsciously considered. Furthermore, regarding the multifaceted psychological pathways of interpersonal relationships, qualitative studies, longitudinal approaches, and psychosocial experiments are needed to better understand the complex interactions between perceived discrimination, trust, and acculturation. Samples of populations from other regions/countries will also help update the patterns found in the present study. Furthermore, our data were collected between October 2023 and January 2024—by which time most COVID-19 restrictions had been lifted—so the discrimination and trust dynamics we observed may underrepresent the acute, crisis-driven reentry challenges (e.g., strict quarantines, heightened xenophobia) faced by those who returned during the 2020–22 peak. We also did not stratify respondents by their year of return (e.g., early-2020 vs. late-2023 cohorts), limiting our ability to examine how reacculturation experiences evolved across pandemic stages. Future research should use stratified or longitudinal designs, as well as qualitative interviews to offer deeper insights into this research topic.
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Transnational education (TNE) creates a dynamic intercultural space where students, staff, managers, and regulators engage with diverse norms, expectations, and institutional practices across borders. The intercultural challenges embedded in TNE remain underexplored in both research and policy. This study introduces the Triple-A TNE Partnership Framework—agility, adaptability, and alignment—as an empirically grounded conceptual model for navigating these complexities. Drawing on a multi-source dataset—123 student surveys, 67 responses from staff, managers, and regulators, 55 parent surveys, 108 regulatory TNE review reports, and 12 in-depth interviews—this study examines how institutions respond to disruption, negotiate structural differences, and manage competing priorities. Agility supports timely, trust-building responses to change. Adaptability enables context-sensitive teaching, assessment, and governance. Alignment fosters coherence among institutional goals, stakeholder roles, and incentive systems. Together, these capabilities offer a practical and theoretically grounded approach to intercultural engagement. The findings also highlight the need for formal institutional support for those delivering TNE. The Triple-A framework provides institutions and regulators with a clear foundation for building successful and sustainable TNE partnerships in an increasingly complex and interconnected global landscape.
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1 Introduction

Transnational education (TNE), which enables students to pursue foreign degrees while remaining in their home country or region, has become a key pillar of global higher education. Defined as the cross-border mobility of academic programs and institutions, TNE encompasses various models, such as dual degrees and international branch campuses (IBCs) (Knight, 2016). More than 333 international campuses have been established worldwide, set up by 39 home countries in 83 host countries (Cross-Border Education Research Team, 2023). This expansion reflects a growing demand for accessible and flexible international education opportunities. The UK, a leader in TNE, reported 606,485 TNE students in 228 countries and territories for the 2022–23 academic year, supported by 173 higher education providers (Universities UK, 2025). Similarly, countries like Australia, the UK, and the USA have leveraged TNE as both an educational initiative and an economic strategy. For example, TNE programs in the UK alone generated £2.4 billion in revenue in 2021 (Department for Education, 2024). Beyond its economic impact, TNE plays a significant role in addressing institutional gaps in regions with limited higher education opportunities. For instance, countries like Sri Lanka have strategically used TNE to expand access to quality education, which has resulted in rapid enrolment growth in recent years.

TNE fosters a dynamic intercultural space where students, staff, and institutions navigate the complexities of differing norms, expectations, and practices between sending and host countries. This interplay of global and local dynamics highlights the need for robust frameworks to address tensions and promote sustainable partnerships. To meet these challenges, this study introduces the Triple-A TNE Partnership framework, built on the pillars of agility, adaptability, and alignment. Following a literature review, I describe the study’s methodology, outline the framework, and present findings on intercultural challenges related to its three pillars. The article further situates these findings within existing theories to offer practical insights into how TNE partnerships can overcome intercultural challenges and achieve long-term sustainability.



2 Literature review


2.1 Defining TNE

Transnational higher education (TNHE, but more commonly known as TNE) broadly refers to the cross-border mobility of higher education programs and institutions. It allows students to obtain foreign qualifications while remaining in their home country or region (Knight, 2016; Carter, 2024). Despite variations in national regulatory frameworks, there is consensus that TNE entails offshore program delivery and international collaboration (Council of Europe, 2002; OECD, 2012). Table 1 presents how major international organizations and selected countries define TNE.



TABLE 1 Definitions of transnational education (TNE) by international organizations and nations.
[image: Table listing international organizations/nations alongside their definitions of Transnational Education (TNE). Entities include the Council of Europe, OECD, Australia, British Council, Ministry of Education of China, German Academic Exchange Service, India's University Grants Commission, New Zealand Ministry of Education, and the International Higher Education Commission. Each entry provides a unique perspective on TNE, such as cross-border education, collaborative programs, or international campuses.]

Across these definitions, shared principles include cross-border delivery, institutional quality assurance, and expanding access to globally recognized qualifications. While some systems centralize oversight (e.g., China), others such as the United States operate institutionally rather than through national frameworks (Branch, 2018).



2.2 Typologies and models of TNE

TNE operates through a range of models, most notably IBCs, franchising, validation, joint/dual degrees, joint colleges/institutes, and online learning (see Table 2 for a summary). Knight (2016) distinguishes between independent and collaborative TNE, a typology refined by Knight and McNamara (2017) and challenged by Tran et al. (2023), who argue for a continuum model that captures growing hybridity in TNE (Table 2).



TABLE 2 Typologies of TNE delivery models (adapted from Knight, 2016; Tran et al., 2023).
[image: A table detailing various educational program models. The columns are labeled Model, Description, and Example. Models include Branch Campus, Franchise, Twinning, Joint Degree, Dual Degree, Online and Distance Learning, and Validation. Examples are Monash Malaysia, University of London International Programs, UK-India twinning schemes, Ghent-led European MSc program, Tsinghua–Yale dual MPH–MA program, Open University, and RMIT Vietnam partnerships. Descriptions explain how each model operates, such as through offshore campuses, local partnerships, or online platforms.]

Tsiligiris (2025) also notes a shift toward more complex and advanced forms of TNE that require greater strategic alignment, institutional investment, and intercultural competence. As TNE models evolve, universities are expected to deepen local partnerships while maintaining global academic standards and thereby to position TNE as a key site of internationalization.


2.2.1 Independent TNE

Independent TNE models, particularly in their more centralized forms, are characterized by the sending institution’s full control over academic provision and governance. These arrangements often take the form of IBCs, franchising agreements, or distance learning programs, in which local partners have limited involvement in curriculum design or quality assurance. For example, Monash University Malaysia—established in 1998 through a joint venture with the Sunway Group—became wholly owned by Monash University in 2020, consolidating its academic and operational oversight. Similarly, Lancaster University Leipzig operates as a branch campus of Lancaster University in the UK. While Lancaster retains academic control over its degree programs, Navitas delivers the Lancaster-accredited foundation program and manages non-academic services such as facilities, student recruitment, and administrative support. These models help ensure brand consistency and uphold academic standards, but they may struggle to respond quickly to local educational contexts and cultural differences (Knight and McNamara, 2017).



2.2.2 Collaborative TNE

Collaborative models involve substantial co-development and co-governance between partner institutions. This includes joint curriculum design, teaching, and shared governance boards. Xi’an Jiaotong–Liverpool University and NYU Shanghai exemplify high-integration models with cross-cultural staffing and joint management. These partnerships are lauded for fostering mutual capacity building and contextual relevance (Tran et al., 2023), but they must also navigate complex regulatory differences, cultural expectations, and divergent standards of academic practice (Lane et al., 2024).



2.2.3 Continuum of TNE models

In reality, many TNE initiatives fall between the extremes of independent and collaborative models. A continuum approach better captures the evolving nature of partnerships, which may become more or less collaborative over time in response to shifting strategic priorities or external pressures (Kosmützky and Putty, 2016). For instance, franchised programs may gradually shift toward joint degrees, and centrally controlled branch campuses may increase local stakeholder involvement. This fluidity highlights the need for a flexible, nuanced framework for analyzing TNE arrangements.




2.3 Intercultural challenges in TNE

A key yet under-theorized dimension of TNE lies in its intercultural interface—between students, staff, and institutional partners. The term “intercultural” is often taken to mean national cultural differences, but in practice, individuals navigate overlapping and shifting identities—ethnic, institutional, linguistic, and professional. These layered identities defy simple binaries and complicate assumptions about cultural categories (Wang, 2018; Wang, 2023).

Recent scholarship has moved away from essentialist views of culture toward what Dervin (2016, 2023) calls a realist interculturality approach. Rather than treating culture as a static attribute, this approach focuses on how people experience, interpret, and navigate difference in real-world contexts. Building on this stance, the present study does not predefine intercultural challenges but instead analyzes how stakeholders describe and respond to them.

In this article, “intercultural” refers to the dynamic and situated interactions across cultural, institutional, and linguistic boundaries within TNE settings. Unlike international students who relocate abroad, TNE students typically remain in their home countries. As a result, they often lack immersive cross-cultural experiences while still encountering the expectations of a foreign academic model. Despite their growing numbers, these students remain relatively under-researched (Carter, 2024; Mittelmeier et al., 2024; Lane et al., 2025).

Empirical and audit data from this study—as well as prior work such as Dai and Garcia (2019)—show that TNE students experience identity shifts, institutional friction, and varying degrees of agency. These emerge as they navigate divergent pedagogical traditions, misaligned expectations, and limited cross-cultural exposure. The UK’s Quality Assurance Agency (QAA, 2020) emphasizes the persistent challenge of balancing the principles of the awarding institution with respect for local cultures. Similarly, Heffernan et al. (2010) and Montgomery (2014) highlight issues such as learning style mismatch and limited adaptation of fly-in faculty.

Tensions in TNE are not limited to pedagogy. Hill et al. (2014) document significant micro-level tensions in collaborative partnerships, including disagreements over fee structures, marketing responsibilities, staff roles, and quality assurance processes. Malaysian students, they note, often value the branding of UK degrees more than their local academic relevance, while institutional managers focus on managing practical challenges such as scheduling, cost-sharing, and quality standards. These findings reflect not just operational misalignment but deeper divergences in goals and understandings of what constitutes a successful partnership.

The literature also shows that even minor cultural nuances can produce sharply contrasting perceptions (Yeo and Yoo, 2019). Such differences affect communication, decision-making, and classroom dynamics. To provide a more holistic account of these dynamics, this study integrated perspectives from students, academic and administrative staff, institutional managers, regulators, and parents. It then developed the Triple-A TNE Partnership framework, which conceptualizes agility, adaptability, and alignment as key institutional capabilities for engaging with these intercultural complexities in effective, sustainable ways.



2.4 Theoretical frameworks in TNE

As TNE continues to expand and evolve, the need for strong theoretical foundations to explain how cross-border educational partnerships are formed, governed, and sustained has become increasingly apparent. Scholars have approached TNE with a range of perspectives—including institutional strategy, risk management, partnership dynamics, student experience, intercultural engagement, and national positioning. This section synthesizes key contributions from the literature and lays the groundwork for the Triple-A Framework introduced in this study.


2.4.1 Risk, legitimacy, and institutional strategy

Foundational work in TNE often focuses on institutional risk and strategic positioning. Healey (2015) proposed a “4F” typology of TNE models: distance learning, IBCs, franchising, and validation—each presenting varying degrees of reputational, operational, and financial risk. Wilkins and Huisman (2012) apply institutional theory to explain how “institutional distance”—differences in regulation, norms, and culture—can impact perceptions of legitimacy in cross-border partnerships. Wilkins (2016) extends this view by using a strategy tripod model, integrating institutional, industry, and resource-based considerations to inform internationalization decisions.

However, critics urge caution. Rumbley et al. (2012) argue that institutions often underestimate the challenges of operational complexity and market unpredictability. Altbach (2010) notes that many IBCs lack the full academic infrastructure of their parent campuses and questions whether they can truly replicate the home university experience. Tsiligiris and Hill (2021) advocate a “prospective quality” approach, suggesting that student characteristics and contextual factors should be evaluated early in program development—with proactive design prioritized over reactive assurance.



2.4.2 Partnership dynamics and intercultural governance

Scholars increasingly emphasize the importance of relationships and cultural responsiveness in TNE. Caruana and Montgomery (2015) discuss how shifting roles, institutional identities, and power dynamics shape the evolution of partnerships. Montgomery (2014) introduces the notion of “transnational positionality,” where academic actors constantly navigate multiple systems and expectations. These perspectives appreciate trust, mutual understanding, and dialogue.

Shams (2016) advocates for a dual strategy of standardization and adaptation (StandAdapt) that enables institutions to maintain academic consistency while respecting local norms. He also promotes cultural management strategies that engage with local beliefs, assumptions, and practices. Ziguras (2008) critiques the homogenizing tendencies of global education, showing how the drive for uniformity can erode culturally embedded teaching traditions. Similar concerns are raised by Eldridge and Cranston (2009), McBurnie and Ziguras (2006), and Wallace and Dunn (2013), all of whom argue for more inclusive and context-sensitive forms of governance in TNE.



2.4.3 Service quality and the student experience

A growing body of research addresses how students experience and evaluate TNE provision. Zheng and Ouyang (2023) apply the SERVQUAL model alongside transformative learning theory to explore how students assess academic support and institutional responsiveness across borders. Their findings suggest that perceptions of quality extend beyond the curriculum to include the effectiveness of support systems that facilitate academic and intercultural transitions. Hill et al. (2014) add that in some contexts, such as Malaysia, students may prioritize the symbolic value of foreign credentials over localized academic experiences and thus reinforce brand perceptions.

Nevertheless, gaps in governance remain. Carter (2024) points out that the student voice is often more rhetorical than real. Despite formal mechanisms for representation, students in TNE contexts frequently feel sidelined from meaningful participation in decision-making. This raises concerns about symbolic inclusion and prompts institutions to reconsider how they engage students as partners in cross-border provision.



2.4.4 Critical perspectives on communication and power

Critical approaches draw attention to how power and communication shape TNE relationships. Djerasimovic (2014) uses discourse theory and Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic capital to demonstrate how implicit hierarchies embedded in institutional structures often marginalize local perspectives. Branch (2018) compiles critiques of commercialization, inadequate oversight, and reputational risk in deregulated TNE environments.

IBCs have come under particular scrutiny. Altbach (2010) likens many to “spartan office complexes” lacking the vibrancy and resources of home campuses. Naidoo (2010) contends that market-driven TNE can dilute academic integrity. The closure of UNSW’s Singapore campus in 2007, reported in Cohen (2007), exemplifies the challenges of misaligned projections and expectations. Although the university did not officially disclose losses, estimates placed them in the millions of Australian dollars. The case underscores the importance of local alignment, realistic planning, and sustainable governance.



2.4.5 Country branding and national educational identity

Wilkins et al. (2025) offer a framework for understanding how national educational brand authenticity influences institutional reputation in TNE. Their study finds that consistency in curriculum, staffing, and messaging fosters trust among students and reinforces a university’s credibility. National branding plays a strategic role in shaping how TNE provision is received and sustained in host markets.



2.4.6 Summary and rationale for the Triple-A framework

Together, these frameworks allow insight into the strategic, relational, and intercultural dimensions of TNE. However, they often focus on individual elements—such as risk, legitimacy, or governance—without integrating them into a coherent model of institutional practice. Several issues remain unresolved:

	• the dominance of IBC-focused research (Escriva-Beltran et al., 2019), with less attention paid to joint/dual programs, franchises, and hybrid models;
	• a lack of integration between strategic and intercultural theories; and
	• limited exploration of institutional capabilities that connect governance, responsiveness, and sustainability.

To address these issues, this study developed the Triple-A TNE Partnership Framework, inductively derived from empirical data—including interviews, surveys, and regulatory documents—and identifies three interconnected capabilities:

• agility, or the ability to respond quickly and effectively to change without sacrificing quality;

• adaptability, or the capacity to recalibrate academic and operational practices in response to local cultural and regulatory environments; and

	• alignment, or the coordination of institutional goals, governance structures, and communication mechanisms by partners.

Conceptually inspired by Lee’s (2004) Triple-A framework in global supply chain management, these dimensions emerged from real-world data rather than being imposed in advance. They form a bridge between intercultural theory, strategic management, and organizational governance and are explored in the Findings section.





3 Methodology

This study was part of a larger project examining successes, challenges, and opportunities in TNE. To build a rich and contextually grounded understanding of intercultural challenges in TNE, a triangulated data collection strategy was employed. Three sources of data were exploited: (1) 245 survey responses from TNE stakeholders, (2) 108 publicly available regulator review and audit reports, and (3) 12 in-depth interviews. This multi-strand design allowed for a comparative and inductive analysis, with each dataset offering a distinct perspective on how intercultural dynamics are experienced and managed in TNE settings. University names are anonymized in the findings, except where they appear in publicly available regulator’s TNE review and audit reports.


3.1 Data collection


3.1.1 Surveys

Surveys formed the first strand of data collection and were designed to capture perspectives from three stakeholder groups: students, institutional stakeholders, and parents. Each group received a tailored version of the survey to ensure clarity, contextual relevance, and appropriateness of tone. The instruments were piloted with a small sample and refined based on feedback to enhance accessibility and consistency.

Administered via Qualtrics, the surveys were disseminated through a combination of social media, email, and offline outreach using the author’s personal and professional networks. A snowball sampling strategy was adopted to maximize reach across a diverse range of TNE contexts. The survey reached over 1,000 potential participants globally and yielded 245 valid responses: 123 from students, 67 from institutional stakeholders, and 55 from parents. Respondents were based in 23 countries/regions, including Australia, mainland China, Cyprus, France, Germany, Greece, Hong Kong, India, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Malaysia, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Switzerland, Turkey, the UAE, the UK, the USA, and Vietnam. The overall response rate was approximately 25%, which aligns with expected norms for open, voluntary surveys in international higher education contexts. Full versions of the survey instruments are included in Appendices A–C.

Institutional stakeholders were grouped into five categories: academic staff, administrators, managers, regulators, and other. While Tran et al. (2023) offer a more expansive typology of TNE stakeholders—including host country governments, academic and non-academic staff from both home and host institutions, expatriates, students, quality assurance agencies, and employers—this broader framework was pragmatically adapted for the purposes of this study.

Academic staff included both expatriate and locally employed personnel from home and host institutions and encompassed teaching and academic support roles. Administrators referred to operational staff engaged in program coordination and delivery. Managers included individuals in strategic or leadership roles responsible for TNE provision—ranging from joint program managers to senior campus leaders such as deans, heads of school, and campus directors. Job titles varied in institutions but included vice-chancellor, provost, rector, or other chief executive roles, depending on the institutional structure and context. Regulators comprised individuals from national quality assurance agencies or ministries of education and offered policy-level insights and oversight perspectives. The “other” category captured stakeholders whose roles did not fit neatly into the primary classifications but who were nonetheless involved in or closely connected to TNE operations, such as consultants and affiliated partners.

Among the 67 institutional stakeholder respondents, participants were drawn from 12 host countries and regions (mainland China, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Singapore, the UAE, Qatar, Japan, India, Cyprus, Greece, Sri Lanka, and Germany) and six home countries (the UK, Australia, the USA, France, Canada, and China). The sample included 17 respondents in partnership-facing roles (e.g., joint program or joint institute directors), 12 in senior leadership positions (e.g., campus heads, rectors, provosts), and 33 academic staff: 14 based at host institutions, 11 at home institutions, and 8 expatriates who had relocated from a third country to work in a TNE setting. In addition, five respondents were regulators from national agencies or education ministries.

While the survey addressed a range of topics, this study was focused on two questions related to intercultural engagement:

	1. What are the biggest intercultural challenges you have encountered while studying in this TNE program/ in your role within the TNE program(s) /supporting your child’s TNE education? (open-ended)
	2. Have you received any guidance or support to navigate intercultural challenges? (multiple choice)

	• Yes, and it has been helpful
	• Yes, but it could be improved
	• No, I have not received support
	• Not applicable

Open-ended responses were analyzed thematically using NVivo, following an inductive, bottom-up coding approach to identify recurring patterns. Descriptive analysis of the multiple-choice responses provided further insight into perceptions of the availability and effectiveness of institutional support.



3.1.2 Regulator review and audit reports

The second strand of data drew on 108 publicly available TNE review and audit reports published by the UK QAA and covering 85 institutional partnerships in nine countries/regions. While these reports were primarily designed for quality assurance purposes, they offered rich insight into the intercultural dynamics and operational complexities that arise in the delivery of TNE. A full list of reports is included in Appendix D.

After systematic coding adapted from the approach of Stafford and Taylor (2016), 1,069 concerns were identified in the reports. The analysis was guided by textual markers commonly associated with evaluative or critical commentary, such as however, recommend, and recommendation. These concerns were categorized into five overarching thematic areas (Table 3).



TABLE 3 Distribution of concerns by thematic category in QAA TNE review and audit reports.
[image: Table listing themes of concerns with percentages and number of concerns. Academic oversight and QA: 34%, 364 concerns. Assessment and feedback: 26%, 278 concerns. Staff capacity and development: 18%, 193 concerns. Student engagement and voice: 12%, 128 concerns. Communication and branding: 10%, 106 concerns. Total concerns: 100%, 1,069.]

The categories in the table reflect issues that frequently emerge when implementing UK-based academic standards in culturally and structurally diverse settings.

Examples from the reports illustrate recurring challenges—such as misaligned policies, delays in staff approvals, insufficient contextualization of learning materials, and unclear assessment feedback—that often stem from intercultural disconnects. One such instance read:

 Many external examiners have commented on the good quality of feedback to students. However, students who spoke to the review team described their feedback as at best variable. Staff are aware of the fact that feedback to students is at times inadequate, referring to cultural differences in expectations on feedback… Lancaster is recommended to consider how to meet the expectations of its students at Sunway regarding feedback on their assessments. (QAA Review: Lancaster University and Sunway University, Malaysia, 2019. Emphasis added).



The findings offered a regulatory lens through which to examine the structural and cultural frictions in TNE. When combined with the more grounded, practice-based perspectives gathered from surveys and interviews, the audit reports added depth to and allowed triangulation for the overall analysis.



3.1.3 Interviews

The final strand of data collection involved 12 unstructured interviews with TNE stakeholders, including students, staff, and parents. Interviews ranged from 20 to 50 min in duration and were conducted either in person or online, depending on participant availability (Table 4).



TABLE 4 Interviewee list by role, country, and institutional context.
[image: Table listing international academic roles and partnerships. Columns include serial number, role, country, institution type, nature of institution, and nature of transnational education partnership. Roles range from chief executive in the UK to president in Greece. Institution types vary between branch campus, home, and host, with partnerships like joint venture, wholly owned subsidiary, and franchise.]

Interview data revealed important contextual nuances, particularly around institutional culture, learning environments, and the day-to-day experience of navigating cultural differences. These perspectives both triangulated and deepened the themes emerging from the surveys and QAA reports. Interviews were thematically analyzed using an inductive coding process in NVivo, with attention paid to both convergences and divergences among stakeholder groups.




3.2 Data integration and analytical approach

The three data sources were analyzed thematically using an inductive, comparative approach with the assistance of NVivo software. Initial coding was conducted independently for each dataset and allowed themes to emerge directly from the data without imposing a preexisting framework. As the analysis progressed, codes were compared across datasets to identify shared concepts, recurring patterns, and points of divergence.

This process led to three core dimensions that consistently appeared in the three datasets: institutional and interpersonal agility, adaptability to local and cultural contexts, and alignment between partner expectations, systems, and practices. While these dimensions were derived inductively from the data, their resonance with Lee’s (2004) Triple-A supply chain framework offered a valuable conceptual bridge. In this study, the framework has been adapted to the TNE context; agility, adaptability, and alignment are reinterpreted as institutional mechanisms for navigating and responding to intercultural challenges.

To strengthen the credibility of the analysis, a second coder independently reviewed a sample of each dataset using the emerging framework. Discrepancies were discussed and resolved collaboratively, and refinements were made to the coding definitions and thematic boundaries. This iterative process helped ensure conceptual clarity and analytical rigor.

The findings that follow are structured around the adapted Triple-A framework. They draw together evidence from the surveys, audit reports, and interviews to explore how TNE institutions manage the complexities of intercultural engagement in diverse partnership settings.




4 Findings: intercultural challenges and the Triple-A framework

This section presents the empirical findings and introduces the Triple-A—alignment, adaptability, and agility—TNE Partnership Framework as a grounded, data-driven model for understanding how institutions navigate intercultural complexity in TNE. The framework emerged inductively from a thematic analysis of 123 open-ended student surveys, 67 surveys with academic and professional staff, senior managers, and regulators, 55 parent surveys, 108 regulator TNE review reports, and 12 stakeholder interviews. Rather than being imposed from preexisting theory, the framework crystallized from recurring patterns observed in the reported experiences of diverse TNE participants.

Alignment, adaptability, and agility are presented not as linear stages but as interconnected and mutually reinforcing capabilities. Institutions draw on them simultaneously and dynamically in response to intercultural complexity. Figure 1 illustrates how these capabilities can intersect to support resilient, equitable, and context-sensitive TNE partnerships.

[image: Venn diagram with three overlapping circles representing "Agile," "Aligned," and "Adaptable." The central intersection is labeled "Triple-A TNE" in a yellow circle, indicating the integration of all three concepts.]

FIGURE 1
 The Triple-A TNE Partnership Framework: alignment, adaptability, and agility as interconnected capabilities for intercultural effectiveness in TNE (each dimension strengthens and supports the others in practice. These are not steps in a sequence but overlapping lenses through which institutions make sense of and respond to intercultural dynamics).


Each data point was coded under one primary theme (alignment, adaptability, or agility) to avoid duplication. In the thematic distribution, 42% of coded examples centered on alignment, followed by 35% on adaptability and 23% on agility. This pattern offers insight into the scale and nature of intercultural tensions: Agility was often required in urgent or disruptive contexts, adaptability in ongoing curricular or regulatory recalibrations, and alignment in strategic negotiations, governance structures, and role definitions.

A consistently cross-cutting theme was the lack of formal institutional support to help stakeholders navigate intercultural challenges. Among surveyed participants, 41% of students, 70% of host institution staff, 71% of home institution staff in fly-in or seconded roles, 74% of expatriate staff (who relocated from one country to deliver a program in a second country for a degree awarded by a third), and 38% of parents reported receiving no intercultural support. Where support did exist, it was typically described as minimal, ad hoc, or symbolic—often limited to a single induction session or left to individual initiative. This absence of systematic provision contributed to a sense of institutional neglect and reinforced a perception that intercultural challenges were personal burdens rather than shared organizational responsibilities.

The following subsections analyze each of the three capabilities in turn, exploring how institutions enacted—or failed to enact—these strategies in different settings. Each subsection presents thematic subcategories, illustrative quotes, and real-world cases to provide analytical depth and insight into how intercultural challenges materialize in practice and what institutional behaviors are required to address them effectively.


4.1 Alignment: harmonizing goals, roles, and incentives

Alignment was the most frequently cited source of tension and the most consequential when neglected. This tension was not only operational; it was often strategic and cultural. It originated from mismatches in institutional priorities, power distributions, and accountability models.


4.1.1 Conflicting and evolving institutional priorities

A central intercultural challenge in TNE is balancing financial imperatives with academic missions. As institutions from different national and organizational contexts come together, their strategic goals may diverge—particularly if local market conditions or political pressures shift over time.


Excerpt 1: We have to be financially profitable, not just break even… but our university partner prioritizes other things. (president, Greek private partner, survey response)
 


4.1.1.1 Example 1: a leading Australian university in Singapore

In 2004, a leading Australian university was invited by Singapore’s Economic Development Board to establish the nation’s first comprehensive international university. The campus opened in March 2007 with the shared ambition of positioning Singapore as a global education hub. However, by May 2007—just 2 months later—the university announced its closure, with operations ceasing by the end of June. The key issue was that financial expectations were misaligned. The university’s projections overestimated local demand and underestimated the competitiveness of Singapore’s higher education market. Despite the academic potential, the venture proved financially unsustainable. According to a senior TNE manager at the home university (survey response and interview), the failure stemmed from a lack of contextual market analysis and an inability to adapt business strategy to local realities. The case underscores the importance of aligning financial models with host country needs to support long-term viability.



4.1.1.2 Example 2: a world class U.S. university’s liberal arts collaboration

Another case of shifting priorities unfolded in a partnership between a prestigious U.S. university and a top Singaporean institution. The joint liberal arts college, launched in 2011, was celebrated as a pioneering initiative—introducing U.S.-style education to Southeast Asia and receiving substantial government backing. Initially successful, the college attracted high-caliber students and academic acclaim. However, in 2021, the host institution announced its intention to dissolve the partnership, with operations set to end in 2025. The U.S. university expressed disappointment at the unexpected decision. The rationale provided by the host institution pointed to evolving national priorities: a desire to broaden access, reduce exclusivity, and integrate liberal arts elements into a larger institutional framework. The end of government seed funding and the financial challenges of running a small, elite college also contributed.


Excerpt 2: We were quite surprised when the decision to close the college was announced. The partnership had been successful, but it’s clear the [host university]‘s priorities shifted toward making education more accessible and aligning with national goals. (senior administrator at the Singapore university).
 

These cases reflect a recurring theme: misalignment not just between sending and host institutions but between evolving academic and commercial priorities on both sides. While partners often recognize the need for financial sustainability, differences arise in how they weigh academic integrity, market positioning, and commercial viability—especially under shifting policy landscapes, funding models, or leadership. Tensions can surface when enrolment or revenue targets are missed and raise questions about accountability and risk-sharing. In other instances, institutional goals evolve over time, but without structured opportunities to revisit and realign shared objectives, partnerships drift apart. Where formal mechanisms for dialogue and adjustment are lacking, trust and joint commitment prove difficult to sustain. By contrast, partnerships that embed flexible governance and engage in regular goal realignment are better positioned to adapt to change and maintain resilience.




4.1.2 Unequal roles and marginalized voices: power imbalances and governance challenges

Intercultural challenges in TNE partnerships frequently stem from unclear roles and unequal distributions of authority. When roles are misaligned or poorly defined, power imbalances can take root—excluding key stakeholders and undermining collaboration.

Several faculty members described the mounting burden of working across dual regulatory systems, conflicting academic expectations, and parallel institutional processes. These demands often resulted in significantly increased workloads, especially for those operating at the intersection of two or more governance structures. Yet this additional labor was not always formally acknowledged in workload models, job descriptions, or institutional planning. As one interviewee put it, “You’re accountable to two systems, but no one adjusts your workload for that.” This disconnect reflects a deeper governance gap—where institutional frameworks fail to recognize the intercultural and structural demands placed on frontline staff. Without clearer role definitions, shared responsibility, and sustained support, such arrangements risk undermining both faculty well-being and the long-term sustainability of TNE delivery.


4.1.2.1 Faculty perceptions and power dynamics

A recurring issue among the cases was the perception that expatriate faculty, often affiliated with the home institution, had more influence than local faculty. This dynamic reinforced cultural hierarchies and eroded trust, diminishing the spirit of partnership that effective TNE arrangements require (survey responses: TNE student 23, 45, 73, 121; TNE stakeholder 4, 7, 8, 34, 59).


Excerpt 3: As a local faculty member, I often felt left out of major decisions. It seemed like the expatriate faculty always had more influence, just because they were from the home campus. (faculty member at an overseas branch campus, survey response).
 

This imbalance was not lost on students. In some settings, they viewed expatriate staff as the “real” academics, even when local staff had more teaching experience. These perceptions, rooted in institutional hierarchies and symbolic authority, undermined team cohesion and mutual respect.


Excerpt 4: They never asked for our input—it felt like they did not trust us. (host faculty, Vietnam, survey response).

Excerpt 5: We’re delivering most of the programme, but decisions are made in another country. We’re implementers, not partners. (academic coordinator, Dubai, survey response).
 

These accounts reflect a broader pattern of symbolic inclusion without substantive influence. Host faculty often led day-to-day teaching and administration but were excluded from curriculum design, assessment moderation, and strategic planning. Meanwhile, home institution staff—particularly those on secondment or fly-in contracts—were more visible in governance structures and external communications.



4.1.2.2 Student representation

Limited student voice was another persistent concern. Despite references to student engagement in policy documents and quality assurance handbooks, meaningful participation in governance was often lacking. This disconnect between institutional rhetoric and practice created frustration and reinforced a sense of exclusion.


Excerpt 6: There’s a lot of talk about student voice in the handbook, but in reality, our input often feels like an afterthought. Decisions are made at the top without consulting us or understanding what we go through on the ground. (student at a Cyprus branch campus of a UK university, survey response).
 

In the regulator review report dataset, the QAA repeatedly emphasized the importance of genuine student participation in decision-making as a marker of good practice in TNE governance. However, students in this study often described their involvement as tokenistic, with little evidence that their feedback led to meaningful change.

Institutions that actively addressed these power asymmetries—for example, by establishing shared governance boards, co-chaired curriculum committees, or reciprocal staff development schemes—reported improved morale, stronger collaboration, and greater trust among teams (TNE stakeholder survey responses 1, 52, 56, 61). These measures helped shift TNE partnerships from hierarchical arrangements toward more inclusive and dialogic models of engagement.




4.1.3 Disconnect between local and central operations


Excerpt 7: Out of sight, out of mind… the branch campus just becomes a figure feeding into the bottom line. (chief executive, UK university branch campus, interview).
 

A recurring challenge reported by participants was the disconnect between central university leadership and local delivery teams, particularly in branch campuses or partner-hosted programs. This disconnect often manifested in duplicated processes, inefficient communication, and a growing sense of marginalization among those responsible for on-the-ground delivery. Local teams described having to navigate parallel systems—for HR, IT, assessment, and student services—without integrated planning, support, or autonomy. Academic policies were often developed centrally and misapplied to local realities.

These operational breakdowns reflected weak coordination but also a deeper strategic misalignment between what institutions valued centrally and what was needed locally. Branch campuses, while institutionally governed by the sending university, were often treated as revenue-generating extensions rather than academic partners—which undermined morale, initiative, and innovation.

By contrast, institutions that invested in regional hubs, appointed TNE liaison roles, or embedded joint governance structures were better positioned to support day-to-day coordination and decision-making across sites. However, even strong operational systems were insufficient without broader alignment with national and institutional strategies on both sides.

Successful TNE programs aligned with host country priorities—such as regional development and workforce planning—but also leveraged sending country incentives to enhance their sustainability.


4.1.3.1 Example 1: China’s emerging tier-one cities

China’s Ministry of Education has encouraged foreign universities to expand into cities like Xi’an and Chengdu, supporting regional development through targeted talent pipelines. TNE providers who aligned programs with these priorities—particularly in sectors such as renewable energy or smart infrastructure—gained local legitimacy and policy support while ensuring enrolment sustainability.



4.1.3.2 Example 2: a prominent U.S. university in Japan

A leading U.S. university campus in Japan serves a highly diverse student body: one-third local Japanese students, one-third internationally mobile students, and one-third U.S. military veterans funded under the Yellow Ribbon Program. This model highlights how TNE institutions can strategically align with home-country policies—in this case, U.S. government funding for veterans—while also responding to host-country educational needs. The result is a resilient and contextually embedded program, rooted in bilateral relevance.

These cases show that alignment with incentives on both ends of the TNE relationship—nationally and institutionally—is key to reducing operational friction and building sustainable, high-impact partnerships.





4.2 Adaptability: integrating global standards with local contexts

Adaptability refers to the capacity of TNE institutions to recalibrate curricula, pedagogy, support systems, and regulatory processes to suit the host environment while upholding the academic standards and values of the home institution. This capability emerged most clearly in relation to three persistent themes: language barriers, contrasting learning traditions, and regulatory complexity. In each case, successful adaptation went beyond surface-level localization and required sustained institutional investment and contextual responsiveness.


4.2.1 Language barriers


Excerpt 8: Even when I understood the topic, I was too scared to say something wrong in front of everyone. (first-year student, China, interview).
 

Language barriers were among the most frequently cited challenges across all stakeholder groups. For students, these barriers affected not only comprehension of academic content but also confidence in expressing ideas during seminars, presentations, and assessments. Even when students met the linguistic requirements for entry, many reported anxiety around speaking in class or engaging in discussion-based activities. This was particularly acute in contexts where the medium of instruction was English, but the surrounding environment remained monolingual.

Survey and interview data suggested that this lack of confidence often led to classroom silence, reduced participation, or a reliance on native language when working in small groups. In response, some institutions introduced bilingual teaching assistants, glossary-supported or dual-language lectures, and low-stakes, anonymized engagement tools such as live polls and online Q&A formats. These measures helped reduce students’ affective barriers and enabled more inclusive classroom engagement, particularly in the early stages of study.

Language-related challenges also affected staff and quality assurance processes, especially where TNE programs were delivered in non-English languages. Several UK universities delivering degrees in Spanish or Greek reported difficulties in sourcing suitably qualified external examiners who were both bilingual and familiar with UK academic standards. This created bottlenecks in external moderation and risked undermining assessment credibility.


Excerpt 9: The [host institution] deliver[s] our degree in Spanish, and it’s extremely difficult to find an external examiner who is both bilingual and has the right subject expertise and familiarity with UK standards. (program director, UK university, survey response).
 

Institutions that planned proactively for these challenges, for example by maintaining bilingual documentation or appointing co-examiners, were better equipped to balance the demands of local accessibility with the expectations of transnational academic quality.



4.2.2 Contrasting learning traditions


We were told to learn independently, but nobody showed us how. (business undergraduate, Malaysia, survey response).
 

TNE students from educational systems that emphasize rote learning and strong teacher authority often struggled with pedagogical models that required independent study, critical inquiry, and self-reflection. Silence in the classroom was sometimes misinterpreted by home-campus faculty as disengagement, when it more often reflected unfamiliarity with these new learning norms or uncertainty about what was expected.

This misalignment was also noted in QAA TNE reviews, which called for clearer evidence that institutions were actively supporting students in their transition to independent learning. The most responsive TNE institutions addressed this by developing scaffolded approaches to academic autonomy, co-teaching models that paired local and home staff, and academic skills modules designed with the host context in mind. These interventions helped students navigate the cultural shift in learning style and contributed to greater academic engagement and success.



4.2.3 Navigating regulatory and accreditation diversity

Regulatory complexity presented another significant area where adaptability was tested. Institutions delivering dual degrees, joint programs, or franchised offerings were required to meet the standards of both the home and host education systems. These requirements were not always aligned and, in many cases, remained fluid due to evolving national policies or unclear guidelines.


4.2.3.1 Example 1: China – the one-third rule

In Chinese-foreign joint education programs, the Ministry of Education enforces the “Four One-Thirds Rule” to ensure substantial involvement from foreign educational partners. This rule mandates:

	1. At least one-third of the total courses (modules in the UK context) should be introduced from the foreign partner institution.
	2. At least one-third of the core (specialization) courses should be sourced from the foreign partner institution.
	3. At least one-third of the core courses should be taught by faculty from the foreign partner institution.
	4. At least one-third of the total teaching hours should be delivered by faculty from the foreign partner institution.

These regulations are designed to ensure that foreign education partners commit a significant portion of teaching and learning resources to the joint venture, thereby enhancing the quality and internationalization of the education offered. However, implementing these requirements necessitates careful planning, intercultural collaboration, and program design adjustments. Institutions must effectively manage faculty deployment and resource allocation to comply with these guidelines while maintaining their global standards (TNE stakeholder survey response 9, 10, 19, 23, 51).



4.2.3.2 Example 2: India – evolving regulations

India’s approach to TNE has seen significant changes in recent years. Until late 2023, foreign universities were not allowed to establish branch campuses in the country. However, as of November 2023, this restriction has been lifted. Eligible institutions can now set up campuses and offer a wide range of academic programs, provided they receive prior approval from the University Grants Commission (UGC), India. In addition to this, the UGC introduced rules in 2022 for non-branch campus TNE collaborations, marking the first formal framework for such partnerships (UGC, 2022). These regulatory changes are part of broader reforms under India’s National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 to internationalize its higher education.


Excerpt 10: The biggest challenge is navigating India’s complex regulatory environment… things are still a work in progress. (TNE manager, Australian university, interview)
 



4.2.3.3 Example 3: Qatar – dual accreditation for health care programs

In Qatar, a U.S.-based university adapted its healthcare programs to meet both U.S. accreditation standards and Qatari professional licensure requirements. According to the surveyed teaching staff, this was described as the “biggest cultural challenge ever.” Despite the complexities, this adaptation ensures that graduates are qualified for employment in both contexts, highlighting the adaptability required to adapt to multiple regulatory systems successfully.





4.3 Agility: navigating disruption and intercultural friction

In TNE, agility refers to the ability of institutions, staff, and students to respond quickly and flexibly to unexpected disruptions and intercultural complexities. Unlike alignment and adaptability—which often involve strategic planning and gradual adjustment—agility is about responding in real time to fluid, high-pressure situations. These ranged from global crises and communication breakdowns to classroom sensitivities. Across the dataset, agility was observed in how participants handled mismatched communication norms, navigated cultural tensions, and sustained operations during crises.


4.3.1 Mismatched communication preferences


We have to check both WeChat and email, and each university expects us to follow their preferred platform. (student, China–UK joint institute, survey response).
 

Mismatched communication preferences were a recurring intercultural challenge, reflecting deeper cultural differences in interaction style and expectations. In China, for instance, students and staff widely use WeChat as the default professional communication tool, while UK institutions continue to rely on institutional email. Students at joint institutes described confusion and frustration caused by the need to manage multiple platforms across different systems.


My classmates and I find it very hard to keep up with the latest messages. My [Chinese host university] teachers use WeChat, but my [UK sending university] teachers use emails. We also have two university email addresses—one for each side—so we have to keep jumping between these different systems of communication. This is a challenge! (TNE student, China–UK joint institute, survey response).
 

This sentiment was echoed by staff:


Many of my students only use their [Malaysian college] email address and rarely check their [Australian university] email. My [Australian university] colleagues struggle to get hold of students via email because they do not use the Australian email. I cannot blame the students; after all, they are studying an Australian degree at a Malaysian college. (course leader, Australian franchise program in Malaysia, survey response).
 

In the absence of institutional strategies to bridge these divides, students and staff were often left to find workarounds themselves. However, more agile institutions developed dual-channel communication policies, embedded local platforms into formal workflows, and appointed liaison officers to help consolidate information flow. These strategies reduced confusion and allowed more seamless engagement across national systems.



4.3.2 Intercultural responsiveness in the classroom


I paused the recording during an LGBTQ+ discussion. It wasn’t ideal, but necessary in that context. (lecturer, Middle East, survey response).
 

Lecturers operating in culturally sensitive contexts often needed to adjust their teaching in real time to navigate potential risks. In some cases, this involved changing how topics were framed, skipping certain examples, or modifying recorded content to avoid political or cultural repercussions. These micro-decisions are indicative of the agility required of staff to reconcile global academic norms with local values.

However, this type of responsiveness was frequently improvised. Staff reported being given little or no formal guidance and often relying on instinct, informal peer advice, or trial-and-error. One manager noted: “Staff are often given one short induction if they are lucky and then expected to hit the ground running with little or no support.”

Institutions that provided scenario-based briefings, intercultural communication training, and culturally adaptable teaching resources saw more consistent outcomes. These support structures enabled staff to make informed, contextually appropriate decisions while maintaining educational integrity.



4.3.3 Crisis response and digital pivoting


We converted a hotel into a teaching studio. It was the only option. (dean, Sri Lankan partner institution, survey response).
 

The COVID-19 pandemic was a profound test of institutional agility. It disrupted travel, teaching schedules, and classroom delivery across nearly all TNE partnerships. Students, staff, and administrators were forced to adopt new tools and navigate unfamiliar systems under urgent timelines.


Our university worked flexibly to transition teaching and assessment online, ensuring we could finish our year on time. (TNE student, survey response).
 

Some institutions pivoted quickly—reallocating resources, decentralizing decision-making, and empowering local leaders to act without waiting for centralized approvals. Others repurposed physical spaces, created makeshift broadcast classrooms, or expanded staff responsibilities to maintain academic continuity. In several cases, local campuses transitioned online weeks ahead of the home university’s formal guidance, reflecting their capacity to act decisively in context.

These experiences not only helped mitigate disruption but also reinforced the importance of trust, decentralization, and responsiveness in TNE governance. While the pandemic exposed weaknesses in institutional preparedness, it also demonstrated the value of embedding agility into systems—from communication to contingency planning.




4.4 Summary of findings

This study introduced the Triple-A framework—alignment, adaptability, and agility—as an empirically grounded model for understanding how institutions navigate the intercultural realities of TNE. Each dimension reflects a distinct capability, yet they are deeply interconnected and often deployed simultaneously in response to the complex dynamics of cross-border delivery.

Alignment emerged as the most frequently cited source of tension, particularly where institutional priorities, governance structures, and stakeholder roles were misaligned across home and host contexts. Strategic divergence over time—whether in enrolment targets, financial expectations, or academic autonomy—often led to operational breakdowns, marginalized voices, and weakened collaboration. Institutions that embedded shared governance mechanisms and aligned their programs with both host-country development goals and home-country incentives were better equipped to build resilient partnerships.

Adaptability was essential in day-to-day teaching and operations, especially in response to language barriers, unfamiliar learning traditions, and regulatory divergence. While many students struggled with English-medium instruction or transitioning to independent learning models, faculty and staff also faced considerable pressures. In particular, working across dual regulatory systems and institutional processes often resulted in increased workloads—challenges that were not always formally recognized in workload models, job descriptions, or performance reviews. This lack of acknowledgment reflected broader governance gaps, where institutional expectations outpaced structural support. Institutions that invested in bilingual support, scaffolded learning models, and regulatory flexibility demonstrated stronger intercultural responsiveness and educational quality.

Agility, though referenced less frequently, was critical in moments of disruption and cultural sensitivity. This included navigating mismatched communication platforms, adapting classroom delivery in politically or socially sensitive environments, and pivoting rapidly during global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Where local leadership was empowered and institutional systems allowed for real-time decision-making, TNE programs were more successful in maintaining continuity and trust.

In all three capabilities, a consistent theme was the lack of formal, sustained institutional support. Many intercultural challenges were left to individuals to manage, with students, staff, and managers relying on informal coping strategies in the absence of clear guidance or structures. Where institutions viewed these challenges as shared organizational responsibilities—and designed systems to support them—outcomes improved markedly.

The Triple-A framework therefore offers more than a diagnostic tool: It provides a strategic foundation for designing inclusive, contextually grounded, and future-facing TNE partnerships. By recognizing alignment, adaptability, and agility as core capabilities—rather than reactive responses—institutions can move beyond compliance and toward meaningful intercultural engagement and partnership resilience.




5 Discussion


5.1 Interculturality as institutional practice

This empirically grounded framework was not imposed deductively but emerged inductively from stakeholder narratives across three data strands—surveys, interviews, and regulatory reports. As such, it reflects lived experience rather than abstract theorizing, and its practical relevance is grounded in the realities of TNE.

This study situates interculturality as central—not peripheral—to the functioning and sustainability of TNE. The empirical emergence of the Triple-A framework underscores the importance of conceptualizing agility, adaptability, and alignment not as isolated strategies but as interdependent institutional capabilities for navigating complexity. Each capability reflects a strategic orientation grounded in stakeholder experience, policy constraints, and pedagogical practice.


5.1.1 Agility: navigating disruption with responsiveness

Agility addresses the capacity for real-time, context-sensitive responses. Institutions operating across national and cultural borders must contend with disruptions ranging from political instability and public health emergencies to rapidly shifting regulatory expectations. This resonates with Healey’s (2015) emphasis on institutional resilience in risk-prone contexts and with Wilkins and Huisman’s (2012) account of legitimacy challenges in unfamiliar regulatory environments. It also aligns with Dervin’s (2016, 2023) realist interculturality, where institutions engage with cultural complexity through situated, reflexive practices. The study’s findings—such as on staff improvisation in culturally sensitive classroom discussions or rapid digital pivots—demonstrate how agility can sustain trust and institutional continuity.



5.1.2 Adaptability: bridging global standards and local realities

Adaptability emerged as essential for sustainable intercultural engagement. Regulatory plurality, linguistic diversity, and pedagogical mismatch—common features of TNE—require institutions to recalibrate academic and operational practices. Participants highlighted the need for clearer pathways to independent learning, inclusive curricula, and effective support mechanisms. These findings reinforce Shams (2016) StandAdapt model and Ziguras (2008) critique of homogenizing educational delivery. By embracing adaptability, TNE providers can both promote relevance and respect the cultural and educational distinctiveness of their host environments.



5.1.3 Alignment: governance, voice, and equity

Alignment was the most frequently cited capability—and the most structurally complex one. It addresses the need for coherence of governance structures, incentive systems, and strategic priorities. Misaligned goals between home and host institutions, marginalization of local staff, and fragmented communication often result in partnership failure. These findings echo Djerasimovic’s (2014) use of symbolic capital to explain how power imbalances manifest in TNE, and they support Caruana and Montgomery’s (2015) call for more inclusive governance that acknowledges shifting positionalities and stakeholder asymmetries. Alignment requires co-governance models that prioritize mutual accountability and equitable representation.

While Lane et al. (2025) highlight the complex positionality of students in increasingly diverse TNE formats, this study extends that discussion by underscoring the institutional side of the equation and emphasizing the need for joint governance structures that incorporate local and expatriate voices. Such inclusive approaches are particularly important as TNE evolves into more complex and hybrid delivery models. Future research should further examine how governance design influences not just student identity but also partnership sustainability and power dynamics among institutions.




5.2 Supporting the people who deliver TNE

A particularly urgent theme in the data was the lack of intercultural support for staff delivering TNE—including those from the home and host institutions, as well as expatriates relocated from third countries. Participants described being “thrown in at the deep end,” with minimal induction, little guidance on intercultural classroom dynamics, and no systematic support for navigating complex academic and cultural expectations. Specific institutional practices that could support staff agility and adaptability include predeparture intercultural training, ongoing professional development in culturally inclusive pedagogy, team-teaching arrangements, co-developed syllabi, and mentorship schemes for expatriate faculty. An absence of structured support undermines agility and adaptability and directly impacts the quality and continuity of partnership delivery. Governance frameworks matter—but the long-term success of any TNE initiative depends on the people who deliver it.



5.3 Bridging conceptual gaps in the literature

Together, the Triple-A capabilities respond to a longstanding gap in the literature. While models such as the Strategy Tripod (Wilkins, 2016) and Healey’s 4F framework (2015) offer valuable macro-level guidance, they fall short of capturing the intercultural negotiations occurring daily in TNE settings. The Triple-A Framework bridges this gap by integrating operational agility, pedagogical and regulatory adaptability, and governance alignment into a unified model of practice. It shifts the analytical lens from program structures to institutional behaviors—what institutions do, rather than what they are.

The framework also answers recent calls for more practice-oriented and more inclusive models of TNE governance. Montgomery (2014) highlights the complexity of transnational positionality, while Carter (2024) critiques the superficiality of student representation in governance. This study operationalizes those concerns by identifying specific institutional behaviors and design principles that promote more equitable and sustainable TNE ecosystems.



5.4 Practical implications and future research

Practically, the framework can inform the design, evaluation, and regulation of TNE partnerships. Institutions might conduct Triple-A audits to assess their responsiveness and relational practices. Regulators could adapt the framework to develop culturally contextualized benchmarks. Policymakers might use it to support more equitable, resilient, and context-aware cross-border provision.

While it is grounded in rich qualitative data, the framework’s transferability could be enhanced through longitudinal studies and cross-sector application. Future research should investigate how Triple-A capabilities develop over time, vary across TNE models, and influence long-term partnership viability. Comparative studies could also assess how different institutional cultures foster—or inhibit—these capabilities in varied geopolitical and educational contexts.




6 Conclusion

TNE partnerships are shaped by constant negotiation—across borders, institutions, and cultures. This study introduces the Triple-A Framework—agility, adaptability, and alignment—as an empirically grounded conceptual model for navigating the intercultural and operational complexities of TNE. These capabilities are not merely abstract ideals. Rather, they emerged inductively from the experiences of students, staff, managers, and regulators in diverse contexts.

Agility enables timely, culturally attuned responses to disruption. Adaptability ensures that teaching, governance, and support are locally relevant while maintaining global standards. Alignment fosters coherence of goals, roles, and incentives and supports trust, inclusivity, and long-term resilience.

The findings suggest that the sustainability of TNE relies not just on strategy but on the people who deliver it—particularly staff at both home and host institutions. However, support for these actors remains inconsistent. Many are expected to navigate dual systems and intercultural tensions without adequate preparation, guidance, or voice. Addressing this gap is essential. Structured intercultural training, joint curriculum design, team teaching, and co-governance can build institutional capacity from within.

The study also underscores the importance of balancing commercial viability with academic ambition. TNE partnerships may falter when driven solely by market logics or misaligned priorities. The Triple-A Framework provides institutions and regulators with a lens to evaluate and strengthen their strategy and practices—bridging operational effectiveness with cultural sensitivity and ethical responsibility.

Future research should explore how these capabilities develop over time and how investment in staff and stakeholder support shapes partnership outcomes. As TNE continues to expand and diversify, embedding agility, adaptability, and alignment into its governance and daily practice will be essential to building partnerships that are not only scalable, but also equitable and enduring.
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Introduction: The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) epidemic emerged globally, resulting in the shutdown of schools and universities. The January 2020 lockdown in Wuhan, China, profoundly impacted residents’ daily lives, particularly international students who faced restrictions within their campuses and dormitories. This qualitative study aimed to investigate the motivations of international student volunteers during Wuhan’s COVID-19 lockdown and identify how this voluntary activity fostered resilience and social integration among them.
Methods: The study adopts a qualitative approach using semi-structured in-depth interviews with 14 international PhD students at a university in China who volunteered during the three-month Wuhan lockdown. Data saturation was achieved through purposeful sampling. Data were transcribed, and thematic analysis was applied, with coding using NVivo 14.
Results: After applying thematic analysis, three key themes were identified: (a) motivation for volunteering, (b) resilience through volunteering, and (c) social integration and community bonding through volunteering. These themes were explored in relation to the psychological needs defined in Self-Determination Theory.
Discussion: Our findings further indicate that coping via volunteering not only enhanced psychological resilience but also significantly facilitated social connections among culturally diverse groups. These findings highlight the importance of understanding volunteer motivations and experiences, providing valuable insights for universities and policymakers to develop strategies that enhance student support and community resilience during a crisis.
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1 Introduction

Natural disasters, including hurricanes, earthquakes, and epidemics, tend to expose the limitations of conventional, vertical aid systems and highlight the need for non-governmental organizations in humanitarian assistance (Hu et al., 2014; Li et al., 2020). Researchers have extensively demonstrated the necessity for coordination among many stakeholders—government, civil society, and citizens—during times of crisis (Kapucu, 2006).

In December 2019, COVID-19 broke out in Wuhan, leading to unprecedented public health measures, most notably a strict lockdown imposed on January 23, 2020, which profoundly interrupted residents’ daily life (Tian et al., 2020). This lockdown, which lasted a total of 76 days, caused widespread fear and panic throughout the city. Residents were not permitted to circulate freely, and Wuhan remained in a state of lockdown until April 8, 2020. While several foreigners were evacuated, international students who chose to remain were confined to their dormitories, unable to leave their rooms or move freely around campus. Students not engaged in volunteer activities, faced strict restrictions, with no opportunities for outdoor activities or campus movement. By contrast, volunteers with certain responsibilities were permitted some movement for community service, so enabling them to interact with others and move around while carrying out their duties. This movement not only allowed volunteers to carry out essential community duties but also gave them these opportunities for outdoor activity, therefore providing physical and mental relief from the strict confinement experienced by non-volunteers. These students, supported by the university, played a vital role in providing essential services and support on campus. These volunteers performed a wide range of tasks, such as food/mask services, handling welfare services, collecting students’ requests, carrying out regular disinfection operations, daily body-temperature checks, providing information about COVID-19 virus as well and providing emotional support. These volunteers had a role as a link between students living on campus and the university authorities.

Despite extensive research on student volunteering, particularly among medical and nursing students, which aimed at providing vital medical assistance and support during crises (Lazarus et al., 2021; Domaradzki and Walkowiak, 2021; Phillips et al., 2022), a significant gap remains in understanding the motivations and contributions of international students during the unprecedented Wuhan lockdown as the first and most unknown case worldwide. As these students found themselves in an unfamiliar and restricted environment, their ability to adapt, contribute, and integrate within the community while facing unprecedented challenges holds paramount importance. Moreover, while Self-Determination Theory (SDT) has been widely used to explore student volunteer motivations (e.g., Haivas et al., 2012; Hamilton Skurak et al., 2019), few studies have applied it specifically to international students who volunteered during specific crisis contexts such as the COVID-19 lockdown in Wuhan.

To address this gap, this study contributes to the literature by extending SDT to a unique group—international PhD students who were based in a foreign country during a public health emergency—and exploring how the three fundamental psychological needs (autonomy, competence, relatedness) shaped not only their intentions and motivation but also how these experiences foster resilience and social integration. According to the SDT perspective, these basic psychological needs play a critical role in how individuals engage with their community during challenging times like the COVID-19 pandemic (Alamer and Al Sultan, 2022).

In such crises, comprehending the motivations and resilience of international student volunteers becomes even more significant not only for academia but also for practical implications. Accordingly, the present study is guided by the following questions:

	1) What motivated international students to volunteer during the Wuhan lockdown?
	2) How did volunteering impact their resilience?
	3) Did volunteering influence social integration among them? If so, how?



2 Literature review


2.1 Volunteering during pandemics and crises

Disasters, according to popular opinion, cause disturbance and disorder, with populations feeling helpless, terrified, or engaging in antisocial behavior such as looting. Individuals and communities, on the other hand, appear to become more linked than in “normal” times, commonly working to overcome disaster-related challenges (Scanlon et al., 2014).

Therefore, during an emergency or crisis, one of the most demanded resources is volunteers. During emergency situations, those who offer their time, expertise, abilities, and assets as volunteers will attain credibility and be integrated into the formal system by means of the volunteer recruitment initiatives implemented by agencies (Seah et al., 2021). In the recent pandemic, Mak and Fancourt (2022) have discerned three distinct categories of volunteering: formal volunteering, social action volunteering, and neighborhood volunteering. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, societal circumstances and personal beliefs affect people’s willingness to voluntarily follow COVID-19 preventative measures (Chan et al., 2021). According to Vignoles et al. (2021) and Stevenson et al. (2021), there is a positive correlation between community identification and volunteering amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the research findings also indicated an indirect relationship between community identification and volunteers extending emotional support related to the pandemic.



2.2 International students and volunteering

Student volunteering is increasingly recognized as a key component of community engagement and experiential learning in higher education (Paull et al., 2015). This form of volunteerism benefits students, universities, nonprofit organizations, and society at large. Many educational institutions actively promote student volunteering, encouraging students to give back to their communities while pursuing personal goals (Haski-Leventhal et al., 2020). Research on student volunteering emphasizes its benefits: improved employability (Goodman and Tredway, 2016), resilience, personal skill development (Llenares et al., 2020; Williamson et al., 2018), external rewards such as opportunities to attend events or visit places for free, and getting certificates (Kifle Mekonen and Adarkwah, 2022). Students must also deal with time limitations, ambiguous motivations, confused identity, lack of supervision, and insufficient expectations (Lili and Yingjin, 2020; Cincalová and Cerná, 2021) as well as regret, dissatisfaction, and unmet expectations (Haski-Leventhal et al., 2020).



2.3 Understanding motivations for volunteering

Volunteer behavior involves individuals voluntarily responding to help-seekers after careful consideration (Snyder and Omoto, 2010). Key traits of voluntary service include being voluntary, free, public welfare-oriented, and altruistic (Shi et al., 2020). Although identifying different people who are volunteers is very helpful, it is equally important to know why people volunteer. Behavioral scientists’ and psychologists’ definitions of volunteer motivation vary substantially. Studies have identified multiple factors shaping volunteer motivations and willingness: Omoto and Snyder (1995) noted that motivations for volunteering range from altruism to self-interest. Clary et al. (1998) used a functional approach, suggesting that people may engage in similar activities even if their underlying motivations differ. Other motivations encompass the enhancement of social relations, acquiring of professional experience, alignment with organizational objectives (Mccormick and Donohue, 2019; Doidge and Sandri, 2019), skill development, and the cultivation of civic duty, altruism, and humanitarian principles (Schlesinger and Gubler, 2016; Hustinx et al., 2015).



2.4 Resilience and volunteering

Recent research in China highlights that the pandemic has led to increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress (Chen and Huang, 2020; Lai et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020), with higher rates of psychopathology and lower resilience in extreme stress compared to moderate events (Chen and Bonanno, 2020). Resilience refers to the ability of some individuals to withstand the problems they face (Köse et al., 2021). In other words, it is a pattern of competent behaviors demonstrated by people in situations of risk, which enables them to continue functioning well. Finally, resilience is multidimensional and complex, constructed through relationships, personal resources, meaning-making, leadership, culture, and knowledge (Blaney et al., 2021). Resilience is promoted by a number of factors, including personality as well as external factors such as social and interpersonal resources (Chen and Bonanno, 2020). Among volunteers, those who volunteer for more hours report higher resilience and volunteering may have a positive impact on volunteers’ well-being (Llenares et al., 2020). Also, a number of studies have shown that volunteering can provide many psychological benefits. According to Carlile et al. (2014), volunteerism is beneficial as a means of increasing psychological resilience and facilitating personal recovery among survivors of large-scale disasters, and providing emotional support to disaster victims allows volunteers to identify with those who are facing similar hardships.



2.5 Social integration through volunteering

Another concept that has been discussed in this research is social integration, which examines the degree to which individuals are engaged in different social relationships, such as being involved in social activities and interactions with communities. Social integration has been linked with a feeling of identification and belonging to one’s social life (Holt-Lunstad and Uchino, 2015). This concept generally refers to the engagement of people in social, cultural, economic, and political life in the community (Brydsten et al., 2019). Expanding this definition, different forms of social participation in the host society can affect an individual’s psychological cognition and identity (Xie et al., 2022).

According to prior research, international students enrolled in volunteer programs have higher levels of cultural adjustment and social interaction than those who are not volunteers (O’Neil et al., 2023). This is a sign that volunteering is a bridge for increased interaction that aids students not just for cultural adjustment but for their expansion of social networks. Unlike long-term immigrants seeking permanent residence, international students have temporary stays with specific academic goals, therefore social integration through short-term volunteer activities is particularly successful.

Social integration encompasses the feelings of belonging, inclusion, connectedness, participation, and recognition through volunteering, which are all crucial for international students’ adaptation to the new cultural and academic environment. Moreover, volunteer programs like community connection projects foster cross-national friendships. These experiences assist them to build social, cultural, and human capital, self-validation, and cohesion among varied groups (Manguvo et al., 2013; Gresham and Clayton, 2011). The establishment of these connections through volunteering enables students to gain practical insights into community dynamics, reinforcing their sense of belonging.

As Leonard and Onyx (2003) point out, by bridging diverse cultures, volunteerism is socially cohesive by creating a society based on a common cause. For international students seeking to adapt to the host society, this cohesion can have a positive impact on their adaptation and social integration process. Volunteering is a crucial means through which individuals can acquire experience of a variety of cultural aspects that may improve their effective integration and adaptation as well as generate positive feelings of inclusion, belonging, self-validation, and recognition.



2.6 Theoretical framework: self-determination theory

The framework of the Self-Determination Theory can provide an adequate context for establishing how the resilience toward voluntary behavior and social integration can be adjusted and utilized during times of difficulty, including a pandemic outbreak. SDT is the theory that individuals possess the capacity to make their own choices and navigate the consequences of these choices, which in turn plays a pivotal role in their overall well-being (Deci and Ryan, 2002). This theory posits that autonomy, competence, and relatedness are fundamental psychological needs essential for psychological growth and well-being (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Fulfilling these needs not only enhances an individual’s performance and voluntary engagement in activities but also strengthens their motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2017; Martela et al., 2021).

The relevance of SDT extends to how people respond to community challenges, such as those brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, influencing their level of community involvement. Research indicates that applying SDT principles in interventions can elevate self-efficacy, foster personal responsibility, and diminish detrimental beliefs, thereby building resilience (Randall et al., 2022). Specifically, during times of crisis, SDT underscores the importance of meeting basic psychological needs like autonomy and competence for the development of resilience. Therefore, interventions grounded in SDT have been effective in enhancing resilience, reducing stress, and mitigating psychological distress among individuals during the pandemic. These interventions focus on autonomy, relatedness, and competence, helping individuals reconnect with others, boost self-confidence, and prioritize their psychological health, which in turn strengthens their resilience under adversity (Kulke et al., 2023).

Moreover, the application of the self-determination model by First Nations communities in Australia during the pandemic showcased the effectiveness of community-controlled responses that prioritize autonomy and self-governance, highlighting the role of SDT in promoting social cohesion (Anthony and McGrady, 2022). To strengthen social ties, promote integration, and implement pandemic-related actions, SDT—a theoretical framework that fulfills the criteria for autonomy, competence, and relatedness—is crucial.

In the context of international student volunteers in Wuhan, the application of SDT illuminates how volunteering can serve as a medium through which students find a sense of autonomy in their decision to contribute, competence through the skills and knowledge gained, and relatedness through connections with the community. These are the constituents of fostering resilience and will be part and parcel of gaining social integration, especially in gathering it during times of majorly sudden and unprecedented crises.




3 Materials and methods

The present study employed a qualitative method using semi-structured interviews including open-ended questions to collect data with the thematic analysis. Semi-structured interviews are used to acquire a detailed picture of a participant’s thoughts and perceptions. The researchers are able to “get deep and detailed insights into the lived experiences” through semi-structured interviews (Duff and Rankin, 2020). This approach was selected for accessibility, reliability, and flexibility (Braun and Clarke, 2006).


3.1 Sampling and data collection

The researchers conducted 14 semi-structured interviews with international students who were volunteers on the campus of Huazhong University of Science and Technology during Wuhan’s COVID-19 lockdown in order to identify factors that may influence their motivation for them to volunteer and their resilience and social integration during their voluntary activity. Due to the fact that some of the respondents had graduated at the time of data collection, some of these interviews were conducted via WeChat messaging, using a mix of voice messages and text, depending on participant preference. Data were collected between December 1, 2022 and February 15, 2023. Clarification was requested when cultural or language complexity arose. When participants used terms and idioms, that might be interpreted differently based on cultural background, the interviewer asked follow-up questions to clarify meaning and ensure accurate interpretation. This helped maintain the integrity of the data and supported the depth of participants’ narratives.

Snowball sampling is one of the most popular methods of sampling in qualitative research. In this sampling, the collection of samples begins with collecting data from one individual, and then that individual informs about the other, forming a chain that continues until there is a sufficient number of individuals to analyze (Bhardwaj, 2019). Sampling usually finishes once either a target sample size or saturation point has been reached (Parker et al., 2020). In this study, volunteers recommended other volunteers who were active at that time on the campus. Data saturation was reached when the final interviews generated no new insights. Numerous coding iterations were employed to identify saturation, with each iteration, the last three interviews confirmed rather than introduced new concepts. Table 1 provides a summary of the demographic characteristics of the participants. Despite the limited number of international student volunteers, the comprehensive nature of the interviews provided significant information.



TABLE 1 Demographics profile of research participants.
[image: A table presenting demographic and volunteer service details. It includes age groups, gender, volunteering experience, residency duration in China, and types of volunteer services provided. Age groups are divided into four categories with percentages and counts. Gender is split evenly with 50 percent each. Volunteering experience shows 71.4 percent have prior experience. Residency duration has five categories, with 3-4 years as the most common. Volunteer services include cleaning, leadership, food distribution, medical assistance, mask distribution, and consulting, with food distribution being the most common at 35.7 percent.]

Content validity of the interview questions assured its relevance and appropriate character. Based on a thorough examination of student volunteerism and Self-Determination Theory literature, the research team prepared the guide to assure interview question topic validity. The questions were designed to align with SDT’s core psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Autonomy was explored through questions about participants’ willingness to volunteer (e.g., “What was your willingness to volunteer during the Wuhan lockdown?”), assessing their motivation. Competence was evaluated by questions about the benefits of volunteering (e.g., “How do you think the voluntary service helped you cope with that situation?”), showing participants’ perceived capabilities and development. Relatedness was examined through questions about social connection (e.g., “Did you feel more belonging to the community during voluntary service?”), focusing on emphasizing emotional intimacy and community support.

A pilot interview with one participant who met the inclusion criteria allowed researchers to evaluate question clarity and flow. A pilot was used to make minor changes to the interview guide before comprehensive data collecting. All interviews were conducted via WeChat; the student volunteer organizer and leader found first and then others suggested other volunteers. Each interview lasted approximately 30–40 min. Table 2 shows the interview questions.



TABLE 2 Interview questions guide.
[image: Table listing seven questions related to volunteer experiences during the Wuhan lockdown. Questions cover topics like willingness to volunteer, perceived advantages, coping mechanisms, optimism, community belonging, new connections, and feelings of integration or unity. Each question is paired with a number from one to seven.]

In order to validate the findings from several perspectives, the experiences of the participants were cross-referenced with external sources such as reports, news articles, and studies on the lockdown’s impacts, ensuring the findings were corroborated through multiple sources.



3.2 Data analysis

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis, with NVivo 14 employed for coding. This flexible method identifies, analyzes, and reports patterns within qualitative data, allowing themes to emerge organically (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The analysis followed an inductive coding process, allowing themes to developed organically from the data without pre-established categories. The analysis followed a six-stage coding process:


3.2.1 Phase 1: Familiarization with the data

The interview transcripts were read and reviewed several times line-by-line by the authors to get a general understanding of the text of the interviews and generate initial codes. This process involved breaking down the raw data into smaller, meaningful parts based on participants’ responses. The primary goal was to get key ideas and assign labels (codes).



3.2.2 Phase 2: generating initial codes

During this phase, the raw interview data were coded manually with the help of NVivo which allows for a systematic approach to data analysis. Researchers reviewed each transcript, assigning initial codes based on the participants’ responses.



3.2.3 Phase 3: searching for themes

The codes that were similar in terms of content and meaning were placed in a class and their relationship was determined. The aim of axial coding was to identify how different codes related to each other based on the context. For instance, codes like “helping others” and “community welfare” were grouped into the category “altruism and community welfare,” while “managing stress” and “sense of purpose” were categorized under “coping mechanisms.”



3.2.4 Phase 4: reviewing themes

Themes were refined by cross-checking them with the coded extracts to ensure they were coherent, internally consistent. Codes like “building connections” and “cultural awareness” were categorized under “social connectivity and cultural exchange.”



3.2.5 Phase 5: defining and naming themes

After phase 4, these concepts were grouped into three primary themes: “motivation for volunteering,” “Resilience through volunteering,” and “social integration and community bonding.” All steps were clarified during a team discussion, and in some cases, the names of the categories and subcategories was partially modified.



3.2.6 Phase 6: producing the report

The final themes were written up with illustrative quotes to support the findings. To assess the reliability of the coding, an inter-rater agreement method was employed between two coders. Authors actively participated in coding the interviews, and the results of their coding were compared. Codes that were similar in both authors’ assessments were labeled as “agreement,” while those that were dissimilar were designated as “disagreement.” Subsequently, discrepancies were resolved through discussion, resulting in a 90% agreement rate.




3.3 Ethical considerations

This study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Ethical review and approval were not required in accordance with local legislation and institutional requirements of the College of Public Administration at Huazhong University of Science and Technology. Data were collected remotely and no physical interaction or intervention was involved. Participation was voluntary, with participants providing informed consent prior to involvement. Participants were communicated in advance about the research topic and objectives. They were assured of the confidentiality of their responses. To maintain focus and ensure relevant data collection, guidance was given during the interviews to ensure responses aligned with the research objectives, preventing tangential discussions.




4 Results

Three interrelated themes developed that reflected the experiences of student volunteers during the COVID-19 lockdown in Wuhan, based on Self-Determination Theory (SDT). Participants’ motivations show the interplay of autonomy (self-directed choice to volunteer), competence (skill development through volunteering), and relatedness (social connection). In turn, these motivations fostered resilience and shaped social integration, creating a cyclical reinforcement of psychological needs and outcomes. These themes, along with their sub-themes, are presented in Table 3.



TABLE 3 Data analysis.
[image: A table with three columns titled "Themes," "Descriptions," and "Sub-Themes." The first row lists "Motivation for volunteering," with descriptions about altruistic motives, personal growth, and health needs. Sub-themes include altruism, personal development, and health. The second row covers "Resilience through volunteering," describing contributions to coping mechanisms and community resilience. Sub-themes are coping mechanisms and community solidarity. The third row is "Social Integration and Community Bonding," discussing connections between diverse individuals and cultural exchanges, with sub-themes of social connectivity and cultural exchange.]


4.1 Theme 1: Motivation for volunteering

This theme explores motivations that led international students to engage in volunteer work during the Wuhan lockdown. These motivations include an altruistic drive to contribute to the community’s well-being (intrinsic), opportunities for personal and professional development, and maintaining physical health through activities (extrinsic). These motivations are consistent with the fundamental concepts of SDT.

Altruism and Community Welfare (Relatedness): Many volunteers were motivated by a desire to contribute positively to their community’s welfare, showing a commitment to helping others during a crisis. Moreover, based on the concept of SDT, “relatedness” emerged as identity-driven belonging which is deeply tied to participants’ self-concept as community members. For instance, P10 (female, 31–35) shared:


“I like public work related to charity. I like to feel useful to society, especially in extremely difficult situations.”
"I just really wanted to contribute my part in whatever little way I could at the time to support all the systems and resources that were being put to make to keep everybody safe and help everybody stay comfortable." As P4 (female, 31-35) explained.



These statements highlight how the participant’s sense of being “useful to society” and “helping everybody stay comfortable” reflected an intrinsic motivation to engage with and contribute to the well-being of their community, fulfilling the need for relatedness. The desire to contribute during crises emphasizes altruism as an internal drive, where participants derive personal satisfaction from helping others, even under difficult circumstances.

Similarly, P12 (male, 31–35) noted:


“I wanted to give back to the community because I felt that in times of crisis, it’s important to step up and support each other. It made me feel like I was making a difference, even if it was in a small way.”
 

Here, the act of “giving back” reflects a sense of relatedness and belonging as well as contributing to collective well-being. Moreover, the desire to “step up and support each other” reflects not only personal commitment but also recognition of the social contract that binds communities together during crises. This reflects how the participant’s feeling of being “useful to society” aligns with their values in the lockdown context. Contributing during crises reflects altruism as an inner drive, through which participants derive personal satisfaction from helping others, even under adverse conditions.

Personal and Professional Development (Competence): Many students viewed volunteering as an opportunity for personal and professional growth, helping them develop practical skills like stress management, communication, and teamwork. Additionally, “Competence,” one of the components of SDT, was expressed through self-efficacy, as the participant acquired new skills and effectively navigated challenging environments. As P9 (male, ≤30) noted:


"It further helped me to enhance my management skills in emergency situations and develop communication/negotiation skills to counsel the mentally disturbed."
 

Similarly, P3 (male, ≤30) explained:


“Another benefit for me to get to see how my little contribution can make a difference. My personal development such as self-confidence and self-esteem flourished.”
 

Here, the participant clearly connects volunteering with internal competence building — confidence and esteem — grounded in values and contribution.

P10 (female, 31–35) also reflected on how volunteering strengthened her personal sense of purpose and inner confidence:


"I got more courage and heroic feeling; I think it's best feeling when you feel that doing something important for society."
 

These statements demonstrate how volunteering not only enhanced professional skills during the crisis, but also achieved personal growth and strengthened their competencies, including confidence, and a sense of impactful service. Such skill development directly addressed the need for competence.

Personal Health and the Desire for Physical Activity (Autonomy): With the physical mobility controls of the lockdown, volunteering offered a platform for physical activity to aid in the sustenance of mental and physical health. Engaging in volunteer activities to maintain physical health during lockdowns demonstrates the importance of “autonomy” in SDT as the participants emphasize it through self-directed choice. For example, P1 (female, >40) stated in response to a question regarding her motivation:


“To exercise my body after long stays indoors. To keep the environment clean, healthy, and safe for students.”

P5 (female, 31–35) noted: "Coming out to keep the entire campus environment clean afforded us the opportunity to exercise our bodies, move around, and get some fresh air."
 

This autonomy in choosing roles supported mental and physical health, a key SDT driver. The possibility to “move around” and “get some fresh air” shows how students looked for means to remain active while contributing to their community.

P11 (female, 31–35) described a similar experience using a meaningful metaphor:


"The room [of dormitory] was like a cage and I could get a chance to come outside of this cage [through volunteering] for some time every day."
 

The expression of “the room as a cage” reinforces how volunteering served as a self-directed way to physically escape, providing physical movement and autonomy during lockdown.

A report from the Royal Society (2020) noted that restrictions on public transportation and movement were so rigorous that only necessary trips were allowed, leading residents to seek alternative ways to stay active. For many participants, simple tasks like cleaning provided not only physical exercise but also a mental health boost, reducing the sense of confinement. Research indicates that physical activity levels dropped drastically during the pandemic (Ding et al., 2021) and that many residents participated in home-based or community events to preserve their health (Zhou et al., 2021; Qin et al., 2020), hence these results imply that international students turned to volunteering as another way of staying active.



4.2 Theme 2: Resilience through volunteering

Motivation driven by SDT needs helped participants develop resilience through volunteering, emphasizing both individual and collective aspects of psychological adaptation during the lockdown. This nuance is explored in two sub-themes: Coping Mechanisms, which describes internal, self-regulatory strategies used to manage stress and maintain mental health, and Psychological Impact of Community Solidarity, which describes the emotional and relational benefits of shared experiences and mutual support in the volunteering community.

Coping Mechanism: This sub-theme mainly focuses on individual strategies that kept participants engaged and distracted from the stress and anxiety caused by lockdown. Reports from Wuhan highlighted how movement and social restrictions led to widespread psychological strain (Royal Society, 2020). Community service became a key coping mechanism, aiding in stress, anxiety, and depression management through collective action and a sense of usefulness (Royal Society, 2020; Li M. et al., 2023).

P14 (female, 36–40) described volunteering as a lifeline:


“Volunteering during the lockdown was like a lifeline. It gave me a sense of purpose and kept my mind occupied. It helped me deal with the stress and isolation because I knew I was contributing to something bigger than myself.”
 

The metaphor “lifeline” emphasizes that volunteering was essential for emotional and psychological survival during lockdown, serving not only as an activity but also as a coping mechanism. It provided guidance and structure, reducing the adverse effects of isolation. Regional reports have observed similar patterns of resilience due to intentional actions during the outbreak (Wong et al., 2015).


“With the lockdown … within two-weeks I started feeling my brain stopped working … After one month… I started to feel anxiety and depression… Then I asked my hostel administration to add my name in the list of volunteers. My depression level came down a bit… I was used to be very busy before that situation.”- P 11 (female, 31–35).
 

This participant stated how losing her routine during lockdown caused mental exhaustion, unhappiness, and anxiety. Volunteering helped her feel better by bringing back structure, social connection, and a sense of individual purpose.

P1 (female, 31–35) expressed the emotional load and the relief derived from volunteering:


“This enabled me fight depression and loneliness.”
 

These statements demonstrate how volunteering not only served as a daily task, but also as a critical emotional outlet for students confronting isolation, anxiety, and mental fatigue.

Psychological Impact of Community Solidarity: This sub-theme shows the collective aspects of resilience that emerged from working with others during the lockdown. It demonstrated significant benefit in fostering emotional resilience through social solidarity. It can also reflect relatedness aspects of SDT since shared experiences and mutual support contributed to the development of a stronger sense of community.

As P12 (male, 31–35) shared:


"We helped each other and saw every other day come and pass… By helping each other and serving our brothers and sisters, we are able to see the bright day; I think this is what coping up means to me."
 

The metaphor of a “bright day” brings into view how volunteering and community support fostered such collective resilience. Emotional strength from these shared experiences is well-documented in crisis situations. Reports from Wuhan show that mutual aid, including sharing resources on platforms like WeChat, helped strengthen emotional resilience during the lockdown (You et al., 2023).

Additionally, P7 (male, >40) stated:


"It creates a supportive mental and emotional atmosphere for international students."
 

P5 (female, 31–35) also emphasized:


“Those of us who were volunteering had the opportunity to at least interact even though it’s from a distance… we were just happy to do it, to see each other doing the work together. We were encouraging each other.”
 

This statement reflects the emotional support gained from shared experiences during the lockdown, which helped fulfill the need for relatedness. Volunteering within communities helps to strengthen resilience by providing social support and a shared sense of purpose (Southwick et al., 2014).



4.3 Theme 3: Social integration and community bonding

Volunteering fostered social outcomes that fed back into SDT needs. This theme reflects how volunteering during the lockdown promoted social integration and community bonding among international students from diverse backgrounds.

Social Connectivity: Despite all the difficulties brought up by physical distance, the volunteers built new social contacts enhanced from this period. As these participants mentioned:


"I met new people when I volunteered. We continue to have a strong relationship with a few of them till today." - P8 (female, 31-35)

“I made some new friends and experienced a friendly environment. We started discussing the issues and encouraging each other. We were united.”- P11 (female, 30–35).
 

P6 (male 36–40) stated:


“Besides simple greetings, I connected with some students, and we are still attached.”
 

These statements show how common experiences during volunteering bridged physical distance and helped participants to create close relationships, fulfilling the need for relatedness by making new social connections and facing a friendly community. Moreover, the term “strong relationship” reflects the core of volunteering and emphasizes how group activity during crisis can break down social boundaries and advance closer relationships. Volunteering during disasters can assist to remove social barriers, leading to strengthen ties in the community (Kneale et al., 2023).

Cultural Exchange and Understanding: Volunteering also promoted understanding of culture as students from different cultures could learn from one another. This promoted a greater feeling of relatedness by means of shared experiences and by eliminating boundaries between cultures. As P5(female, 31–35) noted:


“I made new connections and learned about the mindsets of students from different backgrounds during the environmental disruption."
 

Similarly, P12 (male, 30–35) mentioned:


“The more we close to society, the more we are attached to the people. It gave me a feeling of an international family”.
 

P2 (male 36–40) shared a similar perspective:


“Most of the other volunteers were not from my college or country… it was a good experience and it helped us integrate better.”
 

P3 (male, ≤30) added:


“We are international students from different countries with different cultures. We have to help each other to survive."
 

Or P8 (female, 31–35) stated:


"It taught me there is no better solution to a problem but working together. The lesson of unity not only came from the university, but from the community, society, state, and country. Volunteers, local communities, hospitals, and authorities worked together for Wuhan. Many doctors from different provinces came to help. I experienced this togetherness closely as a volunteer. There can’t be any better life lesson of unity than this."
 

These quotations indicate how volunteering helps to promote cultural interaction and mutual understanding, therefore allowing volunteering to link across boundaries of culture and ultimately lead to contribute to a sense of relatedness. This common experience improved social integration and fostered community (Khvorostianov and Remennick, 2017). Such outcomes reflect broader trends showing how volunteering and community efforts during crises promote inclusivity and social cohesion (Institut National de Santé Publique du Québec, 2021).

P13 (male, 35–40) summarized this theme well:


“Volunteering helped me integrate into the international student community. I was able to learn about different cultures,… enriched my experience during the lockdown.”
 

Three themes emerged from international students’ volunteering experiences during Wuhan’s COVID-19 lockdown, structured around Self-Determination Theory (SDT). First, motivation was driven by fulfilling SDT needs: autonomy (self-directed roles for physical health), competence (skill development), and relatedness (altruistic community contributions). Second, sustained motivation fostered resilience, enabling coping through structured tasks and community solidarity, which reinforced participants’ sense of purpose and efficacy. Additionally, volunteering promoted social integration, breaking cultural barriers and fostering enduring bonds, deepening relatedness through shared experiences. These outcomes cyclically replenished autonomy, competence, and relatedness, creating a self-reinforcing model where psychological needs and collective well-being mutually sustained engagement.




5 Discussion

This study addressed how international student volunteers supported resilience and social integration during Wuhan’s COVID-19 lockdown and investigated their motivations through their engagement. The findings identified key motivation factors, including altruism, personal growth and development as well as health-related needs, which align with Self-Determination Theory (SDT). This theory states that individuals become most motivated when their psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met (Deci and Ryan, 2000).

These fundamental psychological needs do not function independently. Their interaction plays a vital role in sustaining motivation and fostering resilience and social integration during crises. In this study, when participants engaging in volunteer activities and experienced autonomy, competence, and relatedness, the satisfaction of each need appeared to mutually reinforce the others. This interplay creates a self-reinforcing cycle of intrinsic motivation: satisfying one need increases the satisfaction of the others, hence generating a strong internal drive to continue volunteering even under difficult circumstances. In turn, motivated engagement led to outcomes like social integration and resilience, which helped to confirm the volunteer commitment. Figure 1 shows the dynamic model developed from this study showing how the interaction among different psychological needs drives motivation and supports empowerment and development in crisis situations.

[image: Diagram illustrating factors influencing the motivation to volunteer. Central box labeled "Motivation to Volunteer," surrounded by three circles: "Relatedness," "Autonomy," and "Competence." Arrows between circles and boxes show interconnections, with "Social Integration" and "Resilience" linked below. Additional labels indicate influences like "Altruism and Community Welfare," "Personal Health and the Desire for Physical Activity," and "Personal and Professional Development."]

FIGURE 1
 SDT model of volunteer motivation, resilience, and social integration.


The findings emphasize that students’ need to help others and emotionally connect to others was the main factor influencing their decision to volunteer. Specifically, within the sub-theme of altruism and community welfare, the results are consistent with SDT’s concept of relatedness, which explains how individuals seek meaningful social connections via their actions. Prior studies confirm that relatedness is a major motivator of volunteer activity, particularly in crisis situations where community solidarity becomes a strong incentive (Schwarz et al., 2022; Li F. et al., 2023). For international students, who were at risk of social isolation during lockdown, volunteering served as a channel for emotional support, and group membership—reinforcing motivation and fostering social integration.

Students also developed competence, gaining practical skills and confidence through meaningful contributions during a crisis. Many participants reported acquiring new practical and emotional skills, including stress management, teamwork, and leadership. This reveals how the personal and professional lives of volunteers are impacted by their self-determination (Solansky, 2015). Volunteering likely increased the participants’ abilities to manage stress, communication, and skills in teamwork. This is consistent with earlier research showing that volunteering during the 2015 European refugee crisis is quite different from volunteering under normal circumstances. In these environments, volunteers frequently exhibited considerable self-organization, demanding the development and enhancement of practical management and coordination skills for effectiveness (Simsa et al., 2018). These skills are especially advantageous in high-pressure settings, where decision-making and adaptability are essential. Whittaker et al. (2015) also emphasize that these experiences cultivate adaptability, thereby enhancing volunteers’ preparedness for professional challenges. Autonomy and competence function first as short-term coping tools—reducing immediate stress—and over repeated experiences build up self-efficacy and problem-solving skills that underpin lasting resilience.

Moreover, participants indicated that engaging in physical exercise through volunteer work contributed to their mental and physical well-being. Participating in these activities, especially during lockdowns, demonstrates the importance of autonomy in self-determination theory. Individuals who stay physically active during stressful times can reduce anxiety and stress (Stukas et al., 2016; Pettigrew et al., 2015). Many participants highlighted that when other freedoms were restricted, volunteering provided them agency by means of “move around,” “stay busy,” and “escape the cage” of dormitory isolation. These expressions illustrate that autonomy is not just about independence, but having control over one’s actions even in constrained circumstances (Precht et al., 2023; Anicich et al., 2020). Research also indicates that when volunteers view their activities as autonomous and meaningful, their intrinsic motivation increases (Haivas et al., 2012; Lorente-Ayala et al., 2020). Research also indicates that autonomy healthy lifestyle compliance, especially during pandemics (Williams et al., 2011; Anicich et al., 2020). This suggests that volunteering improved participants’ immediate well-being and promoted long-term healthy habits. Organizations should acknowledge volunteering’s health benefits and build physical and mental resilience, as Volunteer movement and involvement boosts nonprofit productivity, motivation, and retention. It appears that while many volunteers are driven by inner satisfaction and altruism, organizations should also recognize and encourage extrinsic motives to keep them volunteering. Furthermore, the study shows that helping during disasters is a transformative learning experience that gives participants valuable skills for personal and professional development. This highlights the need for nonprofits to support volunteer skill development to make crisis volunteering both humanitarian and developmental.

It is through this pattern that a sustained reinforcing cycle emerges. Emotional safety that was achieved through relatedness allowed the students to internalize competence through service. This developing sense of competence made them more self-assured in guiding themselves in what to do, achieving autonomy. Autonomy in turn fueled commitment, enhanced membership in the community, and promoted ongoing advancement—ending the cycle. When a need was fulfilled, it served to enable the next to be fulfilled, building a self-reinforcing cycle of engagement. This corresponds to the principle of self-determination theory that the needs in fact are interdependent and synergistic in nature (Ryan and Deci, 2017).

Together, these fulfilled needs fostered resilience, enabling students to adapt psychologically, manage stress, and maintain well-being despite adversity (Liu and Huang, 2021). These are consistent with research indicating that community service can reduce stress and boost psychological resilience (Lenares et al., 2020; Wong et al., 2015; Southwick et al., 2014). Volunteering after major disasters enhances psychological resilience, aiding in personal recovery (Carlile et al., 2014). SDT describes the capacity to maintain or restore mental health in the face of adversity. Research also showed that satisfaction of the core psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness improved volunteering and national responsibility (Martela et al., 2021). For instance, this aspect was reflected in the engagement of Saudi students during the pandemic whereby the key role in determining volunteer behavior is the fulfillment of fundamental psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Alamer and Al Sultan, 2022). This study found that international student volunteers in Wuhan were more resilient when they felt autonomous, learned new skills, and made supportive contacts. This finding reinforces the idea that the three needs jointly mediate the link between crisis volunteering and resilience. This implies that non-profit organizations include structured volunteer work in their crisis response efforts so that volunteers not only prove useful but also gain psychological support from their work.

Finally, the study shows that volunteers’ social integration and community cohesion helped them overcome social isolation, which was crucial for international students stocked during the lockdown. This supports Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which states that well-being depends on feeling connected to others (the need for relatedness) (Geng et al., 2022). Volunteering brought students from different cultures together with a same goal, creating a deep sense of connection. Even during a pandemic, volunteerism connected people and formed lasting bonds. Cultural interaction reduced loneliness and helped students integrate into the host community. A volunteer framed it as being part of “an international family,” saying that the more they participated in society, “the more we are attached to the people.” This result was in line with earlier findings that volunteering may enable social integration for new or vulnerable individuals or groupings of people (O’Neil et al., 2023). Similarly, Ruiz and Ravitch (2023) found that formal volunteering helps first-generation immigrants in the U. S. overcome social isolation. Volunteering increases social integration and generates support groups for immigrants and minority students even in non-pandemic environments (e.g., Khvorostianov and Remennick, 2017; Manguvo et al., 2013).

The interaction between relatedness, competence, and autonomy provides a complete model to explain how international student volunteers in Wuhan responded to crisis situations. Meeting these three needs provided a mutually reinforcing motivational process that not only resulted in ongoing participation but also in resilience and social integration. This research extends the application of SDT by demonstrating how its foundational constructs work in conjunction in the face of crises, and highlights the double value of volunteering as a humanitarian contribution and as a psychologically fulfilling experience.


5.1 Contribution and directions for further research

The purpose of this study is to understand the motives of international student volunteers whose voluntary efforts contributed to the society in boosting resilience and integration during the lockdown phase of COVID-19 in Wuhan and reflect self-determination theory (SDT). It may contribute to a better understanding of volunteering in circumstances of crisis and provide insightful suggestions on how to manage and create volunteer programs that will be even more successful in the future.

The findings of this research have important implications for both academics and practitioners. First, it informs an understanding of what motivates international students to volunteer in emergency settings such as the COVID-19 pandemic and that is a combination of both altruistic and self-serving motives. Understanding motives of student volunteers could have strategies developed to promote resilience. Institutions may encourage this by helping them set an environment where students may come first for altruistic purposes, and second for personal growth, and physical activity.

Secondly, through employing the self-determination theory (SDT), individuals may comprehend how satisfying the psychological requirements of autonomy competence, and relatedness might perhaps enhance resilience and promote social integration among volunteers. This research addresses the gaps in Self-Determination Theory and demonstrates how integrating its concepts into educational practices may enhance the academic and personal growth of international students, resulting in a more supportive and empowered learning environment.

Thirdly, the research has even identified the remarkable importance of volunteering in the process of building resilience and sustaining social integration and belongingness by international students in crises. This highlighted that involvement in volunteer activities might be associated with gaining long-term psychological and social benefits. Therefore, this information will be highly useful to policymakers and scholars seeking to understand how to implement volunteering interventions, which can assist in increasing mental well-being and community connectedness during disasters.



5.2 Limitations and future research

This research has some limitations. First, the small size of the sample may restrict the generalizability of the findings. This is mainly owing to the limited number of volunteers during that the lockdown and due to the fact that it relied on those who consented to participate. Consequently, the sample may not represent the full range of experiences and motivations of all international students who volunteered.

Second, Interviews took place from December 2022 to February 2023, subsequent to the initial Wuhan lockdown early on 2020. The time lag could have introduced memory recall bias, which could have compromised the richness and accuracy of memory of the participants. The delay was largely necessitated by strict international travel measures and prolonged campus shutdowns. Also, most research work was called off during the pandemic. At that moment, the initiation of data collection was impossible due to a mix of emotional pressure and logistic constraints brought by the crisis.

Third, studying voluntary behavior and its outcomes in a particular context might not imply that it can be generalized to other settings. Given the specific context of this study -Wuhan during the COVID-19 lockdown-, the findings might not completely apply to other demographics or settings. Further research is necessary to provide the evidence supporting this study’s results. For example, comparative studies could show how different cultural or crisis-related contexts shape volunteer motivations and outcomes.

Lastly, Interviews were conducted via WeChat, due to COVID-19 restrictions and the international dispersion of participants. Although this approach may have affected the depth and tone of replies, this method allowed for flexible and accessible communication. Future studies might combine online and in-person approaches to gather complex narratives.




6 Conclusion

This study shows how international student volunteers in Wuhan built resilience and promoted social integration during the COVID-19 lockdown through volunteer work. By applying Self-Determination Theory (SDT), the research reveals how the fulfillment of the three psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—not only motivated students to volunteer but also supported their psychological adaptation and social bonding in a crisis setting. These findings support the theoretical basis of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) by expanding its applicability to community-based crisis volunteerism experiences. Furthermore, by recognizing SDT for understanding pro-social behavior and resilience development in uncertain and emergencies circumstances, this study adds to the body of knowledge as well as offers an effective way for enhancing support and participation in the context of international students during next crises.
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Introduction: Given the substantial contributions of international students to cultural diversity and institutional development, examining the antecedents of their life satisfaction, acculturation status, and willingness to recommend their institutions has garnered significant attention from policymakers and scholars. This study had two main objectives: 1) to assess the association between international students’ experiences and their life satisfaction, and 2) to examine the impact of life satisfaction on acculturation and institutional recommendation, with a particular focus on the moderating role of acculturative stress.
Methods: A total of 281 international students from 13 universities in China participated in the study by completing self-administered questionnaires.
Results: Regression results showed that international students’ socio-cultural, accommodation, health and safety, and support service experiences were positively related to life satisfaction. In contrast, academic experiences were negatively related to life satisfaction, while discrimination experiences showed no significant impact. In addition, life satisfaction was positively associated with acculturation and institutional recommendation. Further, the moderating results showed that acculturative stress weakens the positive relationship between life satisfaction and acculturation.
Discussion: Our findings underscore the importance of improving academic environments, enhancing students’ non-academic experiences, and addressing acculturative stress to enhance the acculturation state and positive institutional recommendations of international students.
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1 Introduction

The Chinese government has implemented several proactive policies aimed at enhancing the quality of services for international students and sustaining growth in the international education market. These measures include increasing the availability of scholarships, expanding English-language programs (Ding, 2016; Wen et al., 2018), and establishing educational cooperation and exchange agreements with 188 countries and regions (Zhu et al., 2022). Despite China’s ranking as Asia’s top study-abroad destination, the objectives of the internationalization of higher education in China are not well achieved (Mulvey, 2020). However, the increasing number of international students in China does not necessarily indicate high life satisfaction or a greater likelihood of recommending their institutions, as many face emotional challenges such as depression and loneliness (Li et al., 2021). Hence, several scholars called for more research to investigate international students’ reactions to their experiences in the host country (Wekullo, 2019), especially in non-native English countries (Calikoglu, 2018).

Life satisfaction constitutes a fundamental aspect of international students’ psychological well-being during acculturation (Karaman and Watson, 2017; Jiang et al., 2020; Peng et al., 2023). Given their global and economic importance, numerous researchers advocated that examining the experience of international students should be regarded as an essential antecedent of their life satisfaction (Wekullo, 2019). Extant research indicated that the level of international students’ life satisfaction in Western countries like the US, the UK, and Australia is higher than in China (Ding, 2016; Wen and Hu, 2019) while a limited number of studies paid attention to understanding the international students’ life satisfaction in China (Zhang and Zeng, 2023).

While studying abroad offers clear benefits such as language acquisition and social capital development, the acculturation process often brings psychological and adjustment challenges for international students (Smith and Khawaja, 2011). Various studies examined the antecedents of international students’ acculturation process (Song and Xia, 2021; Zhang and Zeng, 2023), and focused mainly on the Western context, while limited studies focused on investigating the acculturation state of international students in the Chinese context (Gao and Hua, 2021; Zhang and Zeng, 2023). Extant acculturation research underlined that international students who encounter cultural shocks experience psychological stress and obstacles during their acculturation process due to differences in culture, language, and education system (Gao and Hua, 2021; Li et al., 2021; Zhang and Zeng, 2023). Several scholars called for more research on understanding the acculturation of international students in China (Luo et al., 2023; Grigoryev and Berry, 2017; Lai et al., 2023).

Amid growing global competition for international student enrollment, it is essential to critically examine the factors shaping their institutional evaluation and selection decisions (Ammigan et al., 2020). Foreign students with high life satisfaction in the host country are more likely to recommend their universities and share positive word-of-mouth (Mavondo et al., 2004; Padlee and Reimers, 2015). While a multicultural study environment may positively influence international students’ overall satisfaction, it may hurt the likelihood of recommendation (Ammigan et al., 2020).

Recent studies have increasingly examined acculturative stress among international students, focusing on its effects on academic performance, quality of life, and psychological well-being (Benita and Supriya, 2016; Kristiana et al., 2022). According to Gyamerah et al. (2024), international students often lack sufficient support from faculty and administrators, and that self-efficacy alone may not be enough to manage acculturative stress.

This research advances the literature on international students’ behavioral outcomes—satisfaction, acculturation, and institutional recommendation—in three key ways. First, drawing on Social Exchange Theory and Berry’s acculturation model, it proposes a comprehensive framework linking students’ perceived experiences to life satisfaction and, in turn, to their acculturation and institutional recommendation, while accounting for the moderating role of acculturative stress. Second, existing empirical research on international students’ life satisfaction in China has largely concentrated on major cities such as Shanghai and Beijing (Ding, 2016; Wen et al., 2018). Yet, students in less developed cities may encounter different academic and sociocultural challenges that impact their satisfaction. Additionally, the literature on life satisfaction and acculturation remains dominated by qualitative and theoretical reviews, with limited empirical studies available (Anderson and Guan, 2018; Peng et al., 2023). Third, within the Chinese context, prior research has largely focused on the internationalization of higher education and enrollment growth, with limited attention to international students’ experiences, life satisfaction, and acculturation (Jiang et al., 2020).

This study underscores the importance of distinguishing between evaluation (life satisfaction) and behavioral intention (acculturation and institutional recommendation). Understanding this distinction is critical, as student satisfaction with their educational experience does not always translate into recommending the institution. While satisfaction may stem from various factors such as teaching quality and campus facilities recommendations are more strongly influenced by perceived value and future employability (Ghorbanzade et al., 2019).



2 Theory and hypotheses

This study is grounded in Social Exchange Theory (SET) by Blau (1964) and Berry (2003) acculturation theory to examine the direct impact of international students’ experiences on their life satisfaction; and the influence of life satisfaction on their acculturation state and their institutional recommendations while considering the indirect influence of acculturative stress. SET provides a framework for understanding how international students evaluate their experiences based on perceived costs and benefits. According to the SET, individuals are more likely to engage in reciprocal behavior such as high acculturation and positive institutional recommendations when they sense benefits from their surroundings. Although studying abroad offers significant benefits like enhanced self-growth and confidence (Taušová et al., 2019), international students often face challenges such as discrimination, unfamiliar academic expectations, language barriers, limited social support, homesickness, loneliness, and weak identification with the host culture (Chiang, 2015; Taušová et al., 2019; Bai et al., 2023). Hence, this study argues that satisfied students reciprocate the positive experience by recommending their institutions in the host country to future students.

Berry’s Acculturation Theory offers a cultural and psychological framework for understanding how international students adapt to new cultural environments and manage stress through various coping strategies. It distinguishes between acculturation: the cultural and psychological changes resulting from intercultural contact (Berry, 2003) and adaptation: which refers to the outcome of acculturation, reflecting the degree of fit between the individual and the host culture (Berry, 1997).

Researchers typically categorize acculturation into two models. The first is the unidirectional model, which conceptualizes acculturation as a linear process progressing along a continuum from the maintenance of one’s heritage culture on one end to full immersion in the host culture on the other (Umami et al., 2022). This model was criticized for preventing migrants from acculturating to both the host and origin cultures concurrently (Umami et al., 2022). The second model is known as bidimensional acculturation which argues that the maintenance of the original national culture and the acceptance of host culture must be viewed as two distinct dimensions (Berry, 2006). This study builds on the second model and argues that the decrease or growth of international students in the host or home country does not affect the other.

The former acculturation research proposed two dimensions of acculturation orientations to explain how immigrants and sojourners interact with their heritage and international cultures: (a) the desire to preserve the heritage culture and (b) the desire to interact with others in the dominant culture (Berry, 1997, 2005). This study defines international students’ acculturation as the set of tactics and strategies employed to navigate and adapt to the host country’s cultural environment while retaining aspects of their original culture. The current study examined the relationship between international students’ life satisfaction and their acculturation in China. Although students may appreciate the resources, engagement opportunities, and institutional efforts to foster diversity and multiculturalism on campus, adapting to new academic, social, and cultural settings can still be challenging and stressful (Mesidor and Sly, 2016). These cultural differences can create difficulties, and when reflecting on their experiences, students may be less willing to recommend such environments to others.


2.1 International students’ experiences and life satisfaction

Researchers presented several factors affecting international student’s satisfaction such as satisfaction with the program, lecturers’ instruction, the institution, campus facilities, student support offered, one’s learning, the overall university experience, and university life in general (Wong and Chapman, 2023). Research on understanding the relationship between experiences and life satisfaction of international students in China focused mainly on the academic and socio-cultural dimensions (Qadeer et al., 2021). The current study contends that educational and non-educational experiences differ among international students from various regions. It contributes to the existing literature on international student satisfaction by investigating the relationship between perceived experiences—specifically academic, accommodation, socio-cultural, health and safety, discrimination, and support services—and students’ overall life satisfaction. The proposed research framework is illustrated in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Research model.



2.1.1 Academic experience and international student life satisfaction

Numerous scholars highlighted the academic challenges faced by international students, including adapting to the host country’s academic system, selecting appropriate courses, communicating with lecturers and supervisors, understanding lectures and assessment methods (Hussain and Shen, 2019), as well as coping with strict examinations, uniform teaching styles, and rigid schedules (Nikula and Sibley, 2020). International students who struggle to understand and adapt to a new academic system and fail to develop necessary skills often face significant challenges in achieving their academic goals (Hussain and Shen, 2019). Research has shown that international students’ overall university experience is strongly linked to their level of academic satisfaction (Ammigan and Jones, 2018), with faculty accessibility and teaching quality identified as key drivers of satisfaction (Arambewela and Hall, 2009). This study argues that academic experiences, such as teaching quality, curriculum relevance, access to resources, and faculty interaction, play a crucial role in shaping international students’ overall life satisfaction. Accordingly, the first sub-hypothesis is proposed as:


H1a: International students' life satisfaction is positively linked to academic experiences.




2.1.2 Sociocultural experience and international student life satisfaction

The sociocultural experience involves the perceptions of international students regarding their treatment during their studies abroad, as well as the cultural challenges encountered during their studies (Wen et al., 2018). Research on international students in China has shown that many face challenges in adapting to local socio-cultural dynamics (Wen et al., 2018). Given China’s distinct sociocultural context compared to Western countries, international students may encounter unique acculturation challenges (Zhang and Zeng, 2023). In contrast, studies in Western contexts like the U. S., Australia, and the U. K. have found that building social networks positively influences international students’ satisfaction (Ammigan, 2019). This research predicts that international students’ positive sociocultural experiences, such as participating in cultural exchanges, building friendships, and engaging in campus activities, foster a sense of belongingness and enhance their life satisfaction. Therefore, the second sub-hypothesis is stated as follows:


H1b: international students' life satisfaction is positively linked to their sociocultural experiences.




2.1.3 Accommodation experience and international student life satisfaction

The quality of accommodations plays a significant role in improving international students’ experience in a host country (Ammigan and Jones, 2018). Most International students in China live at separate university hostels or other accommodations and coursework which may hinder their interaction with local students (Ding, 2016; Tian and Lowe, 2018; Wen et al., 2018). In the Chinese context, researchers advocated the importance of accommodations in shaping the satisfaction of international students (Tian and Lowe, 2018; Wen and Hu, 2019). In this regard, some concerns were identified by international students such as slow Internet, lack of single rooms, restricted visitor time, outdated dorm facilities, the separation of foreign students’ accommodations, and unprofessional behavior from dorm staff (Tian and Lowe, 2018; Wen and Hu, 2019). This study hypothesizes that accommodation quality, specifically comfortable and affordable housing, positively contributes to international students’ life satisfaction by ensuring a stable and supportive living environment. Accordingly, the third sub-hypothesis is proposed as follows:


H1c: international students' life satisfaction is positively related to their accommodation experiences.




2.1.4 Health and safety experience and international student life satisfaction

The issue of international students’ safety become a major concern in the field of international education, especially after the deadly attacks on international students in several countries such as the USA, Australia, and India (Chelliah et al., 2019). Hence, international students and their family members may worry about potential safety and health issues in the host country (Arambewela and Hall, 2009). According to Zhang and Goodson (2011), there is a strong correlation between international students’ evaluations of life satisfaction and their acculturation experiences in the host nation. For instance, individuals can face unforeseen obstacles and difficulties adjusting to an international culture, which could lead to mental or psychological strain. Considering these factors and ensuring the safety of international students play a fundamental role in influencing their life satisfaction (Chelliah et al., 2019). The current study predicts that access to reliable healthcare, a safe campus, and clear safety protocols can enhance students’ sense of security, contributing positively to their satisfaction. The fourth sub-hypothesis is set as follows:


H1d: international students' life satisfaction is positively associated with their health and safety experiences.




2.1.5 Support service experience and international student life satisfaction

Chinese universities typically maintain international students’ offices to assist foreign students with both academic and non-academic issues. Several studies have reported low levels of life satisfaction among international students in China (Ding, 2016; Tian and Lowe, 2018; Wen and Hu, 2019). Key concerns include inefficient administrative services—particularly regarding class schedules, final exams, and academic activities—as well as university websites that fail to meet international students’ information needs due to technical issues and complex navigation. Additionally, limited support with practical matters, such as opening bank accounts, airport pickups, and housing assistance, has been highlighted as a significant drawback (Ding, 2016).

This research defines support services experience as the international students’ evaluation of their interactions with the international student office, encompassing staff responsiveness, friendliness, and helpfulness in addressing student needs. Several studies have demonstrated that the availability and quality of campus support services significantly affect international students’ life satisfaction (Alemu and Cordier, 2017; Ammigan and Jones, 2018). Another study showed a favorable correlation between university assistance, a decrease in psychological stress, and an improvement in life satisfaction (Cho and Yu, 2015). The current research predicts that support services, including academic advising and counseling, can foster international students’ well-being and belongingness which eventually increases their life satisfaction. Accordingly, the fifth sub-hypothesis is stated as follows:


H1e: international students' life satisfaction is positively linked to support service experiences.




2.1.6 Discrimination experience and international student life satisfaction

Research showed that discrimination negatively influences international students’ satisfaction, especially in building friendships in the host country (Van Horne et al., 2018; Wekullo, 2019). For instance, administrators’ attitudes toward international students appeared to be influenced by the perceived wealth of their countries of origin; and black students were more susceptible to racist attitudes, though this was not pervasive (Tian and Lowe, 2018). In addition, international students with religious commitments may struggle harder to maintain religious activities and make relationships, which could lead to a significant amount of stress (Yu et al., 2014). For instance, Muslim international students claimed that they could only pray in the hallways of their dorms and not in public (Tian and Lowe, 2018). This study argues that international students who experience discriminatory behavior, whether based on race, nationality, or language, are likely to have reduced life satisfaction as discrimination can create feelings of exclusion, alienation, and distress. Accordingly, the sixth sub-hypothesis is stated as follows:


H1f: international students' life satisfaction is negatively related to discrimination experiences.





2.2 Life satisfaction and acculturation

Numerous scholars indicate that the psychological acculturation of international students is associated with their higher-level life satisfaction (Peng et al., 2023). Student life satisfaction has a positive impact on enhancing international students’ acculturation in China by providing a foundation of emotional and psychological well-being that supports their acculturation (Qadeer et al., 2021). During their acculturation, international students face some challenges such as inadequate student-faculty interactions on campus (Wen et al., 2018), cultural differences in the relationship between lecturers’ behaviors and international students, lack of academic staff with adequate English skills, and misunderstandings of teaching methodologies (Jiang et al., 2021). Hence, researchers suggested different ways to enhance acculturation status such as creating campus activities to incorporate international students in and enhance international students’ awareness of the challenges faced in a new environment (Lee and Rice, 2007), responding to international students’ linguistic and cultural background (Siczek, 2015). A student’s motivation to investigate and adjust to new cultural standards is increased when they are satisfied, which improves acculturation (Jiang et al., 2020). Guided by relevant prior research, the second hypothesis is set as follows:


H2: higher life satisfaction positively influences the acculturation of international students.




2.3 Student life satisfaction and institutional recommendation

Life satisfaction among international students and their likelihood of recommending an institution may be influenced by the opinions and suggestions of friends, family members, and acquaintances when selecting a study destination and institution (Mavondo et al., 2004). Several researchers argued that students’ life satisfaction has a significant influence on spreading positive word-of-mouth and enhancing the institutions’ reputation (Clemes et al., 2008; Wilkins and StephensBalakrishnan, 2013; Kairat et al., 2024).

Students’ institutional recommendations are positively influenced by their satisfaction with institutional support and alignment with the institution’s values (Kairat et al., 2024). International students’ overall satisfaction is largely driven by teaching-related factors, such as program organization and lecture quality, while study-related factors like English language support and employability skills are more strongly linked to their institutional recommendations (Ammigan et al., 2020). Dissatisfaction, on the other hand, can lead to disengagement or less interaction with the host culture, impeding acculturation (Jiang et al., 2020). This research argues that the life satisfaction of international students can be translated into a strong willingness to recommend the institution to others. Hence, the third hypothesis is stated as follows:


H3: higher life satisfaction positively influences the institutional recommendation of international students.




2.4 The moderating role of acculturative stress

Researchers presented different predictors of acculturative stress such as the risk of experiencing financial, transportation, and accommodation issues (Smith and Khawaja, 2011). Numerous studies have demonstrated that acculturative stress is positively associated with psychosomatic symptoms, poor adjustment, and psychological distress, including depression, anxiety, hopelessness, and a sense of alienation (Driscoll and Torres, 2022). Some individuals may experience negative emotions and reduced motivation to form friendships with culturally diverse individuals when interacting with non-native speakers (Jiang et al., 2020). International students may face acculturative stress and difficulties adjusting to the host country’s environment (Smith and Khawaja, 2011), living far from their family and having to make new friends, trying new foods, and adjusting to new learning and communication styles. They must embrace local practices and traditions, often under cultural pressure or even culture shock, which is referred to as acculturation, a dynamic, complex, and multidimensional adaptation process (Berry, 2005).

In their research on the acculturation of Chinese students in the US, Lai et al. (2023) underlined that they prefer a separation acculturation strategy. International students may confront some difficulties such as social, cultural, and academic obstacles which cause them to feel acculturative stresses (Bamber, 2014). The psychological and sociological aspects of overseas students’ acculturation are often better than the expected average (Zhang and Zeng, 2023).

Researchers highlight the diversity among international students, noting that their distinct experiences, backgrounds, personal narratives, and perspectives significantly influence their multiple identities and sense of self (Eulatth Vidal and Kamp, 2025). International students face acculturative stress during their acculturation process due to the differences between the culture of their home countries and host countries (Kristiana et al., 2022), which is caused by experiencing different problems and obstacles (Berry, 2003). This research contends that although students may experience high life satisfaction, significant acculturative stress can hinder their effective adaptation to the host culture. Acculturative stress is proposed to moderate the link between life satisfaction and acculturation. Although life satisfaction typically supports better adjustment, elevated stress may drain students’ emotional and cognitive resources, limiting their ability to translate satisfaction into positive experiences (Berry, 2006). Hence, the hypothesis is set as follows:


H4: higher acculturative stress weakens the positive relationship between life satisfaction and acculturation.


International students usually encounter social, academic, and psychological difficulties (Lashari et al., 2023). Students from collectivistic societies, like those in Africa and Asia, may find it difficult to adjust to individualist societies, like those in North America and Europe (Sullivan and Kashubeck-West, 2015). International students who struggle with cross-cultural adaptation will have academic failure and critical mental health conditions like anxiety and despair (Anderson and Guan, 2018; Mahmood and Galloway Burke, 2018). In this regard, acculturative stress may lead to a remarkable decline in positive psychological outcomes like psychological adjustment, mental health, life satisfaction, and quality of life, as well as an increase in negative psychological outcomes like depression, psychological distress, and overall stress (Amlashi et al., 2024). Due to cultural differences and conflicts, international students may encounter inner discomfort, irritability, anxiety, and panic (Yang et al., 2021).

Research on the acculturation of international students in China highlighted some acculturative stresses such as difficulties in sociocultural adjustment and integrating with local students (Wen et al., 2018) and understanding Chinese culture and risk of cultural misunderstandings with local people, especially by African and European students (Qadeer et al., 2021). In conjunction with the findings presented by Zhu et al. (2022), this study argues that Chinese universities should address international students’ acculturation issues, promote international exchange, and develop and implement effective policies to enhance the acculturation status of international students. When international students experience high levels of acculturative stress, even those with high life satisfaction may be less inclined to recommend their institution. The positive feelings associated with life satisfaction may be overshadowed by the stress they experience in navigating the host culture.


H5: higher acculturative stress weakens the positive relationship between life satisfaction and institutional recommendations.





3 Method


3.1 Data collection

This study used a cross-sectional design and employed an explanatory research technique to gain a better understanding of the international students’ life satisfaction based on their experiences, and its impact on their acculturation state and institutional recommendations while considering the potential moderating influence of acculturative stress. International students experience cultural contact and learning throughout their studies in the host country. Our research defines international students in China as cultural sojourners and learners.

Data were collected using self-administered questionnaires distributed to international students with at least 1 year of study and residence in China, across 13 universities. The research purpose was explained, confidentiality was assured, and written consent was obtained. With the assistance of several moderators, printed questionnaires were distributed after classes and in dormitories between October 2024 and January 2025. Out of 297 collected questionnaires, 16 were excluded due to missing or inconsistent data, resulting in 281 valid responses for analysis.



3.2 Measures

This study measured international students’ academic experience with three items and accommodation experience with four items, both based on scales developed by Ammigan (2019). Health and Safety experience; and support service experience were each measured using three items designed by Chelliah et al. (2019). Sociocultural experience was assessed with four items developed by Wen et al. (2018) while discrimination experience was a three-item scale developed by Wekullo (2019).

In this study, international student life satisfaction is operationally defined as the overall contentment and positive evaluation expressed by international students regarding their academic and living conditions in China. The international students’ level of satisfaction was assessed using three items developed by Chelliah et al. (2019). This scale was designed to measure overall satisfaction among international students, had high reliability, and was employed in similar studies (Qadeer et al., 2021). Additionally, this scale supports the theoretical and grounded link between international students’ experiences and overall life satisfaction by recognizing satisfaction as a subjective, cumulative assessment of the student’s experience in the host country.

Acculturative stress was measured using 10 items extracted from Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994). This scale focuses mainly on the psychological and emotional aspects of cultural adaptation, such as language barriers, discrimination, and homesickness. This distinct focus helps avoid overlap with Stephenson (2000) acculturation scale, which measures cultural adaptation strategies rather than stressors. By clearly differentiating between acculturative stress (negative experiences) and acculturation (adaptation strategies), you minimize the risk of collinearity, ensuring that each construct contributes uniquely to your analysis of how life satisfaction impacts acculturation. This study builds on the individual-level definition of acculturation as “the experience of psychological adjustment as key life experiences that can be viewed as opportunities or impediments” (Berry, 1997).

The acculturation status of international students was assessed using the modified multigroup acculturation scale developed by Stephenson (2000). This scale has 24 items and includes two dimensions: ethnic society immersion; and dominant society immersion. Given the purpose and scope of our study, we used only the 12 items of dominant society immersion which focuses on reflecting the attitudes and behaviors related to four domains: language, interaction, media, and food. Acculturation involves adapting to the host culture, making it logical to focus on dominant society immersion—language use, social interactions, media habits, and food preferences. Aligned with Berry (1997) model, the 12-item subscale better reflects acculturation behaviors than the ethnic society immersion subscale, which emphasizes heritage culture.

Our research defines institutional recommendation as the international student’s willingness to promote their university to prospective international students. Institutional recommendation was measured using three items adapted from Mavondo et al. (2004) and Chelliah et al. (2019). The measurement items for each construct, presented in Appendix 1, were assessed using a 5-point Likert scale.



3.3 Sample characteristics

Table 1 shows the study sample characteristics. The valid sample included 281 students (46%) from Asia, (40%) from Africa, (7%) from Europe, (4%0 from Oceania) and 3% from the Americas. China has 253,177 international students, mainly from other Asian countries (59%) and African countries (18.5%) (Ministry of Education, 2023). According to the self-reported data, 68% of the respondents are males, with 42% aged between 21–25 years and 27% between 26–30 years. The majority of international students are pursuing undergraduate degrees (72%), primarily in the fields of Social Sciences and Humanities (54%) and Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (37%).


TABLE 1 International students’ sample characteristics (281).


	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	Percent

 

 	Age 	≤20 	48 	17


 	21–25 	118 	42


 	26–30 	76 	27


 	≥31 	39 	14


 	Gender 	Male 	192 	68


 	Female 	89 	32


 	Continent 	Asia 	129 	46


 	Africa 	113 	40


 	Europe 	19 	7


 	Oceanian 	12 	4


 	Americas 	8 	3


 	Educational level 	Undergraduate 	202 	72


 	Postgraduate and above 	79 	28


 	Major 	Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics 	104 	37


 	Social Sciences and Humanities 	152 	54


 	Professional and Applied Sciences 	25 	9




 




4 Results


4.1 Correlation analysis

The processed dataset met preliminary regression assumptions, enabling robust analysis. Normality was confirmed using the Shapiro–Wilk test (appropriate for samples under 2000), which was non-significant (p > 0.05), indicating a normal distribution. The zero-order correlations among study variables shown in Table 2 revealed a positive correlation between international student positive experiences and life satisfaction: sociocultural experience (r = 0.30, p < 0.01), accommodation experience (r = 0.45, p < 0.01), health and safety (r = 0.42, p < 0.01), social service support (r = 0.35, p < 0.01). On the other hand, both discrimination experience (r = −0.24, p < 0.05) and academic experiences (r = −0.27, p < 0.05) had a negative correlation with international students’ life satisfaction. Additionally, international student life satisfaction is positively correlated with their acculturation (r = 0.41, p < 0.01) and institutional recommendation (r = 0.44, p < 0.01), indicating that students with higher life satisfaction are more likely to acculturate and recommend their institutions. The correlation findings showed that the study constructs are linear and significantly related. Additionally, the VIF and tolerance values were used to test the potential multicollinearity. The reported VIF value is 1.283 which is higher than the 0.5 threshold, and the tolerance value of 0.782 which is higher than the 0.2 threshold, ensuring there are no multicollinearity concerns (Hair et al., 2010).


TABLE 2 Zero-order correlations among study variables.


	Construct
	Mean
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

 

 	1. ACC 	3.74 	0.513 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2. INS REC 	3.81 	0.562 	0.22* 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	3. LF SAT 	4.07 	0.591 	0.41** 	0.44** 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	4. ACC STR 	3.22 	0.437 	−0.28* 	−0.38* 	−0.42* 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	5. ACDEXP 	3.19 	0.423 	−0.21* 	−0.23* 	−0.27* 	0.31* 	1 	 	 	 	 	


 	6. SC EXP 	3.51 	0.462 	0.33** 	0.31* 	0.30** 	−0.26* 	0.30** 	1 	 	 	 	


 	7. ACC EXP 	4.23 	0.645 	0.46** 	0.49** 	0.45** 	−0.47* 	0.43* 	0.34** 	1 	 	 	


 	8. H&S EXP 	4.27 	0.673 	0.49** 	0.44** 	0.42** 	−0.25** 	0.40* 	0.28* 	0.41** 	1 	 	


 	9. SS EXP 	4.11 	0.612 	0.39** 	0.41* 	0.35** 	−0.43** 	0.46** 	0.37* 	0.46** 	0.54** 	1 	


 	10. DIS EXP 	3.08 	0.416 	−0.28* 	−0.39** 	−0.24* 	0.35* 	−0.28* 	−0.42** 	−0.29** 	−0.24* 	−0.31** 	1





ACD EXP, academic experience; SC EXP, socio-cultural experience; ACC EXP, accommodation experience; H&S EXP, health and safety experience, SS EXP, support service experience; DIS EXP, discrimination experience; LF SAT, life satisfaction; ACCUL, acculturation; INST REC, institutional recommendation; ACC STR, acculturative stress. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
 



4.2 Regression results

Hierarchical regression was conducted using SPSS 26, incorporating both direct and moderation analyses. Prior to testing moderation, the conditions outlined by Preacher et al. (2006) were followed to ensure proper analytical procedures. First, variables are mean-centered to minimize multicollinearity. Second, it is essential to confirm that the moderator is significantly correlated with the dependent variable. Third, the interaction term was assessed by multiplying the values of the moderator and the independent variable, ensuring that the resulting values are greater than zero. Finally, a hierarchical regression analysis with interaction terms was undertaken to test the moderating effect. A moderating effect is confirmed when the variance explained (R2) by the moderated model is both substantial and greater than the variance explained (R2) in the unmoderated model (Preacher et al., 2006).

Before testing hypotheses H1a-H1f, multiple hierarchical regression was performed to report the specific impact of the control variables and the effect of the six international students’ experiences on their life satisfaction. Table 3 shows the multiple hierarchical regression findings. It is evident that Model 1, including control variables only, explained only 0.10.8% of the variance in life satisfaction.


TABLE 3 Hierarchal multiple regression.


	Construct
	Model 1
	Model 2



	Β
	T
	p-value
	95% CI
	β
	T
	p-value
	95% CI

 

 	Age 	0.102 	2.76 	0.025 	(0.03, 0.17) 	0.089 	2.41 	0.037 	(0.01, 0.16)


 	Gender 	0.054 	1.46 	0.145 	(−0.04, 0.12) 	0.059 	1.61 	0.109 	(−0.01, 0.13)


 	Continent 	0.048 	1.31 	0.191 	(−0.02, 0.13) 	0.042 	1.14 	0.254 	(−0.03, 0.11)


 	Education Level 	0.034 	0.92 	0.358 	(−0.03, 0.10) 	0.021 	0.57 	0.570 	(−0.05, 0.09)


 	Major 	−0.025 	−0.67 	0.605 	(−0.09, 0.04) 	−0.011 	−0.29 	0.772 	(−0.08, 0.06)


 	ACD EXP 	 	 	 	 	−0.113 	−2.83 	0.005 	(−0.19, −0.03)


 	SC EXP 	 	 	 	 	0.254 	6.85 	<0.001 	(0.18, 0.32)


 	ACC EXP 	 	 	 	 	0.238 	6.42 	<0.001 	(0.16, 0.30)


 	H&S EXP 	 	 	 	 	0.285 	7.71 	<0.001 	(0.21, 0.35)


 	SS EXP 	 	 	 	 	0.192 	5.18 	<0.001 	(0.11, 0.26)


 	DIS EXP 	 	 	 	 	−0.038 	−1.04 	0.300 	(−0.10, 0.03)


 	R2 	0.018 	 	 	 	0.471 	 	 	


 	R2 change 	0.018 	 	 	 	0.453 	 	 	


 	F 	3.107 	 	0.009 	 	35.947 	 	<0.001 	


 	Durbin Watson 	 	 	 	 	1.693 	 	 	





ACD EXP, academic experience; SC EXP, socio-cultural experience; ACC EXP, accommodation experience; H&S EXP, health and safety experience; SS EXP, support service experience; DIS EXP, discrimination experience; LF SAT, life satisfaction; ACCUL, acculturation; INST REC, institutional recommendation; ACC STR, acculturative stress.

DV, life satisfaction.
 

With the inclusion of the six international student experiences, Model 2 showed that the foreign students’ life satisfaction was negatively associated with their academic experience (β = −0.113, t = −2.83, p = 0.005), positively linked with their health and safety experience (β = 0.285, t = 5.92, <0.001), accommodation experience (β = 0.238, t = 4.88, <0.001), sociocultural experience (β = 0.254, t = 5.31, <0.001), and support service experience (β = 0.192, t = 4.05, <0.001).

On the other hand, discrimination experience had no statistically significant effect on the life satisfaction of international students (β = −0.038, t = −0.83). Among the control variables, only international students’ age was positively related to the life satisfaction of international students (β = 0.102, t = 2.76, p = 0.025). The overall model demonstrated a substantial improvement in explanatory power with the inclusion of independent variables, increasing from 10.8% (R2 = 0.018, F = 3.107) in Step 1 to 47.1% (R2 = 0.471, F = 35.947, p = <0.001) in Step 2, highlighting the importance of these experiential factors in shaping life satisfaction.

The hierarchal regression findings shown in Table 4 revealed that international students’ life satisfaction positively influences their acculturation state (β = 0.461, t = 11.85, p < 0.001) and their institutional recommendation (β = 0.382, t = 9.25, <0.001). These findings indicated that higher levels of life satisfaction are strongly associated with better acculturation and positive institutional recommendation outcomes among international students in China. Such results underscore the importance of understanding the antecedents and consequences of international students’ life satisfaction. The moderating regression revealed that acculturative stress weakens the positive connection between life satisfaction and acculturation (β = −0.122, t = 4.19, <0.001).


TABLE 4 Moderated regression analysis.


	Moderation effect
	DV: acculturation
	DV: institutional recommendation



	COEFF
	SE
	t
	p-value
	LLCI
	ULCI
	COEFF
	SE
	t
	p-value
	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Age 	0.078 	0.063 	1.82 	0.07 	0.03 	0.15 	0.064 	0.052 	1.46 	0.15 	−0.02 	0.15


 	Gender 	0.058 	0.052 	1.35 	0.18 	−0.02 	0.14 	0.052 	0.043 	1.21 	0.23 	−0.03 	0.13


 	Continent 	0.032 	0.044 	0.73 	0.47 	−0.05 	0.11 	0.045 	0.041 	1.05 	0.30 	−0.03 	0.12


 	Education Level 	0.019 	0.044 	0.43 	0.67 	−0.06 	0.10 	0.021 	0.043 	0.49 	0.62 	−0.06 	0.10


 	Major 	−0.015 	0.044 	−0.34 	0.73 	−0.10 	0.07 	−0.009 	0.043 	−0.21 	0.83 	−0.09 	0.07


 	LF SAT 	0.461 	0.041 	11.85 	<0.001 	0.37 	0.51 	0.382 	0.045 	9.25 	<0.001 	0.29 	0.46


 	ACC STR 	−0.172 	0.038 	4.19 	<0.001 	−0.09 	0.23 	−0.112 	0.035 	2.35 	0.02 	−0.09 	0.23


 	Int_1(LF SAT*ACC STR) 	−0.122 	0.035 	−3.487 	<0.001 	−0.17 	−0.05 	−0.038 	0.043 	−0.89 	0.37 	−0.12 	0.04


 	R2 	0.286 	 	 	 	0.137 	 	 	


 	F 	28.22 	 	<0.001 	 	13.15 	 	<0.001 	




 

This finding indicates that the positive impact of life satisfaction on acculturation diminishes when individuals experience higher levels of acculturative stress. Regarding model fit, the predictors explained approximately 28.6% of the variance in acculturation, with an overall model that was statistically significant (F = 28.22, at Sig 0.000). The interaction between life satisfaction and acculturative stress was negative and statistically significant (β = −0.122, p < 0.05), indicating that acculturative stress weakens the positive effect of life satisfaction on acculturation. However, the magnitude of the moderating effect was relatively small.

Finally, acculturative stress had no significant moderating impact on the relationship between life satisfaction and institutional recommendation (β = −0.038, t = −0.89). This indicates that acculturative stress does not moderate the relationship between life satisfaction and institutional recommendation (Figure 2).

[image: Line graph showing the relationship between life satisfaction and predicted acculturation at different stress levels. Green line indicates increasing predicted acculturation with low acculturative stress, yellow line shows a slight increase with moderate stress, and red line shows a decrease with high stress. Life satisfaction ranges from 1 to 5 on the x-axis, and predicted acculturation ranges from -1.5 to 1.5 on the y-axis.]

FIGURE 2
 The moderating role of acculturative stress.





5 Discussion

Sub-hypotheses H1a to H1f examined the impact of six key experiences—academic, socio-cultural, accommodation, health and safety, support services, and discrimination—on international students’ life satisfaction. Regression results revealed that academic experience had a negative effect on life satisfaction (H1a), supporting the view that many Chinese universities face challenges in providing balanced development for international students in areas such as tutor allocation, structured Chinese language instruction, academic research quality, research platforms, and data accessibility (Beregovaya et al., 2020). Supporting academic adaptation is essential for students’ success and well-being (Al Juboori et al., 2025). Due to the diverse backgrounds and cultures of international students, Chinese universities face challenges in standardized management, including inconsistent student quality, lenient training processes, low assessment standards, and broad teaching practices. These issues may undermine the global reputation and status of Chinese higher education (Poole et al., 2022).

In contrast, regression results showed that socio-cultural, accommodation, health and safety, and support service experiences (H1b–H1e) significantly and positively influenced life satisfaction, while discrimination experiences (H1f) had no significant effect. Studies on international students’ life satisfaction have shown that their satisfaction increases when their educational experience exceeds expectations (Appleton-Knapp and Krentler, 2006), particularly when they encounter positive aspects of learning, housing, and support services (Ammigan and Jones, 2018). Besides social and cultural issues, international students encounter academic challenges in their new educational contexts (Choy et al., 2021; Lai et al., 2023).

Despite some studies identified some concerns related to evaluating the quality of accommodation such as lack of single rooms, slow internet, outdated dorm facilities, and improper behavior from dorm staff (Tian and Lowe, 2018; Wen and Hu, 2019), Our findings showed that international students are satisfied with their accommodation experiences (Ammigan and Jones, 2018). In conjunction with extant literature (Arambewela and Hall, 2009; Chelliah et al., 2019; Qadeer et al., 2021), our study found that international students’ health and safety experiences positively affect their life satisfaction in China.

Research indicates a moderate-to-strong link between acculturative stress and depressive symptoms among international university students (Çimşir and Ünlü Kaynakçı, 2024). Furthermore, after an initial period of excitement about exploring a new culture, the novelty may fade, and international students must manage daily challenges in an unfamiliar environment (Smith and Khawaja, 2011; Xiong et al., 2025). Acculturative stress was negatively correlated with academic adaptation (Al Juboori et al., 2025).

Contrary to Wen et al. (2018), our findings indicate that international students’ sociocultural experiences positively influence their life satisfaction. Engaging with the host culture through social activities, friendships, and cultural events enhances emotional well-being and reduces isolation, ultimately fostering greater life satisfaction.

The findings showed that support services from international student offices positively influenced students’ life satisfaction. However, these results diverge from those reported in prior research (Ding, 2016; Tian and Lowe, 2018; Wen and Hu, 2019). Our findings can be justified based on the fact that previous studies might have examined support services that were inadequate, poorly implemented, or mismatched to students’ needs, leading to frustration and reduced life satisfaction.

Despite the possibility that international students in China may face discrimination (Tian and Lowe, 2018), our findings showed that it has no significant influence on their life satisfaction. Such findings suggest that international students developed resilience and effective coping mechanisms that reduced discrimination’s negative impact. Strong social support systems or prioritizing factors like academic success might also buffer its effects. Additionally, the level of discrimination experienced could have been low or infrequent, or students might have normalized it based on cultural expectations.

For hypotheses H2 and H3, the findings showed that international students’ life satisfaction had a positive influence on both acculturation state and institutional recommendation. In conjunction with recent studies on the acculturation of international students (Jiang et al., 2020; Peng et al., 2023), our research underlined that it is positively related to life satisfaction. These findings may indicate that international students who experience high life satisfaction are more likely to feel emotionally stable, motivated, and positive about their overall experience, which facilitates smoother acculturation. Satisfied students are better equipped to engage with the host culture, build social connections, and adapt to new norms, enhancing their acculturation state. Similarly, our findings showed that international students’ life satisfaction had a positive influence on their favorable institutional recommendations (Mavondo et al., 2004; Ammigan, 2019; Chelliah et al., 2019). These results suggest that high life satisfaction reflects a positive institutional experience, increasing the likelihood of recommending the institution. Satisfied students link their well-being to the support and environment provided, making life satisfaction a key driver of successful adaptation and positive recommendations.

Testing the moderating role of acculturative stress (H4) revealed that it weakens the positive relationship between life satisfaction and international students’ acculturation. This finding aligns with existing literature on the negative effects of acculturative stress (Smith and Khawaja, 2011; Driscoll and Torres, 2022; Zhang and Zeng, 2023). Our results further suggest that even students with high life satisfaction may struggle to adapt when stress levels are elevated. This highlights the need for universities to complement well-being initiatives (e.g., counseling services) with structural reforms, such as streamlining administrative procedures, to address the root causes of acculturative stress.

In contradiction with similar studies on the negative consequences of acculturative stress (Zhu et al., 2022; Amlashi et al., 2024), our study revealed that it has no moderating effect on the relationship between life satisfaction and institutional recommendations (H5). Such findings may indicate that even if students experience acculturative stress, their satisfaction with the institution’s services and support might remain high, leading to positive recommendations. Second, students may separate their struggles with acculturation from their evaluation of the institution, focusing instead on its tangible benefits. Finally, the sample might have included resilient students who, despite experiencing acculturative stress, maintained a positive view of the institution due to its role in providing stability or assistance during their adaptation process. The results of our hypotheses testing provide remarkable implications to theory and practice as explained in subsequent sections.



6 Implications

The empirical findings from this study hold significant theoretical and practical implications, contributing to academic knowledge while offering actionable insights for enhancing international students’ satisfaction, acculturation and institutional recommendations.


6.1 Theoretical implications

This study approved the relevance and applicability of the SET by highlighting the reciprocal nature of relationships and exchanges between international students and their host institutions. SET posits that individuals engage in relationships based on perceived rewards and costs, and your findings align with this by demonstrating that positive experiences (rewards) enhance satisfaction, which in turn fosters acculturation and positive institutional recommendations. International students participate in academic, economic, social, and cultural endeavors, fostering interactions with host communities within university environments and in the broader society (Ranabahu and De Silva, 2024). However, acculturative stress imposes a cost that weakens the link between satisfaction and acculturation, highlighting the delicate balance between rewards and challenges in the acculturation process. The study extends the SET by emphasizing the role of contextual stressors in shaping the exchange dynamics within cross-cultural educational settings.

Building on Berry’s acculturation theory, this study emphasized the balance between cultural maintenance, participation in the host society, and the stressors encountered during acculturation. Our findings showed that positive experiences boost satisfaction, which in turn facilitates acculturation and institutional recommendations—indicators of successful integration. However, the moderating role of acculturative stress underscores the challenges students face in adjusting while maintaining well-being, consistent with Berry’s view of stress as a barrier to adaptation.



6.2 Practical implications

Our empirical findings suggest that improving international students’ life satisfaction requires institutional policies focused on socio-cultural integration through cultural events and inclusive campus environments. Affordable, safe, and comfortable accommodation is essential, along with enhanced health and safety measures such as accessible healthcare and robust campus security. Support services—academic advising, mental health counseling, and language assistance—should be expanded and actively promoted. Furthermore, the negative impact of academic experiences on life satisfaction highlights the need for targeted interventions to reduce academic stress, including tailored support like tutoring, language assistance, and mental health resources.

University leaders, department heads, government agencies, and non-profits increasingly rely on international student behavior and mobility to shape policies and strategic plans for diverse global student populations (Luo et al., 2023). A recent systematic review highlights the need for future research to establish strong theoretical foundations and explore emerging trends, processes, and challenges in international student mobility within today’s dynamic global context (Dos Santos et al., 2024). Policies should also encourage inclusive, flexible teaching methods to accommodate diverse learning styles and cultural backgrounds.

To strengthen the positive impact of life satisfaction on acculturation and institutional recommendation, institutions should prioritize policies that support international students’ well-being. This includes fostering a welcoming environment through cultural integration programs, peer mentorship, and cross-cultural social events. Actively seeking student feedback can help identify areas for improvement, while inclusivity policies such as diversity training for staff and students can create a more supportive campus atmosphere.

Finally, institutions should adopt policies that reduce stress and support international students’ acculturation, such as cultural orientation workshops, language classes, and stress management seminars. Social support programs can help students cope with acculturative stress and improve their adjustment (Zheng and Ishii, 2023). The acculturation of international students is influenced by their engagement with formal academic systems and informal social networks (Ranabahu and De Silva, 2024). Fostering an inclusive campus through diversity training and cultural awareness initiatives can enhance students’ adaptability and sustain high life satisfaction.




7 Limitations and further research

Our findings may have limited applicability due to certain constraints. First, the sample of 281 international students, mainly from Asian and African countries, may not represent the broader international student population in China. For example, East Asian students often report higher satisfaction than those from more culturally distant backgrounds (Alemu and Cordier, 2017). Hence, future research may focus on a specific race or use comparative studies.

Second, relying on self-reported surveys may introduce bias and affect the findings. Accordingly, future research may prioritize using longitudinal studies to explore temporal relationships, conducting evidence-based interventions to apply findings in practice, and using mixed-methods approaches to gain deeper insights into the dynamics of life satisfaction, acculturation, and institutional recommendation over time.

Third, institutional variations such as university policies and support services were not systematically analyzed, despite their potential impact. Future research should explore how improvements in socio-cultural, accommodation, health and safety, and support service experiences can enhance international students’ life satisfaction. Additionally, it should investigate why academic experiences negatively affect satisfaction and identify solutions, such as curriculum changes, academic support, or faculty training.

Finally, although acculturative stress was identified as a moderating factor, its multidimensional nature was not thoroughly examined, which may have led to an oversimplification of its impact. Future research should explore targeted interventions aimed at reducing specific dimensions of acculturative stress and further investigate its nuanced moderating role in the relationship between life satisfaction and acculturation.
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Chinese students usually face risks from various aspects in the process of studying abroad. The use of the analytic hierarchy process alone ignores the interplay between the influencing factors and lacks systematic thinking about the identification of key influencing factors due to the intricacies of the factors affecting and constraining these risks. Therefore, we utilize the DEMATEL method and cross-reinforcement matrix to improve the weights obtained from AHP and to enhance the accuracy and scientific rigor of the weight vectors. Finally, five factors with the largest weights of risk factors affecting international students are identified through the analysis. They are self-management ability, language ability, policy of the host country, economic conditions of the host country, and values. Appropriate risk response countermeasures are proposed to reduce the risk potential of international students based on the results. Exploring the risk factors affecting students studying abroad can provide a reference for Chinese students to predict and control the risks of studying abroad. It can also provide support for international institutions to recruit, manage, and assist Chinese students.
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1 Introduction

China's education system is constantly reforming and changing with the development of globalization since the reform and opening-up policy was introduced. During the last 40 years, studying abroad is becoming more and more popular, the number of Chinese students studying abroad have increased greatly, and the destination countries are becoming more diverse (Center for China and Globalization, 2024). This has formed a special migration group of Chinese students studying abroad. However, some students lack sufficient knowledge and understanding of the risks or potential problems associated with studying abroad, which has accompanied the rapid growth in the number of Chinese students studying abroad. They also lack sufficient knowledge of their own abilities and guidance and advice in the process of studying abroad. All of these factors can gradually change their experience of studying abroad from initial excitement to later pressure, and potentially even to failure (Mehar Singh, 2016; Alemu and Cordier, 2017; Kobayashi, 2022). According to EIC Education's statistic, over 80% Chinese students with undergraduate degree or above continue learning through studying abroad (EIC Education, 2023), making up the majority of the overseas student population. This group faces unique challenges. For instance, postgraduate students need to deal with academic accreditation and the pressure of interdisciplinary research, while undergraduates are more concerned about cross-cultural adaptation and their ability to live independently. This study focuses on Chinese students with a bachelor's degree or above who study abroad, covering major destinations such as the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada, and analyzes the key risk factors they encounter during their overseas study. Recent surveys indicate that 28% of Chinese students report moderate-to-severe academic stress, while 15% experience culture shock leading to academic delays (Wang et al., 2023). For instance, study revealed that self-management (Julia et al., 2022) and language barriers (Abdullah Ahmed, 2023) are important factors. These statistics underscore the critical need to systematically identify risk factors and inform pre-departure preparation. Thus, these factors will affect the learning and living experience and quality during studying abroad; they also expose the education quality of Chinese students studying abroad to the risk of uncertainty. While previous studies (Li et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2023) have analyzed individual risks like language barriers or policy changes, they often overlook the interdependencies between factors, such as how host country economic conditions interact with students' self-management abilities. Post-2020 challenges, including COVID-19-related mobility restrictions and rising geopolitical tensions (Sina, 2021; Zhao and Xue, 2023), further highlight the need for a holistic framework that captures both direct and indirect risk pathways.

We first categorized and summarized the risks that Chinese students may face in the process of studying abroad according to the research of scholars and discussions within the research group. We constructed a risk influencing factor framework for international students containing 22 indicators. The 22 risk indicators were developed by synthesizing four major risk categories identified in prior literature: circumstance risks (CR, five indicators, e.g., host country policy), language and cultural risks (LC, five indicators, e.g., cross-cultural adaptation), academic risks (AR, seven indicators, e.g., self-management ability), and opportunity risks (OR, five indicators, e.g., psychological pressure). This framework aligns with studies by Bahna (2018) and López et al. (2016), which similarly categorized study-abroad risks into environmental, cultural, academic, and socioeconomic dimensions. Secondly, the established indicator system was evaluated, and the weights of the evaluation indicators obtained by AHP were corrected by using the DEMATEL method and cross-reinforcement matrix method. The analysis results take into account both the interaction between various risk factors and their relative importance, making the evaluation of risk indicator weights more accurate and scientific. Finally, the important indicators affecting the risk factors of international students are derived, and corresponding coping countermeasures are proposed based on the results to help international students navigate their study abroad experience more effectively. This paper addresses the limitation that previous studies have only explored the influencing factors of international students from a single perspective. This study innovates by integrating the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) with the Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory (DEMATEL) and cross-reinforcement matrix, a hybrid approach that simultaneously accounts for factor weights and interdependencies. Unlike single-method studies, this framework quantifies both direct and indirect risk pathways, providing a more systematic risk assessment for Chinese students and institutions. It offers a reference for students to plan, prepare, and participate in study abroad.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Literature review

There has been an abundance of articles exploring the factors influencing international students, covering all levels. However, the research on the influencing factors of students studying abroad has various focuses and results. Politics (Bratsberg, 1995), economy (Bahna, 2018; López et al., 2016), systems (Gopalan et al., 2019), education (Roshid and Ibna Seraj, 2023), and social culture (Park, 2019; Sezer et al., 2021) can have a great impact on international students.

Drawing from the stress-coping theory and complex systems theory, this review categorizes risks into circumstances, cultural, academic, and opportunity domains, examining how individual and contextual factors interact to shape study-abroad outcomes.

Circumstances risks mainly focus on the direct impact of the host country's political, policy, legal, security, and economic macro-environment on the adaptation of international students. Students will relate and respond to various ideologies through negotiation, development, and reconstruction of their ideologies and positions during the process of their studies abroad (Choi, 2021). Ideology is concerned with racialism (Park and Choi, 2022). Teachers' ideologies impact their teaching approaches and attitudes toward the students' heritage language and culture (Gu et al., 2019). Sung found that ideology has an impact on the acceptance of using a lingua franca (Sung, 2020), such as English. Local students prefer monolingual ideologies. However, another study found that foreign students prefer a lingua franca, even if it is not English (Kobayashi, 2022). As Sung pointed out, the perceived resistance against the use of a lingua franca by local students means that the language norms operating in the university cannot be pre-determined. The contradictory language ideologies concerning monolingualism/multilingualism coexist in international universities (Sung, 2020). When Chinese students study in non-English-speaking countries where English is used as a lingua franca of the university, they bear the risk of language uncertainty due to ideology. This risk brings difficulties for them in learning, communicating with each other, and integrating into the university community. Public policy shifts in immigration and education have a clear influence on Chinese students studying abroad (Kobayashi, 2022). Competing perceptions of international students as threatening or beneficial lead to a policy wave. They are considered by students studying abroad as factors such as political stability, a safe environment in the country, a multicultural society, a low cost of living, and simplified immigration procedures (Mehar Singh, 2016). Thus, students studying abroad bear the risk of policy changes that may result in visa or resident permit interruptions. Law is the embodiment of ideology and national policy (Maslennikova, 2021), which reflects whether the investment in studying abroad is worthwhile in the long run (Lam et al., 2017). Changes in policies and laws related to international students, such as immigration, visa, and other policies and regulations, will affect the development planning of students studying abroad (Graham and Pottie-Sherman, 2022). Moreover, changes in visa policy will lead to interruptions in studying abroad (Sina, 2021). Some scholars believe that policy challenges have the greatest impact on international students through interview analysis (Zhao and Xue, 2023). In addition, international students are considered a disaster-vulnerable group after many horrible murders occurred involving students studying abroad (Ryoo and Cheung, 2021). Therefore, adequate attention should be paid to the safety of international students (Yu et al., 2021).

Language and cultural risks mainly revolve around language barriers, cross-cultural interaction, value differences, and independent adaptation abilities, among other cultural-level challenges. Language competence is a primary issue for Chinese students in intercultural communication (Gu, 2018). The limitation of language ability is manifested in many aspects; for example, language skills have a bearing on future career development (Ren et al., 2023). Language proficiency correlates with academic performance (Wang et al., 2023), which may result in learning difficulties or even an inability to complete their studies. Language skills also affect communication with others (Mitchell and Güvendir, 2023). Discomfort during cultural contact will affect the quality of life and academic achievements of individuals (Popescu and Buzoianu, 2017). Students come from different cultural backgrounds during the process of cross-cultural adaptation (Dahal et al., 2018). This means they have different understandings of values, lifestyles, religions, and beliefs. They may encounter risks due to cultural differences (Byrne et al., 2019). Students have to face cultural re-adaptation when they return to China after graduating from abroad universities (Kim, 1977). The ability of study abroad students to deal with problems independently is related to their social adaptation and career ambition after graduating from abroad universities (Yu, 2021).

Academic risks mainly cover factors directly affecting academic performance, such as information access, major selection, teaching management, self-management, and academic credential recognition. Academic adjustment positively affects psychological and sociocultural adjustment (Sheng et al., 2022). However, inappropriate academic choices can hurt international students (Yu et al., 2023). Education agencies are used by most Chinese students studying abroad in various processes of studying abroad (Pimpa, 2003). However, they may also face information asymmetries that can affect their judgment (Nikula and Kivistö, 2018). There is a significant difference in the quality of education between international and domestic students (Lee et al., 2019). It has been argued that fragmented learning of both language and competencies can lead to risks in instructional management (Sun, 2022). Alemu and Cordier found that academic and educational quality (Alemu and Cordier, 2017), as well as life and support experiences, will affect student satisfaction. Certification of qualifications earned abroad is only valid if they are recognized by the Chinese Ministry of Education. It is a comprehensive assessment of the learning process of study abroad students (Chinese Service Center for Scholarly Exchange, 2018) as well as a certification of learning ability. Growing up in a comfortable environment in China, Chinese students lack self-management and self-care abilities in life. They have less stress tolerance (Cai, 2017), which may become a potential risk when studying abroad. Some international students also experience pressure related to tuition fees, which not only affects the number of international applicants for relevant majors (Elliott and Soo, 2013) but also impacts whether students complete their studies (Bradley and Migali, 2019).

Opportunity risks mainly concern uncertainties related to long-term development, including career development, economic pressure, mental health, social integration, and sudden security incidents. Feng explained the impact of educational gaps and career development on Chinese students studying abroad (Feng, 2018). International students are more likely to come from families with a high level of economic status, which can easily cause financial pressure on some families with average economic conditions (Bahna, 2018). International students have less access to public resources due to financial, informational, language, or cultural difficulties (Song et al., 2020). Studies have found that mental health problems among students abroad have long been widespread (Wang H. et al., 2022; Wang Y. et al., 2022) Chinese students are far from home and parents, living and studying overseas alone during the growth period of studying abroad. They are in a completely unfamiliar cultural environment, which can easily produce homesickness and loneliness (Mekonen and Adarkwah, 2023; Sezer et al., 2021). After being abroad for a long time, Chinese students have to go through cultural re-adaptation once they return to China (Kim, 1977). They will encounter a series of social difficulties (Chen et al., 2022). In addition, accidents are also an important factor to consider when studying as an international student (Love et al., 2023).

The influencing factors of the risks faced by Chinese students studying abroad can be categorized as circumstances risk, language and cultural risk, academic risk, opportunity risk, etc. Only considering the importance among the risk factors or the mutual influence of the risk factors will lead to an incomplete understanding of the risk-influencing factors due to the complex relationships between them. Therefore, we adopt DEMATEL and a cross-reinforcement matrix to improve the index weights obtained by AHP to identify the key risk factors affecting international students. Unlike prior single-method studies (Zhao and Xue, 2023), this research employs a hybrid AHP–DEMATEL model to quantify both factor importance and interdependencies, providing a more nuanced understanding of risk pathways. AHP was selected for its capability to handle hierarchical multi-criteria decision-making, while DEMATEL excels at modeling causal relationships in complex systems. Compared to alternatives like Fuzzy TOPSIS, this combination uniquely addresses the “interplay neglect” issue in prior risk studies. We consider both the importance of risk factors and the degree of importance of risk factors, making the evaluation results more accurate. Section 2.2 details the risk factor classification process, while Section 2.3 explains the hybrid methodology used to prioritize and model these factors.



2.2 Selection and determination of risk factors of studying abroad

This study defines “risks” as challenges that significantly impact Chinese students' academic performance, mental wellbeing, or cultural adaptation during their study-abroad period. The influencing factors analyzed are those that directly or indirectly contribute to these risks. The risks of Chinese students studying abroad are classified into four clusters according to the source of risk based on the views and perspectives of the aforementioned scholars. The four clusters are set as the first-level indicators, including circumstance risks, language and cultural risks, academic risks, and opportunity risks. The 22 secondary indicators were derived through a three-step process: (1) systematic literature review identifying recurring risk themes; (2) focus groups with returned students to validate contextual relevance; (3) expert panel consensus (Delphi method) to refine categories. A total of 22 factors were determined as secondary indicators and sorted into the above four clusters. The risks of Chinese students studying abroad are taken as an integrative indicator. Thus, the indicator system is established.

The index system has been discussed and compared many times to avoid overlapping or omission of risk-influencing factors. The determined risks of overseas students and the corresponding influencing factors are listed in Table 1.

TABLE 1  Influencing factor index system of Chinese students studying abroad.


	First-level indicators
	Secondary indicators
	Code
	Indicator provenance





	Circumstances risk (CR)
	Ideology of host country
	CR1
	Sung, 2020; Choi, 2021; Park and Choi, 2022; Mitchell and Güvendir, 2023



	Policy of host country
	CR2
	Mehar Singh, 2016; Sina, 2021; Kobayashi, 2022; Zhao and Xue, 2023



	Differences in laws and regulations
	CR3
	Lam et al., 2017; Graham and Pottie-Sherman, 2022



	Public security environment of host country
	CR4
	Mehar Singh, 2016; Ryoo and Cheung, 2021; Yu et al., 2021



	Economic conditions of host country
	CR5
	López et al., 2016; Bahna, 2018



	Language and cultural risk (LC)
	Language ability
	LC1
	Gu, 2018; Mitchell and Güvendir, 2023; Ren et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023



	Cross-cultural adaptation
	LC2
	Popescu and Buzoianu, 2017; Dahal et al., 2018



	Values
	LC3
	Byrne et al., 2019



	Cultural re-adaptation of students return to China
	LC4
	Kim, 1977



	Ability to deal with problems independently
	LC5
	Yu, 2021



	Academics risk (AR)
	Information acquisition
	AR1
	Pimpa, 2003; Nikula and Kivistö, 2018



	Academic choice
	AR2
	Sheng et al., 2022; Yu et al., 2023



	Teaching management
	AR3
	Sun, 2022



	Education quality
	AR4
	Alemu and Cordier, 2017; Lee et al., 2019



	Academic certification authentication
	AR5
	Chinese Service Center for Scholarly Exchange, 2018



	Self-management ability
	AR6
	Cai, 2017



	Study expenses
	AR7
	Bradley and Migali, 2019; Mehar Singh, 2016



	Opportunity risk (OR)
	Work and future development
	OR1
	Feng, 2018



	Economic pressure due to studying abroad
	OR2
	Bahna, 2018; Mehar Singh, 2016



	Psychological pressure
	OR3
	Mekonen and Adarkwah, 2023; Popescu and Buzoianu, 2017; Sezer et al., 2021; Wang H. et al., 2022; Wang Y. et al., 2022



	Social dilemma
	OR4
	Chen et al., 2022; Song et al., 2020



	Accident
	OR5
	Love et al., 2023







2.3 Method

There are numerous studies on study-abroad risk, which have been elaborated on in the previous articles. It can be found that scholars' research mainly focuses on the selection of risk factors for students studying abroad, and the indicators of the constituency are further analyzed. Few scholars have synthesized the indicators at various levels and considered the complex relationship between the risk factors. For example, “language ability (LC1)” has an extremely strong impact on “cross-cultural adaptation (LC2)” (Gu, 2018). “Cross-cultural adaptation (LC2)” has a strong impact on “work and future development (OR1)” and “psychological pressure (OR3)” (Dahal et al., 2018; Kong et al., 2023; Wang H. et al., 2022; Wang Y. et al., 2022). Furthermore, “work and future development (OR1)” will have an impact on “language ability (LC1)” (Gai et al., 2022). These complex influencing relationships also make it difficult to identify the key influencing factors related to the risk of Chinese students studying abroad. Determining the specific assessment methods for key factors requires obtaining relatively high-quality data in advance during the analysis process. Effective data collection for large groups is difficult in practice and may have limitations such as distorted data collection because international students are relatively dispersed. Therefore, the lack of accurate and high-quality data makes it difficult to determine the importance of the influencing factors. These are important issues that need to be addressed in the assessment of risk factors for international students. We used the Delphi method and AHP method to determine the importance of each risk to better carry out risk assessment in the absence of data. The influence relationship between risk factors can lead to unstable evaluation results. We utilized the DEMATEL method as well as the cross-reinforcement matrix method to correct the weights of the evaluation indexes computed by the AHP method, making the results of the assessment more credible and accurate.

The Delphi method is also known as the expert opinion method or expert survey method. It is a group decision-making method for a specific issue, consulting experts in related fields in writing, relying on the experience, knowledge, and comprehensive analysis ability of the experts, collecting and summarizing the opinions of the experts on the issue over and over again. Then it adopts mathematical and statistical methods to collate their opinions and ultimately obtains a more consistent result from the experts (Rader, 1950). We determine the relative importance and degree of influence of each risk factor based on the knowledge and experience of the experts. We defined a 0–9 level judgment matrix scale to evaluate the relative importance of the risk factors (Sumo et al., 2023) and a 0–4 scale to assess the relationship between the selected 22 factors. In the influence relationship scale, 0 = no influence, 1 = weak influence, 2 = strong influence, and 4 = extremely strong influence (Annika et al., 2025). Twenty-two factors in the form of a scale were sent to 17 experts to assess the importance and impact of each pair of risk factors. These experts included academics with experience in overseas study, international education researchers, teachers organizing overseas study, officials of overseas study regulatory bodies, and senior managers of overseas study agencies. Seventeen experts were purposefully selected to ensure multi-stakeholder representation: five academic researchers (with ≥10 years of study-abroad risk publications), four international education administrators, three policy officials (from China's Ministry of Education), and five industry professionals (overseeing >1,000 study-abroad cases annually). This mix ensures both theoretical rigor and practical relevance, aligning with Delphi method guidelines for complex problem-solving (Rader, 1950). The degree of influence of each factor was taken from the evaluation results of more than half of the 17 experts who shared the same opinion. Three rounds of expert surveys were conducted over 8 weeks. Consensus was assessed using the Kendall coefficient of concordance (W), which reached 0.78 (p < 0.001) after Round 3, indicating high agreement. This exceeds the acceptable threshold of 0.7.

AHP, first proposed by Saaty in the 1970s, is a frequently used evaluation and decision-making method in system engineering. It is suitable for dealing with multi-objective and multi-level complex system problems. It can express and deal with people's subjective judgments in quantitative form. It is a subjective analysis method combining qualitative and quantitative aspects (Saaty, 1987). The consistency of each judgment matrix is tested according to the nine-level scale of the judgment matrix. The sum-product method is used for the calculation of indicator weights and consistency tests to ensure the credibility of hierarchical single ordering.

DEMATEL was used to construct a comprehensive influence matrix, quantifying direct and indirect effects between the 22 factors. The cross-reinforcement matrix then adjusted AHP weights by incorporating factor interdependencies, addressing the limitation of AHP's assumption of factor independence. This hybrid approach enhances weight accuracy.

Step 1: normalize the elements of each column of the judgment matrix.

bij=rij/∑i=1nrij(i=1,2,...n;j=1,2,...n)      (1)

Step 2: the normalized judgment matrices are summed by rows.

ci=∑j=1nbij(i=1,2,...n)      (2)

Step 3: normalize the vector.

wi,=ci/∑j=1nci(i=1,2,...n)      (3)

Then W=[w1,w2,...,wn]T is the desired weight vector.

Step 4: calculate the maximum eigenvalue of the judgment matrix.

λmax=1n∑i=1n(Rw)iwi      (4)

Step 5: conduct a consistency check.

CI=λmax-nn-1;CRM=CIRI      (5)

where λmax is the largest characteristic root of the judgment matrix, and n is the order of the judgment matrix. RI is the average random consistency index, and the value of RI can usually be obtained by checking the table. The result of hierarchical single sorting is considered satisfactory only when the value of CRM is < 0.1. Otherwise, the judgment matrix needs to be adjusted until it meets the requirements.




3 Result

The judgment matrices for each first-level indicator and secondary indicator were obtained by the Delphi method as shown in Tables 2, 3.

TABLE 2  The judgment matrix of the first-level indicators.


	Indicator
	CR
	LC
	AR
	OR





	CR
	1
	2
	1
	3



	LC
	1/2
	1
	1/3
	1



	AR
	1
	3
	1
	3



	OR
	1/3
	1
	1/3
	1





TABLE 3  The judgment matrices of secondary indicators.


	Indicator
	CR1
	CR2
	CR3
	CR4
	CR5
	Indicator
	LC1
	LC2
	LC3
	LC4
	LC5





	CR1
	1
	1/4
	3
	1
	1/2
	LC1
	1
	7
	1
	3
	5



	CR2
	4
	1
	5
	3
	2
	LC2
	1/7
	1
	1/5
	1/3
	1/2



	CR3
	1/3
	0.2
	1
	1/3
	1/5
	LC3
	1
	5
	1
	3
	4



	CR4
	1
	1/3
	3
	1
	1/3
	LC4
	1/3
	3
	1/3
	1
	2



	CR5
	2
	1/2
	5
	3
	1
	LC5
	1/5
	2
	1/4
	1/2
	1



	Indicator
	AR1
	AR2
	AR3
	AR4
	AR5
	AR6
	AR7
	Indicator
	OR1
	OR2
	OR3
	OR4
	OR5



	AR1
	1
	3
	1
	1
	1
	1/5
	1/3
	OR1
	1
	3
	5
	1/3
	1/5



	AR2
	1/3
	1
	1/3
	1/3
	1/3
	1/7
	1/4
	OR2
	1/3
	1
	3
	1/4
	1/6



	AR3
	1
	3
	1
	1
	1
	1/4
	1/2
	OR3
	1/5
	1/3
	1
	1/5
	1/7



	AR4
	1
	3
	1
	1
	1
	1/4
	1/2
	OR4
	3
	4
	5
	1
	1/4



	AR5
	1
	3
	1
	1
	1
	1/4
	1/2
	OR5
	5
	6
	7
	4
	1



	AR6
	5
	7
	4
	4
	4
	1
	3
	
	
	
	
	
	



	AR7
	3
	4
	2
	2
	2
	1/3
	1
	
	
	
	
	
	






We have found the combined weights of the risk-influencing factors as a result of the above analysis, as shown in Table 4.

TABLE 4  Indicator weights obtained by AHP.


	First-level indicators
	Secondary indicators
	Weights
	Maximum characteristic root
	CI Value
	CRM value
	Combined weights





	Circumstances risk (CR)/0.3472
	CR1
	0.1300
	5.1090
	0.0270
	0.0250
	0.0451



	CR2
	0.4136
	
	
	
	0.1436



	CR3
	0.0552
	
	
	
	0.0192



	CR4
	0.1290
	
	
	
	0.0448



	CR5
	0.2722
	
	
	
	0.0945



	Language and cultural risk (LC)/0.1423
	LC1
	0.3810
	5.0480
	0.0120
	0.0110
	0.0542



	LC2
	0.0527
	
	
	
	0.0075



	LC3
	0.3427
	
	
	
	0.0488



	LC4
	0.1397
	
	
	
	0.0199



	LC5
	0.0839
	
	
	
	0.0119



	Academics risk (AR)/0.3829
	AR1
	0.0905
	7.0910
	0.0150
	0.0110
	0.0347



	AR2
	0.0379
	
	
	
	0.0145



	AR3
	0.0974
	
	
	
	0.0373



	AR4
	0.0974
	
	
	
	0.0373



	AR5
	0.0974
	
	
	
	0.0373



	AR6
	0.3948
	
	
	
	0.1512



	AR7
	0.1846
	
	
	
	0.0707



	Opportunity risk (OR)/0.1276
	OR1
	0.1447
	5.3760
	0.0940
	0.0850
	0.0185



	OR2
	0.0771
	
	
	
	0.0098



	OR3
	0.0415
	
	
	
	0.0053



	OR4
	0.2294
	
	
	
	0.0293



	OR5
	0.5073
	
	
	
	0.0647





Full weights for all 22 secondary indicators are reported in Table 4, with self-management ability (AR6, 0.1512) and language ability (LC1, 0.0542) ranking highest in the academic and language/cultural risk categories, respectively. Host country policy (CR2, 0.1436) and economic conditions (CR5, 0.0945) emerged as key environmental factors, while values (LC3, 0.0488) ranked fifth overall.

The AHP results are corrected with the help of the cross-reinforcement matrix and DEMATEL method due to the mutual influence of the four criterion-level indicators.

The DEMATEL method was utilized to calculate a comprehensive impact matrix.

Step 1: determine the relationship between the influencing factors. This has been specified earlier in the Delphi method section. The expert opinions were summarized to obtain a matrix of direct influence relationships for all risk factors.

Step 2: initialize the direct influence matrix G = [gij]n×n. Construct the direct influence matrix based on the expert evaluation results. gij is the direct influence degree of factor i on factor j, which reflects the direct influence relationship between the factors.

Step 3: standardize the direct influence matrix. Let S = [sij]n×n be the standardized influence matrix. The sum of each row of the matrix G is calculated, and the maximum one is denoted by MAX.

S=[gij/MAX]n×n      (6)

Step 4: calculate the integrative influence matrix T. The unit matrix is denoted by I, and the T value is calculated to examine the integrative influence relationship, including the indirect influence relationship:

T=[tij]n×n=liml→∞(S+S2+…+Sl)=S(I-S)-1      (7)

The direct impact matrix obtained through the Delphi method is shown in Table 5.

TABLE 5  Direct impact matrix.


	Indicator
	CR1
	CR2
	CR3
	CR4
	CR5
	LC1
	LC2
	LC3
	LC4
	LC5
	AR1
	AR2
	AR3
	AR4
	AR5
	AR6
	AR7
	OR1
	OR2
	OR3
	OR4
	OR5





	CR1
	0
	2
	2
	1
	2
	0
	1
	1
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	1
	1



	CR2
	1
	0
	1
	2
	2
	0
	1
	1
	1
	0
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0
	1
	2
	1
	1
	0
	1



	CR3
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	2
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	1



	CR4
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1



	CR5
	1
	1
	0
	2
	0
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0



	LC1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	4
	1
	1
	1
	4
	4
	1
	4
	0
	1
	4
	4
	1
	2
	2
	1



	LC2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	1
	2
	2
	2
	0
	1
	2
	0
	1
	0
	2
	0
	2
	2
	0



	LC3
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	2
	0
	2
	1
	1
	2
	2
	1
	0
	2
	1
	2
	1
	2
	1
	0



	LC4
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	2
	1
	1
	0



	LC5
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	2
	0
	2
	1
	0
	1
	0
	2
	0
	2
	1
	2
	1
	2



	AR1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	2
	1
	0
	2
	1
	2
	1
	0
	1
	2
	1
	1
	1
	1



	AR2
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	1
	1
	1
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	1
	0
	2
	2
	2
	1
	0
	0



	AR3
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	4
	2
	0
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0



	AR4
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	0
	2
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	4
	0
	1
	2
	0
	1
	0
	0



	AR5
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	2
	1
	1
	0
	0
	0
	2
	2
	1
	1
	0



	AR6
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	2
	1
	2
	1
	1
	1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1
	2
	1
	1
	1
	1



	AR7
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0



	OR1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	1
	1
	0



	OR2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	2
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0



	OR3
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	2
	2
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0



	OR4
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	2
	0
	2
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	2
	0
	2
	0
	1



	OR5
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0





Then, the cross-reinforcement matrix is used to correct weight vectors.

Step 1: the weight value of each evaluation index obtained by AHP is wi after normalization. It is called the value of the weights.

Step 2: determine the mutual influence coefficient between the risk factors. βij indicates the influence of the existence of indicator i to indicator j. That is to say, βij indicates the influence of the existence of indicator i to indicator j.

βij=         { +   The existence of indicator i contributes to the development of indicator  j−    The presence of indicator i inhibits the development of indicator  j 

The absolute value of βij is taken according to the existence of indicator i to the impact of indicator j to take the value. If βij = 0, it means that the existence of indicator i to the indicator j has no impact. The evaluation of the mutual influence coefficient between the indicators constitutes a matrix, called the cross-reinforcement matrix. We will use the DEMATEL method of the mutual comprehensive impact of the options matrix to calculate the mutual influence matrix of the risk factors.

Step 3: calculate the weight vector w reflected by the mutual influence of the evaluated alternatives. It is called the influence weight. Calculate using the formula:

wl=∑j=1kβijwj∑i=1k∑j=1kβijwj(k is the number of elements in the s layer)      (8)

Step 4: combine the value weights and impact weights to calculate the new weights for each evaluation indicator ws.

ws=αwj+(1-α)wl, 0≤α≤1      (9)

In general, α takes the value of 0.5:

ws=12(wj+∑j=1kβijwj∑i=1k∑j=1kβijwj)      (10)

Step 5: The final weight ordering can be obtained as shown in Table 6 by calculating the above steps.

TABLE 6  Corrected weights and rankings.


	First-level indicators
	Secondary indicators
	Sum of cross-reinforcements
	Initial weight
	Affect the weight
	Standardization
	Rank





	Circumstances risk (CR) /0.2595
	CR1
	0.2990
	0.0451
	0.0393
	0.0422
	11



	CR2
	0.1776
	0.1436
	0.0233
	0.0835
	3



	CR3
	0.0636
	0.0192
	0.0084
	0.0138
	20



	CR4
	0.2766
	0.0448
	0.0363
	0.0406
	12



	CR5
	0.4918
	0.0945
	0.0646
	0.0796
	4



	Language and cultural risk (LC)/0.2371
	LC1
	0.9848
	0.0542
	0.1294
	0.0918
	2



	LC2
	0.2960
	0.0075
	0.0389
	0.0232
	19



	LC3
	0.6024
	0.0488
	0.0792
	0.0640
	5



	LC4
	0.3781
	0.0199
	0.0497
	0.0348
	16



	LC5
	0.2652
	0.0119
	0.0348
	0.0234
	18



	Academics risk (AR)/0.3756
	AR1
	0.4312
	0.0347
	0.0566
	0.0457
	8



	AR2
	0.2626
	0.0145
	0.0345
	0.0245
	17



	AR3
	0.6010
	0.0373
	0.0790
	0.0581
	6



	AR4
	0.5398
	0.0373
	0.0709
	0.0541
	7



	AR5
	0.3724
	0.0373
	0.0489
	0.0431
	9



	AR6
	0.4798
	0.1512
	0.0630
	0.1071
	1



	AR7
	0.1167
	0.0707
	0.0153
	0.0430
	10



	Opportunity risk (OR)/0.1277
	OR1
	0.4637
	0.0185
	0.0609
	0.0397
	13



	OR2
	0.0425
	0.0098
	0.0056
	0.0077
	21



	OR3
	0.0039
	0.0053
	0.0005
	0.0029
	22



	OR4
	0.3525
	0.0293
	0.0463
	0.0378
	15



	OR5
	0.1098
	0.0647
	0.0144
	0.0396
	14







4 Discussion


4.1 Analysis of secondary indicators

To identify critical risk factors, we prioritize the top 23% (five out of 22 factors) based on cumulative weight contribution (45%), aligning with exploratory factor analysis conventions for retaining dominant components (Hair et al., 2010). This approach ensures focus on factors with the highest practical impact (Nouh et al., 2023). Therefore, the analysis focuses on the first five factors.

Compared to Lin et al. (2023) evaluated study risks in two countries by using FCE-AHP model with safety and education as important aspects, this study reveals self-management ability as the leading factor, highlighting the importance of individual agency in risk mitigation by a DEMATEL-integrated model. This discrepancy underscores the value of our hybrid approach in capturing latent factor interactions.

This study's hybrid model reveals that self-management ability (AR6) has a stronger total influence (direct + indirect effect = 0.234) due to its correlations with academic adaptation (AR2–AR7) and psychological pressure (OR3). Self-management ability (AR6) ranked highest and was considered the most important risk factor. People with good self-management ability (AR6) are more productive, which positively impacts their studies (Al-Abyadh and Abdel Azeem, 2022). Chinese students should pay attention to the driving effect of this factor and take full advantage of personal initiative to improve themselves during their time studying abroad.

Language ability (LC1) is the ability of Chinese students to use foreign languages to learn, analyze, and communicate. It is a combination of expressive, communicative, and analytical skills. It is a dominant evaluation index for international universities recruiting Chinese students. Students with good language ability (LC1) have a wider range of opportunities in the future. This ability is developed before they study abroad and will be needed and improved at any time during their studies abroad. Good language ability (LC1) makes it easier for students studying abroad to adapt to social life and academic circumstances in the host country. It plays a vital role in the smooth and successful completion of their studies. Language ability (LC1) will become a favorable tool for obtaining job and development opportunities after graduation (Bousmah et al., 2021; Marini et al., 2019). Therefore, it is important to consider the sufficient language ability (LC1) they have already obtained before departure and to improve it during their studies for Chinese students studying abroad.

The host country policy (CR2) is a significant indicator of a country's politics, economy, and social culture (Giovanis and Akdede, 2021). A friendly and relaxed international student policy can help international universities attract more Chinese students. However, policy changes, especially those concerning foreign students, may lead to the continuation or interruption of students studying abroad (Sina, 2021). Chinese students must pay close attention to changes and their impact on policies related to international students after experiencing SARS and COVID. This suggests the need to give sufficient attention to this factor.

The economic conditions of the host country (CR5) are crucial for the development of a country. They affect the country's development and indirectly influence all aspects of a student's situation. A strong economy improves the standard of living of the country and its people and enables international students to better engage in intercultural communication and dissemination. Host countries should focus on their economic conditions and create a favorable economic environment to attract more international students. Simultaneously, international students need to consider whether the economic situation of the country where they are studying aligns with their expected development and select a country that suits them.

Values (LC3) are the perceptions, understandings, judgments, or choices made based on certain ways of thinking. They represent a kind of thinking or value orientation that people use to determine things and decide what is right and wrong. Differences in values will expand cultural distance, induce cultural shock, and increase the difficulty of cross-cultural adaptation (Kim, 1977). The results suggest a measure for international universities to improve the study experience of Chinese students. It should be seen as a process of integrating multiple cultures and values in the admission, management, and teaching of international students. When facing cultural and value differences, it is necessary to respect the cultures and values of international students. They should learn to accept the beliefs of different countries, correctly handle the issue of multiple value conflicts, and not defame the culture of other countries.



4.2 Analysis of first-level indicators

The weights of the four level 1 indicators can be obtained from academic risk (AR), circumstantial risk (CR), language and cultural risk (LC), and opportunity risk (OR) in descending order of importance.

Academic risk (AR) is crucial for international students, affecting their current academic status and future life. International students need to be careful in the process of making academic choices. Circumstantial risk (CR) involves the uncertainty between countries located in a broader context, which can affect the adaptation of international students. This uncertainty may cause international students to be unable to adapt to various situations, such as differing policies, systems, and environmental factors, resulting in fundamental differences and difficulties in completing their studies. International students need to understand these conditions in advance and make good psychological preparations. Language and cultural risk (LC) will affect the daily lives of students. Poor communication and difficulties in cultural adaptation will lead to challenges in daily interactions, which can impact the physical and mental health of international students in the long run. Opportunity risk (OR) is also an aspect that international students need to pay attention to. Their physical and mental health and economic capacity during their studies can trigger a series of chain reactions, which should be emphasized by the host country.




5 Conclusions


5.1 Conclusions and countermeasures

We analyzed the key influences affecting international students using the DEMATEL method and the cross-reinforcement matrix method to improve AHP. Ultimately, five risk factors are considered the most important: self-management ability, language ability, host country policy, economic conditions of the host country, and values. Meanwhile, the primary indicator of academic risk (AR) needs to be given sufficient attention. These discussions provide a multi-perspective, prioritized view of risk control in choosing and making decisions about studying abroad. Countermeasures to address the risk factors during the study abroad process are as follows:

	(1) International students should recognize the process, stages, and long-term nature of studying abroad. They should recognize the difficulties in language, specialty, psychology, culture, and safety in the process of cross-cultural learning. They should also improve their self-management abilities and actively cope with various difficulties encountered in their studies and lives abroad. Because international students often lack control over their daily lives, they need to improve their self-management skills. On the one hand, they should strengthen their self-control while living abroad. They can set achievable goals and specify goals at each stage to improve their time management skills and motivation to study. On the other hand, they should balance work and rest, ensuring they get enough rest through proper exercise, sufficient sleep, and other recreational activities. In addition, they should learn to remain committed after setting a goal, avoiding excessive delays in achieving it and engaging in deep self-reflection.
	(2) They should clarify their intentions for studying abroad, fully consider their abilities and career plans, and identify any skills or qualities they have or lack, such as knowledge, economic status, language skills, interpersonal skills, and stress resistance. They should learn to use foreign languages for daily communication and plan further for their future lives. Language proficiency is an indispensable factor for studying abroad. Before studying abroad, international students should actively participate in various language tests, as these tests can fully and objectively reflect an individual's ability level. They serve as a critical assessment index for both interviewers and international students, relating directly to the future work and development of international students. Some international students often lose confidence in adapting to the host country because of insufficient language ability, affecting their academic and personal lives. Therefore, international students should clearly recognize their language proficiency and actively work to improve their language skills.
	(3) Changes in national policies may significantly impact international students and their host countries. Each country should pay great attention to talent education issues, formulate strategies to adapt to the global talent market, improve the quality of education, ensure a competent faculty, and provide high-quality teaching resources. Additionally, they should expand international cooperation to improve international recognition. The interaction and communication between international students and local teachers and students should be strengthened to guide international students in effectively fulfilling their roles. Investment in language support, psychological counseling, and employment counseling should be increased. Furthermore, host countries should closely monitor the interests of international students to facilitate their gradual acceptance of foreign cultures in terms of cognition, psychology, and behavior.
	(4) The economy of the host country and the degree of its economic development affect international students' perceptions of the country. The more economically developed a region is, the more attractive it becomes to international students. International students should consider the economic development of the country when deciding where to study abroad. If economic development of the host country is relatively backward, international students may experience more discomfort during their studies, negatively impacting their overall experience. Therefore, host countries should pay attention to domestic economic development to create a safer and more stable environment for international students. Moreover, the economic conditions of developed countries are more appealing to international students than those of countries with lower economic development.
	(5) The values of international students will affect their study abroad experiences. Different geographic locations produce different values, which can lead to fundamental differences and discrepancies. Consequently, international students often need to integrate the differing values of various regions during their studies abroad. It is essential to respect the values of other international students during the integration process. They must learn to accept the beliefs of different countries in the face of value differences. While studying in a foreign country, they should learn to address multiple value conflicts independently and refrain from denigrating the culture of other countries in response to environmental changes.

This study successfully identified five key risk factors—self-management ability (AR6), language ability (LC1), host country policy (CR2), economic conditions (CR5), and values (LC3)—using a hybrid AHP–DEMATEL–cross-reinforcement matrix approach, addressing the research goal of systematic risk factor identification. The results validate the hypothesis that factor interdependencies significantly influence risk severity, providing a robust framework for risk prediction.



5.2 Limitations

We consider the complex relationships and the importance of various factors when analyzing the risk factors of Chinese students studying abroad. We use DEMATEL and a cross-reinforcement matrix to enhance the hierarchical approach and minimize the influence of individual subjective factors on the results. However, there are still limitations in the research process.

The methodology used in this paper lacks actual survey data to analyze from the perspective of individual international students. A variety of models, such as structural equation models or explanatory structural models, are needed to validate the pathways between the influencing factors and their impacts on international students in the future. The results would be more convincing.

Future research could expand the sample to include student surveys for empirical validation, apply machine learning to model dynamic risk changes, or compare risk profiles across host countries (e.g., English vs. non-English speaking nations). Additionally, integrating cost-benefit analysis into the framework would enhance its utility for study-abroad decision-making.
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As the number of international Chinese students studying in the US continues to rise and cross-cultural adaptation stress and difficulties they experience may hinder their adaptation culturally, socially, emotionally and academically, understanding their sociocultural adaptation challenges in the host culture becomes increasingly important. The research investigated the cross-cultural adjustment of Chinese students in the US, focusing on the sociocultural adaptation aspect and its influencing factors. A convenience sample of 199 Mainland Chinese students from Kentucky University completed questionnaires assessing sociocultural difficulties (using Sociocultural Adjustment Scale) and psychological well-being (measured by Satisfaction with Life Scale). Factor analysis revealed that sociocultural adaption could be categorized into three sub-scales: interpersonal adaptation, environmental adaptation and cultural adaptation. Among key demographic variables (duration in the US, educational level, and language proficiency) and situational variables (psychological adaptation and social support from host nationals), the multiple regression analyses revealed social support exerts the greatest influence on sociocultural adaptation, while education level has the negative impact on sociocultural adaptation. Language proficiency and social support from host nationals are the strong positive predictors of interpersonal adaptation. Length of residence and psychological adaptation drive environmental adaptation and cultural adaptation most. Limitations of this study, along with possible explanations for the findings, were also discussed.
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Introduction

In the era of globalization, an increasing number of students are opting to pursue higher education abroad in order to enhance their global competencies, facilitate personal development, and boost potential career prospects. Nevertheless, acculturative transitions can be challenging and stressful for international students (Rienties and Tempelaar, 2013) and they may experience acculturative stress and difficulties during their cross-cultural adaptation period (Smith and Khawaja, 2011; Tang and Zhang, 2023), since they need to acquire new life skills to operate effectively in an unfamiliar and challenging cultural environment, to resolve tensions between different cultural perspectives and worldviews and to adapt culturally, socially, emotionally and academically (Bethel et al., 2020; Ward and Szabó, 2019). There is a remarkable surge in the publication of research on international students’ intercultural adaptation, mainly focusing on the process of their adjustment and acculturation, and their experiences and challenges in intercultural adaptation. Notably, this upward trend become particularly pronounced after 2007, underscoring the escalating significance of this field of study (Tang and Zhang, 2023).

According to the Open Doors 2024 Report on International Educational Exchange, China ranks second among all source countries and the number of Chinese students in the United States was 277,398 during the 2023/2024 academic year. As Chinese international students are one of the largest sources of international students in the United States, they face stress and concerns in academic, sociocultural, and personal aspects (Yan and Berliner, 2011) and their cross-cultural adaptation gains researcher’s attention since Chinese students experienced the lowest levels of adjustment and were identified the least adjusted group among all international students because of their prominent levels of stress, neuroticism and perceived cultural distance between mainstream and immigrant culture (Forbush and Foucault-Welles, 2016; Galchenko and van de Vijver, 2007).

Sociocultural adaptation refers to an individual’s effective ability to integrate into a new society and to handle daily intercultural tasks. Given that the sociocultural adaptation is a significant determinant affecting international students’ cross-cultural adjustment (Berry, 1997; Ward and Geeraert, 2016) and it has a significantly positive correlation with academic adaptation and psychological adaptation of international students (Sheng et al., 2022), exploring sociocultural adaptation of Chinese international students in the United States and its influential factors can offer a more holistic comprehension of these students’ experiences within the host nation and make their stay more rewarding.



Sociocultural adaptation of international students


Two domains of cross-cultural adaptation: sociocultural adaptation and psychological adaptation

According to Berry (2005), Cross-cultural adaptation is conceptually defined as a complex, multifaceted process that encompasses both cultural and psychological transformations. These changes ensue from the sustained contacts among culturally diverse groups. Ward and her colleagues proposed that cross-cultural adaptation can be categorized into two distinct domains: sociocultural adaptation and psychological adaptation (Ward and Kennedy, 1999; Ward et al., 1998). This theoretical framework has brought the acculturation concept to a functional area of research, enabling researchers to systematically explore the multifaceted nature of acculturation processes. The sociocultural adaptation has been be defined as the process of adapting themselves to the hosting community and functioning successfully in the new environment (Ward and Fischer, 2008), which involves developing social and cultural skills, respecting the beliefs, values, and norms of the new culture, and acquiring sufficient communication skills to communicate with the host community effectively (Castro and Murray, 2010). Accordingly, the sociocultural adaptation involves the development of social and cultural ability to fit in the host culture or interact effectively with local members, which can be predicted by variables concerned with facilitating cultural learning and acquiring social skills in the host culture (Oguri and Gudykunst, 2002). The addition of a cognitive dimension to the behavior-based sociocultural adaptation has been explored in recent researches. Kelley and Meyers (1995) identified perceptual acuity is a major component of cross-cultural adaptability. Ward and Kennedy (1999) suggested sociocultural adaption might split into cognitive and behavioral sub-scales: Cultural Empathy and Relatedness and Impersonal Endeavors and Perils. The former relates to cognitive and interpersonal relationship items and the latter concerns the management of interpersonal interactions and awkward situations.

Psychological adaptation has been conceptualized through the affective dimension as the sense of happiness and satisfaction (Ward et al., 1998), as well as the degree to which an individual subjectively experiences happiness and comfort while residing in the host country (Ward and Rana-Deuba, 1999). Psychologically adjusted individuals are characterized by psychological well-being or satisfaction in their host culture (Oguri and Gudykunst, 2002), a state influenced by emotional states, cognitive perceptions, and personal trait variables. When entering into the host-culture, international students may experience stressful encounters and challenges ranging from practical, cultural, social and academic difficulties (Jung et al., 2007; Olivas and Li, 2006). The stressful encounters and challenges experienced by international students often trigger feelings of uneasiness, insecurity, and loss and may cause acculturative stress and variety of negative outcomes for international students, including depression, anxiety, and somatic symptoms (Yakunina et al., 2013).

Empirical studies suggests although psychological and sociocultural adjustment are conceptually and empirically distinct, they are positively correlated. However, these two forms of adjustment follow somewhat different developmental trajectories over time and are influenced by different sets of variables (Berry, 2005; Demes and Geeraert, 2014; Ward et al., 1998). The sociocultural adaptation pertains to an individual’s ability to fit in the host environment effectively, which is most comprehensively understood within a social skills or culture learning paradigm (Brisset et al., 2010; Ward and Kennedy, 1999). In contrast, psychological adjustment, primarily associated with feelings like satisfaction and well-being (Brisset et al., 2010), is significantly influenced by variables such as personality, coping styles, and support. Given the conceptual and empirical distinctions between these domains, different assessment scales are employed to measure psychological and sociocultural adaptation of individuals within the host culture.



Cross-cultural adaptation of Chinese international students and its influential factors

International students are a special group who live in a foreign country pursuing an educational goal, with their own cross-cultural adaptation difficulties and challenges. Unlike immigrants, International students who may consider their stay in the US to be temporary, may try to balance between maintaining their traditional roles, adjusting to the new culture (Lee and Çiftçi, 2014) as well as achieving their academic success which is of importance to them (Young et al., 2013). This focus on academic progress and cultural adaptation presents unique challenges and opportunities for international students as they navigate their educational journey in a foreign land.

Sociocultural adaptation which is defined in terms of behavioral competence refers to the ability to acquire knowledge and skills to cope with and handle daily life affairs. It can be best explained within a social skills and cultural learning paradigm (Ward and Kennedy, 1999). It involves behavioral responses in the process of cross-cultural adaptation and the successful handling of cross-cultural situations. For international students, sociocultural adaptation is an important factor that influences international students’ cross-cultural adjustment. They need to acquire new life skills to operate effectively in an unfamiliar and challenging cultural environment in order to resolve tensions between different cultural perspectives and worldviews and to adapt culturally, socially and academically (Bethel et al., 2020; Ward and Szabó, 2019). Findings from the longitudinal study conducted by Cemalcilar and Falbo (2008) even indicated that positive acculturation correlated with sociocultural adaptation, as opposed to having a significant association with psychological well-being or academic adaptation. For international students, successful sociocultural adaptation equips them with the resilience to overcome challenges and fosters their mental well-being. By building friendships and communicating with people, international students could significantly improve their general well-being (Neri and Ville, 2008). Furthermore, Sociocultural adaptation has been proven to be significantly positively associated with academic adaptation (Sheng et al., 2022) and students who are able to fit in the sociocultural aspects of the academic setting, such as understanding the implicit rules of academic discourse and interacting well with teachers and peer students, are more likely to perform well academically. Frequency of social interactions between overseas and domestic students promote mutual understanding and break down cultural barriers, thus enhancing cultural awareness and cultivating global citizens (Bethel et al., 2020). The sociocultural adaptation of international students involves the acquisition of behavioral skills and cultural knowledge to navigate daily life in a host culture, exerting profound influences on their mental well-being, academic achievement, global competence, and future professional trajectories.

Sociocultural adaptation conceptualizes cross-cultural adaptation in terms of behavioral competence and it is fundamentally shaped by factors on cultural learning and social skills acquiring (Ward and Kennedy, 1999). These factors include some key demographic variables, like age, gender, ethnicity, educational level, length of residence in the host culture (Ward and Kennedy, 1999; Alharbi and Smith, 2018; Yerken et al., 2022). Language proficiency also acts as a significant predictor of sociocultural adaptation. Mastery of the host language enhances their participation in host-culture social activities, reduces barriers to academic engagement, thereby mitigating sociocultural stressors (Ward and Kennedy, 1999; Alharbi and Smith, 2018; Yerken et al., 2022; Bethel et al., 2020). Several studies have highlighted the advantages of social support in facilitating adjustment, promoting academic achievement and managing life stressors (Lee and Çiftçi, 2014; Alharbi and Smith, 2018; Bethel et al., 2020; Yerken et al., 2022; Luo et al., 2024). Low levels of intercultural engagement and identification with host nationals has been identified as a key challenge in international education (Bethel et al., 2020; Ward and Kennedy, 1999). A cross-cultural comparison study revealed that European students encounter fewer difficulties in making friends from the host country and mastering the host country’s language than Asian students (Alharbi and Smith, 2018), hence less adjusted. Psychological adaptation is also another significant factor that shapes sociocultural adaptation. Positive mental health motivates international students to adopt more positive problem-focused coping strategies and encourage them to engage with more cultural activities, thus accelerating sociocultural learning (Bethel et al., 2020; Ward and Rana-Deuba, 1999). Evidently, the relationship between the two dimensions of adjustment is expected to be positive although its strength varies in different studies (Hirai et al., 2015; Ward et al., 1998).

Based on our literature review, no sampling-based quantitative research has been conducted to systematically examine the sub-dimensions of sociocultural adaptation among international students from China. Given the growing population of Chinese international students in the United States and the significant challenges they encounter in sociocultural adaptation to the host culture, investigating their sociocultural adaptation process and its sub-dimensions holds substantial academic and practical significance. Additionally, while previous studies have predominantly examined the impact of various factors on sociocultural adaptation as a whole, this research will investigate the influences of these factors not only on the overall sociocultural adaptation of Chinese international students but also on their specific sub-dimensions.



Purpose of study

This study aims to investigate the underlying sub-dimensions of sociocultural adaptation of Chinese international students and to explore how key demographic variables (duration in the US, educational level, and language proficiency) and situational variables (psychological adaptation and social support from host nationals) affect sociocultural adaptation and its sub-dimensions adaptation. The exploration of the sociocultural adaptation process of Chinese international students in the US would aid the understanding of their sociocultural adaptation patterns, improve their sociocultural as well as psychological adaptation, and carry educational implications for cross-cultural adaptation training both prior to departure and during the staying in the host culture. We formulated several hypotheses regarding the anticipated association between sociocultural adaptation and different variables.

Research Question 1: Does sociocultural adaptation have sub-dimensions? If so, how are these sub-dimensions structured and interrelated?

Research Question 2: How do the demographic variables of Chinese international students in the US (such as length of residence, educational level and language proficiency) affect their degree of sociocultural adaptation?

Research Question 3: How does the psychological adaptation of Chinese international students in the US affect their degree of sociocultural adaptation?

Research Question 4: How does social support from host nationals affect their degree of sociocultural adaptation?




Methods


Subjects

Participants were required to be Mainland Chinese international students enrolled in an undergraduate or postgraduate program. A total of 199 Mainland Chinese sojourning students from the Kentucky University in the US participated in this study. The sample was obtained through convenience sampling. The questionnaire was collected in two ways. Firstly, the electronic questionnaires were distributed to Mainland Chinese students with the help of Education College of Kentucky University and data were collected through the questionnaire website.1 Secondly, paper questionnaires were mailed to Mainland Chinese students who lived in the university hostel with the help of several Mainland Chinese students. A total of 216 questionnaires were collected, 199 of them were valid and 7 participants did not complete the full questionnaire, including 83 paper questionnaires and 116 electronic questionnaires. The sample consisted of 88 males (44.2%) and 111 females (55.8%). Among them, 78 students were between 18 and 25 years (39.2%), 67 students were between 26 and 34 years (33.7%) and 54 students were 35 years or above (27.1%). Regarding their education background, 46 students (23.1%) were undergraduates, 49 students (24.6%) were master’s students and 104 students (52.3%) were doctoral students. Their length of residence in the US ranges from 1 month to 6 years, with 61 students (30.7%) staying there for 1 to 3 months, 57 students (28.6%) staying there for 3 to 12 months and 81 (40.7%) students staying there for 1 year and above.



Measures


Demographics

The questionnaire included demographic variables such as gender, age, educational attainment, duration of residence in the United States, and English language proficiency. Given the importance of language proficiency in cross-cultural adaptation, self-reported language proficiency measures were utilized to evaluate the language proficiency of international students. English language proficiency was assessed by the question “How would you rate your overall English language ability?,” and the responses were rated on a five-point Likert scale, where a score of “1” denoted “very poor” proficiency, and a score of “5” represented “very good” proficiency.



Sociocultural adaptation

The present study adopted the Sociocultural Adjustment Scale (SCAS) to assess sociocultural adaptation of Chinese international students. Based on Furnham and Bochner's (1982) study, Searle and Ward (1990) first applied the SCAS to investigate cross-cultural adjustment of Malaysian and Singaporean students studying in New Zealand. The reliability and validity of the SCAS have been repeatedly demonstrated, and it has been adopted by a number of studies to assess the cross-cultural adaptation and intercultural competence of respondents (Berry and Sabatier, 2010; Saricoban and Oz, 2014; Savicki, 2008; Ward et al., 1998; Ward and Kennedy, 1999; Ward and Rana-Deuba, 1999).

The SCAS (Ward and Kennedy, 1999) is a 28-item scale that assesses the amount of difficulty experienced in various sociocultural situations. Ward and Kennedy (1999) suggested the SCAS scale has a flexible structure that can be adapted to suit the specific characteristics of the research population. Based on the frontier study and feedback of Chinese students, the SCAS was adjusted to remove five items that are irrelevant for Chinese students to make it more understandable and user-friendly. The SCAS used in the study was composed of 23 items, investigating the social and cultural skills required to manage everyday matters in the host culture. Chinese international students were required to rate their existing intercultural adaptation difficulties on five-point Likert scales in five levels: (1) no difficulty, (2) slight difficulty, (3) medium difficulty, (4) very difficult, and (5) extreme difficulty and higher scores indicate greater difficulty in adapting to the new culture. The scale involves categories such as making friends with local people, socializing with authority figures, interacting with the opposite sex, coping with unsatisfactory service, social habits, pace of life, diet, accommodation, climate, transportation, knowing the way, language, way of thinking, conversation style, values, cultural perspective, political system and religious belief. Before data analysis, the reliability analysis of the scale was carried out (Cronbach’s a = 0.900), indicating a high reliability of the scale.



Psychological adaptation

Since psychological adaptation refers to feelings of well-being or satisfaction and can be understood within a stress and coping framework, Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) was used to measure psychological adaptation of Chinese international students in the research. It was proved that the SWLS has favorable psychometric properties with high internal consistency and high reliability (Diener et al., 1985). The SWLS is a five-item questionnaire using a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) to measure individual’s overall life satisfaction. According to the responses to statements such as “in most ways my life is close to my ideal” and “the conditions of my life are excellent,” the overall satisfaction with life of respondents has been measured and higher scores indicates greater life satisfaction. The SWLS can be viewed as a measure of psychological adaptation, since the scale demonstrated moderately strong criterion validity with several measures of psychological well-being (Savicki, 2008). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.886, which suggested relatively high internal consistency.



Social support

The study utilized Multi-Dimensional Support Scale (MDSS; Winefield et al., 1992) to assess social support Chinese international students received from host friends (American friends). Subjects rated the frequency of receiving support from host friends in the last month on a 4-point scale ranging from never (1) to always (4). The researching questions included the following 5 questions “(1) How often did your host international friends really listen to you when you talked about your concerns or problems? (2) How often did you feel that they were really trying to understand your problems? (3) How often did they try to take your mind off your problems by telling jokes or chattering about other things? (4)How often did they help you in practical ways, like doing things for you or lending you money? (5) How often did they answer your questions or give you advice about how to solve your problems?” Scores are averaged across the five items, with higher scores indicating stronger perceived social support. The scale exhibits strong internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.848), providing empirical support for its use in research.





Results


Overall distribution of sociocultural adaptation categories

The sociocultural adaptation difficulties experienced by Chinese international students in the United States were assessed across 23 categories, with mean values varying significantly. Notably, some categories presented more pronounced sociocultural adaptation challenges than others. The highest difficulty was observed in the category “Dealing with Americans who is unpleasant” (M = 2.69), while the lowest was found in “Coping with the differences in environmental protection between China and the United States” (M = 1.35). These findings highlight that the adaptation challenges faced by Chinese international students are not randomly distributed, with certain aspects of sociocultural adaptation being more salient than others.



Dimensions of sociocultural adaptation

Recent studies have explored the incorporation of additional dimensions into the traditional behavior-based Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS; Ward and Kennedy, 1999). Based on the frontier study and feedback from Chinese students, an 23-item version of the SCAS was employed to assess the sociocultural adaptation difficulties faced by Chinese students in the United States. The SCAS was examined by factor analysis to refine its measurement capacities.

A structural validity analysis should be performed before a factor analysis. From the KMO and Bartlett tests in Table 1, it can be seen that the KMO value of 0.873 suggested a strong degree of common variance among the variables, which passed the Bartlett’s test of Sphericity test with a significant p-value, indicating that the original data of the social adaptation scale had good structural validity and was suitable for subsequent factor analysis. Overall, these results indicated that factor analysis can proceed with confidence, suggesting that the 23-item SCAS was likely to have a valid and meaningful factor structure.


TABLE 1 KMO and Bartlett’s test.


	Measure
	Statistic
	Value

 

 	KMO measure of sampling adequacy 	0.873


 	Bartlett’s test of sphericity 	Approx. chi-square 	2202.867


 	df 	253


 	Sig. 	<0.001




 

The factors were extracted by Principal Component Analysis (PCA), and the factor whose eigenvalue was greater than 1 was selected. The factor is rotated by Varimax with Kaiser Normalization, and rotation converged in 5 iterations. To ensure robustness, measurement items fewer than two factor loadings, factor loadings below 0.5, or items that cross-loaded on multiple factors were excluded. The factor analysis resulted in three distinct factors, explaining a cumulative 63.17% of the variance, which indicates that the three factors were well representative of the data. All items had factor loading greater than 0.5 and were clearly associated with their respective factors. The factor analysis result for the sociocultural adjustment scale, containing 18 items, was presented in Table 2.


TABLE 2 Factor analysis of the SCAS.


	Categories
	Factor



	1
	2
	3

 

 	Y20 express yourself clearly 	0.842 	 	


 	Y2 dealing with people in authority 	0.822 	 	


 	Y1 making friends with local people 	0.804 	 	


 	Y3 relating to numbers of the opposite sex 	0.777 	 	


 	Y21making yourself understood 	0.772 	 	


 	Y23 social contact: daily greetings and interactions 	0.758 	 	


 	Y19 getting used to different communication styles and topics 	0.704 	 	


 	Y9getting used to the pace of life 	 	0.790 	


 	Y6 dealing with the climate 	 	0.778 	


 	Y7 adapting to local accommodation 	 	0.715 	


 	Y10 finding your way around 	 	0.681 	


 	Y8 using the local transport system 	 	0.671 	


 	Y5 finding food you enjoy 	 	0.669 	


 	Y14 understanding the local value system 	 	 	0.778


 	Y16 understanding cultural differences 	 	 	0.775


 	Y18 understanding the local political system 	 	 	0.757


 	Y15 seeing things from the locals’ point of view 	 	 	0.727


 	Y17 understanding local religious system 	 	 	0.683


 	Total 	4.657 	3.466 	3.248


 	% of variance 	25.874 	19.256 	18.044


 	Cumulative % 	25.874 	45.130 	63.174





Extraction method: principal component analysis. rotation method: varimax with Kaiser normalization.
 

The result of factor analysis indicated that items Y20, Y2, Y1, Y3, Y21, Y23 and Y19 all loaded onto the same factor (Factor I). All items in factor I had a strong load (> 0.7), and the items included were related to dealing with interpersonal relationships and communication in daily life in the host culture, so factor I was labeled as interpersonal adaptation which reflects the aspect of communicative adaptation which includes interpersonal relationships like making friends with local people, dealing with people in authority or of opposite sex, and communication like expressing yourself clearly, making yourself understood and social contact.

Factor II included 6 items, Y9, Y6, Y7, Y10, Y8 and Y5, whose load values were all above 0.6. and this factor was labeled as environmental adaptation, which mainly involved the adaptation to the living environment in host culture. Environmental adaptation included adaptation to local climate, local food, transportation system, pace of life and finding your way.

Based on the analysis of factor III, Y14, Y16, Y18, Y15 and Y17 belonged to the same factor, which was labeled as cultural adaptation, including the understanding of local culture and cognition in cross-cultural activities, involving five aspects such as understanding the local values, cultural differences, perspectives, and political and religious system.

The sociocultural adaptation reliability test was shown in Table 3. It can be seen that the overall reliability of the sociocultural adaptation scale was 0.911, indicating excellent internal consistency for a scale as a whole. The reliability of the sub-dimensions of interpersonal adaptation, environmental adaptation and cultural adaptation were 0.917, 0.835 and 0.849 respectively, greater than the standard of 0.7, which demonstrated high internal reliability for the items in these 3 factors. These high Cronbach’s Alpha values indicated that the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale is reliable and consistently measures the different aspects of the sociocultural adaptation.


TABLE 3 Reliability statistics of SCAS.


	SCAS (18 items)
	Factors
	Cronbach’s alpha
	Items

 

 	Cronbach’s alpha = 0.911 	Factor 1: Interpersonal adaptation 	0.917 	7


 	Factor 2: Environmental adaptation 	0.835 	6


 	Factor 3: Cultural adaptation 	0.849 	5




 

Through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in AMOS, all absolute fit indices, incremental fit indices, and parsimony-adjusted indices met the judgment criteria (see Table 4). The table displayed the fit results of the factor analysis model for sociocultural adaptation. By assessing multiple fit indices, the model receives an overall evaluation of “very good” across all indices, indicating the model’s appropriateness for the underlying factors of sociocultural adaptability. The model demonstrates a high degree of fit, further suggesting that the sociocultural adaptability scale employed in this study exhibits good validity and that the three extracted common factors are reliable.


TABLE 4 Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) model fit summary for sociocultural adaptation scale.


	Index
	Absolute fit indices
	Incremental fit indices
	Parsimony-adjusted indices



	χ2/df
	GFI
	RMR
	RMSEA
	NFI
	TLI
	CFI
	PGFI
	PNFI

 

 	Threshold 	<3 	>0.9 	<0.08 	<0.08 	>0.9 	>0.9 	>0.9 	>0.5 	>0.5


 	Fit Results 	1.487 	0.904 	0.024 	0.050 	0.902 	0.960 	0.965 	0.698 	0.778


 	Fit Evaluation 	Excellent 	Excellent 	Excellent




 



Analysis of influencing factors of sociocultural adaptation

This study employed multiple regression analysis to examine the determinants of sociocultural adaptation and its dimensional structure (interpersonal, environmental, and cultural adaptation) among Chinese international students. The model incorporated five predictors: length of residence, education level, language proficiency, psychological adaptation, and social support from host nationals. Table 5 presented the results of a multiple regression analysis, which examined how various factors influenced sociocultural adaptation and its three sub-dimensions: interpersonal adaptation, environmental adaptation, and cultural adaptation. The model includes standardized coefficients (β), standard errors (in parentheses), and significance levels (p-values), as well as overall fit statistics (R, R2, F-test). All models are statistically significant (p < 0.001), validating the utility of the models.


TABLE 5 Multiple regression analysis of factors influencing sociocultural adaptation.


	Influencing factor
	Sociocultural adaptation and its three dimensions (dependent variables)



	Sociocultural adaptation
	Sub-dimension 1: interpersonal adaptation
	Sub-dimension2: environmental adaptation
	Sub-dimension 3: cultural adaptation

 

 	Length of residence 	0.128*(0.013) 	0.077(0.021) 	0.185*(0.019) 	0.161*(0.021)


 	Education level 	−0.144*(0.028) 	−0.112*(0.044) 	−0.159*(0.039) 	−0.083(0.043)


 	Language proficiency 	0.234***(0.028) 	0.329***(0.045) 	−0.020(0.040) 	0.131(0.044)


 	Psychological adaptation 	0.223***(0.021) 	0.167**(0.033) 	0.208**(0.029) 	0.160*(0.032)


 	Social support from host nationals 	0.260***(0.049) 	0.315***(0.079) 	0.056(0.070) 	0.060(0.077)


 	R 	0.642 	0.697 	0.360 	0.369


 	R2 	0.412 	0.486 	0.130 	0.136


 	F 	27.090*** 	36.564*** 	5.754*** 	6.079***





Standardized coefficients (β) and standard errors (in parentheses) are reported. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed test).
 

As outlined in Table 5, the multiple regression analysis revealed the model explains 41.2% of the variance in sociocultural adaptation (R2 = 0.412) and all predictors collectively produce a statistically significant effect (F = 27.090, p < 0.001). Among the factors influencing sociocultural adaptation, social support from host nationals (β = 0.260, p < 0.001), language proficiency (β = 0.234, p < 0.001), and psychological adaptation (β = 0.223, p < 0.001) have the strong positive effects, followed by length of residence (β = 0.128, p < 0.05), while education level exhibits a significant negative association (β = −0.144, p < 0.05). The result highlights social support from host nationals emerges as the strongest predictor of sociocultural adaptation, while education level has the negative impact.

The multiple regression analysis for interpersonal adaptation indicated the model explains 48.6% of the variance (R2 = 0.486), with a strong overall significance (F = 36.564, p < 0.001). Language proficiency (β = 0.329, p < 0.001) and social support from host nationals (β = 0.315, p < 0.001) are the two strongest positive predictors, followed by psychological adaptation (β = 0.167, p < 0.01), while education level has a significant negative effect (β = −0.112, p < 0.05). The result emphasizes the critical role of language competence, social support, and mental well-being in fostering social relationships, while reveals potential barriers to interpersonal integration linked to educational background.

The multiple regression analysis for environmental adaptation revealed that length of residence (β = 0.185, p < 0.05) and psychological adaptation (β = 0.208, p < 0.01) are significant positive predictors of environmental adaptation, indicating that longer stays and better mental well-being enhance adaptation to environment. In contrast, education level has a significant negative effect (β = −0.159, p < 0.05), potentially reflecting higher education level is associated with poorer environmental adaptation. Language proficiency and social support from host nationals are non-significant predictors (p > 0.05), and they have limited direct impact on environmental adaptation. The model explains only 13.0% of variance (R2 = 0.130), though the overall model is statistically significant (F = 5.754, p < 0.001). The result highlights the role of length of residence and psychological factors in environmental adaptation while indicates that other unmeasured variables may also influence it significantly.

The multiple regression analysis for cultural adaptation demonstrated that length of residence (β = 0.161, p < 0.05) and psychological adaptation (β = 0.160, p < 0.05) are significant positive predictors of this sub-dimensions, indicating that longer exposure to the host culture and better mental well-being facilitate cultural assimilation while education attainment presents a non-significant negative impact (β = −0.083, p > 0.05), suggesting no strong link between higher education and better cultural adaptation. Language proficiency (β = 0.131) and social support from host nationals (β = 0.060) also have non-significant effects with limited direct influence on internalizing cultural norms. The model explains 13.6% of variance (R2 = 0.136), though the overall fit is statistically significant (F = 6.079, p < 0.001). The result highlights the role of time and psychological factors in cultural adaptation but it also suggests other unmeasured elements may play a more substantial role in this sub-dimension.

The multiple regression analyses across sociocultural adaptation and its three dimensions show social support exerts the greatest influence on sociocultural adaptation, while education level has the negative impact on sociocultural adaptation. Language proficiency and social support from host nationals are the strong positive predictors of interpersonal adaptation. Length of residence and psychological adaptation drive environmental adaptation and cultural adaptation most. All the regression analysis results are statistically significant, although the suggested variables exhibit lower explanatory power for environmental and cultural adaptation, indicating the presence of other unmeasured significant factors influencing these two sub-dimensions.




Discussion

The study sought to enhance the overall understanding of the adaptation experiences of Chinese students in the United States, focusing on two primary aspects: the sociocultural adaptation of Chinese students in the United States and influential factors on sociocultural adaptation. Ward and Kennedy (1999) suggested items of sociocultural adaption scale might split into two sub-scales through factor analysis, Cultural Empathy and Relatedness and Impersonal Endeavors and Perils. However, through factor analysis of the data in this research, findings suggested the categories in sociocultural adaption would fall into three sub-dimension. The first sub-dimension related to interpersonal adaptation including items dealing with interpersonal relationships and communication in daily life in the host culture. International students need to build new social networks to provide social resources and help them adapt to the new social and academic environment, reducing loneliness and the risk of depression (Sawir et al., 2008; Sadewo et al., 2020). If international students interact with host nationals on a regular daily basis, they may undergo reduced social difficulties (Ward and Kennedy, 1999) and their communication competency and adaptation skills, as well as social connectedness, would be enhanced (Tang and Zhang, 2023). The second sub-dimension was named environmental adaptation and composed of items relating to the adaptation to the living environment in the host country. It was evident that international students in the United States encountered significant challenges due to the unfamiliar environment they were living. It was suggested that practical problems in daily living, such as securing appropriate accommodation would be stressful and challenging (Bradley, 2000; Sawir et al., 2008; Bethel et al., 2020). The third dimension was named cultural adaptation, including the items involving understanding the local values, cultural differences, perspectives, and political and religious system. The tendency to accept and value other cultures would be included as a key component of cross-cultural adaptation (Ward and Kennedy, 1999). While these findings are preliminary, this line provides valuable insights into understanding Chinese sociocultural adaptation through the three sub-dimensions, which merits further exploration.

The multiple regression results indicate that the five independent variables collectively account for 41.2% of the variance in overall sociocultural adaptation. Length of residence, educational attainment, English proficiency, psychological adaptation, and social support from host nationals each significantly influence the sociocultural adaptation of Chinese international individuals, yet their influence varies both in magnitude and in the specific dimensions of adaptation they affect.

Length of Residence: Length of residence and sociocultural adaptation correlated with each other significantly and the more time the student had lived in the host culture, the less sociocultural adaptation difficulty they would experience (Kuo and Roysircar, 2004; Wang et al., 2018; Ward and Kennedy, 1999; Wilton and Constantine, 2003). Regression results in this study also indicated a positive relationship between the length of residency in the U. S. and sociocultural adaptation. However, among three sub-dimensions of sociocultural adaptation, this variable was found to be positively associated with environmental adaptation (p < 0.05) and cultural adaptation (p < 0.05), but not with interpersonal adaptation. This suggests prolonged stay enhances familiarity with local environments and cultural practices, whereas building relationships with host nationals requires active social engagement rather than mere duration of stay. Wilton and Constantine (2003) mentioned international students of longer residence tended to report lower levels of difficulties in adjusting to local cultural norms and more likely to establish social support networks. Longer residence period in a host country was associated with deeper cultural immersion and greater familiarity with the host culture (Young et al., 2013), which could be reflected in higher levels of intercultural awareness and behavioral adaptability, leading to better adaptation in environmental and cultural adaptation. The limited social interactions between international and domestic students and the low occurrence of intercultural friendships were described as a serious issue during their stay in host culture (Quinton, 2020; Smart et al., 2000; Smith and Khawaja, 2011), especially for East Asian students in Western countries (Rienties and Tempelaar, 2013; Bethel et al., 2020) and longer residence in the host country can not alleviate their interpersonal adaptation difficulties.

Education level: Education level exhibits significant negative effects on sociocultural, interpersonal, and environmental adaptation but not on cultural adaptation. However, compared to other factors, educational level exerts the weakest influence on overall sociocultural adaptation and its sub-dimensions. In other words, individuals with higher educational level tend to exhibit poorer adaptation in interpersonal and environmental contexts. Higher levels of research pressure and more demanding academic goals perhaps put international students of higher education levels into extra acculturative difficulties. Gebregergis (2018) similarly highlighted in his discussion on the cross-cultural adaptation that Master and Doctorate international students faced greater academic stress and work-related pressure, than the Bachelors, leading to more pronounced adaptation challenges during their overseas experiences. Higher education levels may involve another factor age that contributes to maladaptation. Some researches indicated that younger individuals reported lower level of acculturative stress because they are more flexible and open to integrating with the mainstream culture (Berry, 1997; Gebregergis, 2018). Furthermore, international students of different education levels tend to adopt varied cross-cultural coping strategies. For highly educated populations, formal education systems serve as institutionalized channels for the deep internalization of native cultural norms which may hinder adaptation to divergent cultural frameworks. International students of higher levels who strongly identify with their Chinese identity may face more challenges in adapting to host social norms. When individuals were holding on to their original culture, and at the same time wish to avoid host culture, then the Separation strategies was adopted, leading to negative sociocultural and psychological adaptation outcomes (Berry, 1997). The moderating role of education in sociocultural adaptation, interpersonal and environmental dimensions may be attributed to factors such as age, higher academic goals, research pressure, and adopting different cross-cultural coping strategies, however, the influence is very limited.

Language Proficiency: Among various stressors, language competence has been widely recognized as a crucial indicator for measuring cross-cultural adaptation stress. Based on the regression analysis, language proficiency significantly influences sociocultural adaptation and interpersonal adaptation (p < 0.001), highlighting language proficiency is a key enabler for social interaction and emotional connection. The significance of host language proficiency for foreigners is well documented and researches highlighted its role in facilitating social interactions and reducing acculturative stress (Sheng et al., 2022; Luo et al., 2024). The research by Gebregergis (2018) indicated that Language barriers, especially oral communication, was perceived as a major challenge for many international students. Host language proficiency is consistently identified as key predictor of academic and interpersonal adaptation of international students. Yeh and Inose (2003) revealed language proficiency also facilitated everyday communication, making it easier for international students to make friends and seek help. However, its lack of impact on environmental and cultural sub-dimensions suggests these domains rely more on practical experience or deep cultural immersion, where language is a baseline rather than a driver.

Psychological Adaptation: Psychological adaptation and sociocultural adaptation are two dimensions of cross-cultural adaptation. While these two dimensions are distinct, they are significantly correlated with each other. The higher the life satisfaction of international students, the better their sociocultural adaptation, and the lower their perceived adaptation difficulties. (Berry, 2005; Demes and Geeraert, 2014; Ward and Kennedy, 1999; Zheng and Ishii, 2023). Regression analysis also proved that psychological adaptation is positively correlated with sociocultural adaptation and all its three sub-dimensions(with varying p-values: p < 0.001 for total, p < 0.01 for interpersonal and environmental, p < 0.05 for cultural). Compared to other factors, psychological adaptation was the only variable that significantly affects sociocultural adaptation and all three sub-dimensions. International students with more social personality, high level of social belonging, social support network satisfaction and social connectedness which are core components of psychological adaptation tend to create a more profound connection with host nationals (Rivas et al., 2019; Yeh and Inose, 2003). The findings in this study also confirmed that psychological adaptation is a foundational factor for adapting to diverse sociocultural contexts, which influence how individuals perceive and navigate challenges in all dimensions of sociocultural adaptation, including interacting with host nationals, adapting to local environment and appreciating different cultures.

Social Support from Host Nationals: The study indicated social support from host nationals is a significant influencing factor for sociocultural adaptation and interpersonal adaptation sub-dimension (both p < 0.001), with standardized coefficients of 0.260 and 0.315, respectively. Among all independent variables, social support from host nationals claims the highest standardized regression coefficient (0.260) for sociocultural adaptation, suggesting that it has a stronger predictive effect on adaptation than other factors. According to previous research, social support from host nationals endows international students with improved communication competence and social skills, which are highly involved with sociocultural adaptation (Geeraert and Demoulin, 2013; Hirai et al., 2015, Luo et al., 2024). It has been further indicated that social support from co-nationals and families contribute to the subjective well-being, whereas social support form host nationals may assist the adaptation to the new cultural environment (Ng et al., 2013). This study demonstrates the same conclusion that greater support from host nationals significantly facilitate sociocultural adaptation. As for interpersonal sub-dimension, the regression result showed social support from host nationals strongly correlates with higher levels of interpersonal adaptation in daily communication. Previous research indicates that Asian students often experience challenges forming relationships with American peers, attributed to differing social norms (Chapdelaine and Alexitch, 2004; Lee and Çiftçi, 2014). Contact with host students can assist in the acquisition of culturally appropriate skills and behaviors (Lee and Çiftçi, 2014), which to some extent can facilitate the interpersonal adaptation within the host culture. Adopting different communication strategies would affect the degree of sociocultural adaptation and the more cross-cultural contact and the higher the satisfaction of contact, the more social support they will get and the less sociocultural difficulties they would encounter (Berry, 2005). However, the factor shows no significant association with environmental adaptation or cultural adaptation (both p > 0.05), suggesting that while direct social connections with host nationals effectively enhance sociocultural adaptation and interpersonal communication, they have limited impact on adapting to physical environments or deep cultural norms, implying that environmental and cultural adaptation may rely more on other unmeasured factors rather than direct social support.

The above discussion indicates the key factors influencing sociocultural adaptation include social support from host nationals, language proficiency and psychological adaptation, particularly in interpersonal contexts. Cross-cultural training programs should prioritize language skills, psychological adaptation, and opportunities for meaningful engagement with host communities like community service or cultural exchange events to facilitate international students’ overall sociocultural adaptation. As for three sub-dimensions, language proficiency and social support dominate in interpersonal adaptation, whereas environmental and cultural adaptation rely more on residence duration and psychological adaptation. The adaptation of each sub-dimension can be improved by enhancing its relevant influencing factors.


Research limitations

While this study offered valuable insights into the sociocultural adaptation of Chinese international students and its influencing factors, it was not without limitations. The relatively small sample size of 199 participants restricted the analyses and it might be difficult to generalize the results to all Chinese international students. Further studies are needed to evaluate the generalization of these findings to other samples of Chinese international students. Additionally, the adaptation process is dynamic and influenced by multiple variables, factors that are identified as causing cross-cultural difficulties may evolve at different phases of the cross-cultural adaptation process. Longitudinal studies are recommended to clarify the adaptation process for Chinese international students and to explore the dynamic relationship between its two dimensions over time. Furthermore, although the model explains 41.2 and 48.6% of variance in overall sociocultural adaptation and interpersonal adaptation sub-dimension, indicating moderate explanatory power, only 13.0 and 13.6% of the variance in environmental adaptation and cultural adaptation, indicating that key influencing factors are missing from the analysis. These unmeasured variables play a significant role in how individuals adapt to physical environments and cultural norms, limiting the model’s predictive power for these two sub-dimensions. Further research is needed to explore other key factors influencing environmental adaptation and cultural adaptation.
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Introduction: With the increasing trend of international academic mobility, understanding the psychological outcomes of cultural transition has become crucial. The present study aimed to examine the relationship between acculturative stress and meaning in life (MIL), focusing on the mediating roles of difficulties in emotion regulation (DIER) and meaning-centered coping style (MCCS) among international students in Germany.
Methods: This descriptive-correlational study recruited 443 students enrolled at German universities in 2024 through convenience sampling. Participants completed Sandhu & Asrabadi’s Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students, Gratz & Roemer’s DIER Scale, Eisenbeck et al.’s Meaning-Centered Coping Scale, and Steger et al.’s Meaning in Life Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using Pearson’s correlation coefficient and structural equation modeling (SEM) in SPSS-26 and LISREL-10.20.
Results: The findings indicated that acculturative stress was directly and positively associated with the search for meaning, and indirectly associated with both the presence of meaning and the search for meaning through DIER and MCCS. Specifically, acculturative stress was positively related to DIER, which in turn was negatively associated with the presence of meaning and positively with the search for meaning. Additionally, acculturative stress was negatively related to MCCS, which was positively linked to the presence of meaning, but not significantly to the search for meaning.
Discussion: These results underscore the significance of emotional regulation and MCCS in mitigating the psychological effects of acculturative stress and promoting psychological wellbeing among international students.
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Introduction

With advancements in technology and increased opportunities for mobility, educational migration has become a widespread phenomenon in the modern world. Statistical data reveal that Germany is emerging as a key destination within the global South–North student mobility framework. In 2023, approximately 485,000 international students were enrolled in higher education institutions across Germany (Gent, 2023). While this trend presents significant advantages, it also brings considerable psychological challenges for international students, affecting their overall mental health. Prior research has demonstrated that issues such as depression (Cheung et al., 2020; Gebregergis et al., 2020; Yim et al., 2023), mental health symptoms (Taušová et al., 2019), substance abuse (Paredes, 2024) and emotional distress (An et al., 2024) are prevalent among this population, highlighting the severity of the psychological risks they face.

Beyond its well-documented impact on psychological health, acculturative stress may also interfere with the process of meaning-making in international students. As individuals struggle to adapt to unfamiliar cultural environments, their capacity to construct or sustain a coherent sense of meaning can be disrupted, which may potentially compound psychological difficulties. Understanding this link is essential to clarifying how acculturative stress not only challenges mental wellbeing but may also erode fundamental psychological resources like meaning in life.


Acculturative stress and meaning in life

Meaning in life (MIL) is a crucial factor in determining how individuals respond to major life transitions. The way people derive meaning from their lives shapes their reactions to significant events and influences the psychological outcomes of these experiences. Various theoretical frameworks have been employed to examine MIL, among which Steger’s two-factor model stands out as a prominent approach. According to Steger et al. (2006), MIL is defined as the sense made of, and significance felt regarding, the nature of one’s being and existence. This model identifies two distinct but related dimensions, namely the presence of meaning (POM) and the search for meaning (SFM). The POM refers to an individual’s perceived sense that their life is purposeful and significant, while the SFM reflects an active pursuit of deeper understanding and existential significance (Steger et al., 2006). One of the key variables that can determine the importance of MIL is acculturative stress. The challenges associated with adapting to a new cultural environment can intensify the need for meaning, either by reinforcing an existing MIL or by prompting individuals to actively seek meaning to cope with cultural transitions. Understanding these dynamics can provide valuable insights into how MIL serves as a psychological resource in the face of acculturative stress.

Acculturative stress arises when individuals encounter challenges in adapting to a new cultural environment, often stemming from unfamiliar social norms, language barriers, and differing expectations (Berry, 2006). As mentioned before, research has consistently linked acculturative stress to adverse psychological consequences, insofar as a meta-analysis by Soufi Amlashi et al. (2024) further substantiated these associations, reporting a correlation of r = 0.39 between acculturative stress and negative psychological outcomes and a correlation of r = 0.41 with depression among international students. The struggle to integrate into an unfamiliar cultural, linguistic, and social setting can generate significant emotional distress, fostering a sense of alienation and diminishing one’s ability to engage with new experiences.

However, among these challenges, MIL can play a critical role in shaping the adaptation process. Individuals who perceive a strong MIL may interpret cultural transitions as opportunities for personal growth rather than as sources of distress. Conversely, those who search for meaning may struggle to find coherence in their experiences, exacerbating the psychological burden of cultural adjustment (Pan et al., 2007). Although there is a scarcity of research to examine the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL (Pan et al., 2007, 2008) in international students, it seems that there are a number of variables capable of determining the relationship between two mentioned variables, playing a mediating role. Among these variables, two are difficulties in emotional regulation (DIER) and meaning-centered coping style (MCCS).



Acculturative stress and MIL through DIER

Emotional regulation involves the strategies individuals employ to manage their emotional states, encompassing cognitive, behavioral, interpersonal, and intrapersonal processes (Gross and Thompson, 2007). A comprehensive understanding of emotional regulation highlights several key components of self-regulation, including emotional awareness, acceptance of emotions, goal-directed processing of distressing emotional experiences, and the adaptive use of regulation strategies in response to situational demands. Deficiencies in any of these domains indicate DIER (Gross and Thompson, 2007). Notably, impaired emotional regulation has been recognized as a significant factor contributing to the persistence of various psychological disorders. Research on international students suggests that heightened acculturative stress is closely linked to greater DIER, which in turn predisposes individuals to psychological distress, such as anxiety and depression (Mayorga et al., 2018). Furthermore, a longitudinal study conducted by Cheung et al. (2020) found that acculturative stress among international students is significantly associated with DIER. Moreover, Awasthi et al. (2022) indicated that acculturative stress in international students is significantly associated with emotion regulation strategies, such that maladaptive strategies like rumination and blaming others are linked to higher acculturative stress, whereas adaptive strategies like positive refocusing contribute to lower acculturative stress.

Additionally, a study by Baquero-Tomás et al. (2023) on university students has shown that DIER are also associated with MIL, such that lower levels of MIL are significantly related to greater DIER. According to Lin (2022), emotion regulation strategies significantly influence the MIL among college students. Specifically, cognitive reappraisal positively correlates with life meaning, while expression suppression negatively correlates with it. In summary, DIER, particularly through maladaptive strategies like expression suppression, may lead to a diminished MIL. This highlights the importance of addressing DIER as they are strongly associated with challenges in finding MIL, particularly among individuals facing emotional regulation issues.



Acculturative stress and MIL through MCCS

MIL plays a crucial role in shaping individuals’ coping strategies, particularly in response to stress and adversity (Halama, 2014). Recent studies show that individuals with a stronger sense of meaning in life are more likely to adopt adaptive coping strategies. For example, Lin (2024) found that college students with higher MIL were more inclined to use active and constructive coping styles, which were linked to greater hope and career adaptability. Similarly, Wang et al. (2019) demonstrated that employing a meaning-focused coping technique, such as self-distanced reflection, not only enhanced positive affect but also increased participants’ post-event sense of life meaning, suggesting a reciprocal link between MIL and adaptive coping. This protective role of meaning is grounded in various theoretical frameworks, including Antonovsky’s (1987) sense of coherence model, which posits that meaningfulness is a key determinant of stress resilience. MIL provides individuals with a structured perspective that allows them to interpret stressful experiences in a way that maintains psychological stability (Park and Folkman, 1997). Empirical findings support this notion, demonstrating that individuals with a strong sense of meaning engage in coping strategies that reinforce their sense of purpose, such as benefit finding, meaning-making, and prioritization of existential values (Folkman, 2008). Moreover, longitudinal studies suggest that the use of MCCS not only alleviates distress but also enhances one’s overall MIL over time, creating a positive feedback loop (Park et al., 2008). Taken together, these findings highlight the centrality of MIL as both a foundation and an outcome of effective coping, reinforcing its role as a psychological buffer against stress (Halama, 2014).

Additionally, MCCS has been identified as a crucial strategy in managing acculturative stress, enabling people to reframe challenges in a way that fosters resilience (Halama, 2014). Research indicates that people who employ MCCS experience lower levels of stress and better psychological adjustment (Folkman, 2008; Liw, 2020). Liw (2020) found that students who engaged in MCCS reported higher life satisfaction and positive affect, even in the presence of significant acculturative stress.



Current study

Given the increasing prevalence of international student mobility, understanding the psychological consequences of acculturative stress is considered a crucial area of research. The challenges associated with cultural adaptation can lead to significant emotional distress, necessitating the identification of protective mechanisms that facilitate students’ wellbeing. Among these mechanisms, MIL plays a pivotal role in shaping students’ capacity to navigate acculturative stress effectively. However, the pathways through which acculturative stress is associated with MIL remain underexplored, particularly concerning the roles of DIER and MCCS. Addressing this gap is essential for advancing both theoretical knowledge and practical interventions aimed at supporting international students’ psychological wellbeing. This study contributes to a growing body of literature by clarifying the indirect role of DIER and MCCS in the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL. Previous studies have established independent links between acculturative stress and DIER (Awasthi et al., 2022; Cheung et al., 2020), as well as between DIER and MIL (Baquero-Tomás et al., 2023; Liw, 2020). However, no study has directly examined DIER as a mediator between acculturative stress and MIL, highlighting a critical research gap. Similarly, while MCCS has been shown to be related to MIL by fostering adaptive coping strategies (Halama, 2014; Park et al., 2008), its role as a mediator between acculturative stress and MIL has remained relatively unexplored. Despite the well-established relationship between acculturative stress and mental health, limited research has examined how this stressor correlates with MIL through the aforementioned mediators.

Taken together, these conceptual and empirical insights highlight the need for an integrative approach that clarifies the indirect pathways linking acculturative stress to MIL. Despite existing insights into the separate associations among acculturative stress, DIER, MCCS, and MIL, the underlying mechanisms connecting these constructs in a unified explanatory model remain underexplored. What distinguishes the current study is its emphasis on a dual-mediation framework that not only identifies what mediates the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL but also clarifies how these mediators (DIER as a marker of emotional processing deficits, and MCCS as a meaning-oriented adaptive strategy) jointly operate within the broader stress-meaning system. This theoretical integration is essential because it moves the field beyond fragmented findings toward a more cohesive understanding of how international students manage cultural stress through emotional and meaning-centered pathways. Moreover, by situating the analysis within a population that is increasingly relevant in the context of global academic mobility (i.e., international students in Germany) this study contributes both theoretical depth and contextual relevance to the literature on meaning-making under cultural transition stress. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL, focusing on two mediating pathways of DIER and MCCS. The research question of the present study was whether acculturative stress is significantly associated with MIL among international students, and whether this relationship is mediated by DIER and MCCS. The hypotheses of the current study were (1) acculturative stress is significantly associated with MIL, (2) the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL is mediated by DIER, and (3) the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL is mediated by MCCS. Figure 1 indicates the hypothesized model of the study.
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FIGURE 1
 The hypothesized model of the relationship of acculturative stress with meaning in life through the mediating role of difficulty in emotion regulation and meaning-centered coping style.





Method

The current research employed a descriptive-correlational design through structural equation modeling (SEM).


Participants

The target population consisted of international students enrolled in German universities in 2024. From this population, a total of 443 individuals were recruited through convenience sampling. Regarding sample adequacy, although SEM has its own guidelines, it shares similarities with multivariate regression models. According to Stevens (1996, as cited in Momeni et al., 2022), a general recommendation is to include at least 15 participants per observed variable when using ordinary least squares regression, which can reasonably extend to SEM practices (Hooman, 2014). Additionally, Loehlin (1992, as cited in Momeni et al., 2021) suggested that SEM models incorporating two to four latent constructs should include no fewer than 100–200 participants. In the present study, the hypothesized model included multiple predictors such as dimensions of acculturative stress, DIER, MCCS, and components of MIL, totaling 15 measured variables. Therefore, the minimum required sample was estimated to be 225 participants. To ensure adequacy, a power analysis using G*Power version 3.1.9.6 (Faul et al., 2007) was also conducted. Since a fully identical SEM model could not be found in existing literature, pairwise relationships between key constructs were assessed individually. The largest required sample size was determined based on the association between acculturative stress and MCCS considered in the study of Liw (2020) which indicated a required sample size of 239 cases. In this case, Pearson’s coefficient from prior literature (i.e., Liw, 2020) was utilized, and an alpha level of 0.05 and power of 0.80 were selected for the calculation. Although the initial target was to recruit 320 students, this number was raised to 384 to anticipate 20% possible attrition. Ultimately, 443 complete responses were included in the final analysis.

To be eligible for participation, students needed (1) to have resided in Germany for a minimum of 1 year, (2) be at least 18 years old, and (3) be formally enrolled in undergraduate, master’s, or doctoral programs. Individuals were excluded if (1) they were currently using psychiatric medication, (2) had experienced the loss of a loved one within the past 3 months, or (3) had been diagnosed with a severe psychological condition prior to migration, as self-reported.

The age range of participants was from 18 to 49 years, with a mean age of 26.56 years (SD = 4.65). The average ages for men and women were 26.51 (SD = 4.24) and 26.65 (SD = 4.91), respectively. The sample consisted of 168 male students (37.9%), 266 female students (60%), 6 participants (1.4%) who did not disclose their gender, and 3 individuals (0.7%) who identified as another gender. In terms of relationship status, 307 participants (69.3%) were single, 92 (20.8%) were in a committed relationship, 40 (9%) were married, 3 (0.7%) were divorced, and 1 participant (0.2%) was widowed. All students had lived in Germany for at least 1 year. The average length of stay among participants was 37.87 months (SD = 24.76), ranging from 12 to 120 months. Fifty-one participants (11.5%) reported living with a family member, while 392 (88.5%) lived independently. The sample was geographically diverse: 226 participants (51.1%) were from Asia, 100 (22.6%) from Europe, 29 (6.5%) from Africa, 26 (5.9%) from North America, 40 (9%) from South America, and 1 participant (0.2%) from Oceania.



Instruments


Acculturative stress scale for international students (ASSIS-36)

To assess the levels of acculturative stress experienced by international students, the present study utilized the 36-item scale originally developed by Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994). This instrument evaluates stress related to cultural adjustment across six dimensions: perceived discrimination (e.g., I feel that I receive unequal treatment), homesickness (e.g., I feel sad leaving my relatives behind), perceived hatred (e.g., Others do not appreciate my cultural values), fear (e.g., I generally keep a low profile due to fear), stress from cultural changes (e.g., I feel uncomfortable to adjust to new cultural values), and guilt (e.g., I feel guilty to leave my family and friends behind). Items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree), resulting in possible total scores from 36 to 180, where higher totals denote greater acculturative stress. In the original study, the total scale yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87 (Sandhu and Asrabadi, 1994). In the current sample, internal consistency values were as follows: discrimination (α = 0.87), homesickness (α = 0.65), hatred (α = 0.86), fear (α = 0.67), cultural change (α = 0.45), guilt (α = 0.45), and overall stress (α = 0.93).



Difficulties in emotion regulation scale (DERS)

Emotion dysregulation was measured using the DERS developed by Gratz and Roemer (2004), a 36-item self-report tool. This instrument explores six specific areas: nonacceptance of emotions (e.g., When I’m upset, I become angry with myself for feeling that way), challenges in pursuing goals when distressed (e.g., When I’m upset, I have difficulty concentrating), lack of behavioral control under emotional strain (e.g., When I’m upset, I become out of control), low emotional awareness (e.g., I am attentive to my feelings), limited access to adaptive emotion regulation techniques (e.g., When I’m upset, I start to feel very bad about myself), and confusion about emotions (e.g., I am confused about how I feel). Participants responded on a scale from one (almost never) to five (almost always). Total scores range from 36 to 180, with higher values indicating more severe difficulties in emotional regulation. The original developers reported an overall alpha of 0.93 (Gratz and Roemer, 2004), while the present study found alphas of 0.95 for the total scale, and 0.91, 0.89, 0.88, 0.81, 0.90, and 0.87 for the respective subscales.



Meaning-centered coping scale

To evaluate coping strategies based on life meaning, the meaning-centered coping scale by Eisenbeck et al. (2022) was employed. This scale comprises nine items that reflect a unified factor related to MCCS in challenging situations. The items encompass various cognitive, emotional, and behavioral strategies such as maintaining hope, helping others, and finding purpose in adversity (e.g., I have found a personal meaning in the current situation; I have faith that something positive will come out of this; I will get out of this situation stronger than I was before). Participants rate each item on a 7-point Likert scale, from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree), yielding total scores between nine and 63. Higher scores denote stronger reliance on MCCS. Eisenbeck et al. (2022) reported Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from 0.81 to 0.94 across countries. In the current study, the reliability for the total scale was 0.87.



Meaning in life questionnaire (MLQ)

To assess participants’ presence and search of meaning in life, MLQ developed by Steger et al. (2006) was employed. The instrument comprises two distinct components, namely POM, which reflects the extent to which individuals perceive their lives as meaningful (e.g., I understand my life’s meaning), and SFM, which captures the active striving for deeper or more significant life meaning (e.g., I am looking for something that makes my life feel meaningful). MLQ consists of 10 items rated on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from one (Absolutely untrue) to seven (Absolutely true). Each component is represented by five items, yielding two separate scores. Each component ranges from five to 35, with higher scores indicating a stronger presence or SFM, respectively. In the original validation research (Steger et al., 2006) Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.86 for POM component and 0.87 for SFM component. In the present study, the internal consistency coefficients for POM and SFM, were α = 0.91, and α = 0.88, respectively.




Procedure

Having taken necessary approvals to conduct this study from relevant authorities at the University of Siegen, Germany, and by securing the ethics code for this study from the ethics committee of the University of Siegen (code “LS_ER_20_2023”), preliminary steps of research were done. First, we wrote the study protocol and registered it on OSF.io website (REMOVED FOR PEER REVIEW). The given protocol outlined all stages of the current research process. There were six hypotheses in our preregistered protocol, among which the fourth hypothesis was analyzed in the present article. Second, the questionnaires of the study were prepared as online questionnaires. During this phase, items of each questionnaire, along with its response options, were uploaded to the limesurvey.org website. The packaging of the questionnaire was performed in the following way: demographic information from participants was obtained first, and depending on fulfillment or non-fulfillment of the eligibility criteria required to participate in the study based on their demographic information, access to the main questionnaires of the study would be provided or not. The website generated a link that participants could use to access the questionnaires page. Remarkably, participants received items in both English and German, allowing them to respond in their preferred language. Each item was presented first in English, followed by its German translation in brackets. All instruments were originally in English, which was selected as the main language due to its widespread use among international students. However, to support those more fluent in German, published German versions of the instruments were used where available. These were not translated by the researchers, and no back-translation was conducted. Instead, the German equivalent of each item was placed directly below the English item. The reported reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) are based on values from previous studies using the original English versions of the instruments. The questionnaire package consisted of 19 demographic questions, 91 main questions and three attention-check questions. A pilot trial involving some students was done to estimate how much time it took to answer the questionnaires. The minimum time a respondent would take to answer the questionnaire package was set at 20 min. Third, the questionnaires were administered to the participants. To this end, the distribution of the link to the questionnaire was enabled through the International Office at the University of Siegen for international students at Siegen and through various international offices at other German universities. Then, the link to the questionnaire was sent to the students with an accompanying email introducing the purpose of the study and assured respondents that no personal identifiable information would be collected, and data would remain confidential to the researchers. Besides, informed consent to participate was obtained at the end of the email. Students could proceed to the questionnaire page by checking an initial option indicating their consent to participate. Fourth, completed questionnaires were considered. Although informed consent was obtained from all participants at the beginning of the study, no specific information regarding the return of results or feedback to participants was provided. The study was conducted anonymously, and participants were not given access to individual feedback or study outcomes. This decision was made to ensure participant confidentiality and to maintain the integrity of the research process. In total, 668 international students participated in the study, of whom 225 were excluded from the final analysis for three reasons. One student was excluded due to having lived in Germany for less than a year, 60 students were removed for incorrectly answering all three attention-check questions, and 162 were excluded for completing the questionnaires too quickly (under 20 min), and two were excluded for prolonged response times (2 days). Ultimately, 443 participants were included in the final analysis.



Statistical analyses

The remaining questionnaires were analyzed using Pearson’s correlation coefficient and SEM in SPSS-26 and LISREL 10.20 software, respectively. Prior to the analyses, SEM assumptions including distribution normality, error independence, and multicollinearity were examined. To examine the normality of the research variables, the skewness and kurtosis of the distribution of scores were used, the results of which showed that the distribution of scores of all variables is normal (with the range of distribution between +1.5 and −1.5). The Durbin-Watson test was used to evaluate the independence of the errors, which showed no correlation between the errors (D.W = 1.73, range between 1.5 and 2.5 is acceptable). Variance Inflation (VIF) and tolerance were used to evaluate the multicollinearity between the predictor variables. The results showed that there is no alignment between the variables (VIF amplitude less than 5 and tolerance higher than 0.1). The results of these assumptions are presented in Table 1. To determine the adequacy of the proposed model with the data, we used a combination of fitness indicators such as chi-square (χ2), normalized chi-square measure (chi-square ratio of degrees of freedom), good fit indices (GFI), normalized fit (NFI), adaptive fit (CFI) and root mean squared error approximation (RMSEA). To conduct SEM, in the first step, outliers were identified and removed using the Mahalanobis distance method, resulting in the exclusion of 14 participants. The analysis was then conducted on a final sample of 429 individuals. Subsequently, SEM was employed, incorporating variables in their respective roles as predictors, mediators, and criterion. The initial model demonstrated strong fit indices for most required benchmarks. Following the recommendations of LISREL for modifications, the final optimized model, which is presented below, achieved an excellent overall fit.


TABLE 1 The mean, standard deviation, and information regarding assumptions of SEM.


	Variable
	Min
	Max
	M
	SD
	Skewness
	Kurtosis

 

 	Acculturative stress 	26 	121 	62.93 	16.79 	0.335 	−0.101


 	Perceived discrimination 	8 	39 	19.79 	6.65 	0.409 	−0.224


 	Homesickness 	4 	20 	12.26 	3.54 	−0.206 	−0.440


 	Perceived Hate 	5 	24 	10.15 	4.23 	0.798 	0.160


 	Fear 	4 	17 	8.19 	3.25 	0.551 	−0.502


 	Culture shock 	3 	15 	7.83 	2.47 	0.256 	−0.140


 	Guilt 	2 	10 	4.69 	2.07 	0.459 	−0.551


 	Difficulty in emotional regulation 	36 	175 	91.42 	26.72 	0.561 	−0.209


 	Nonacceptance of emotional responses 	6 	30 	14.50 	6.63 	0.626 	−0.627


 	Difficulty engaging in Goal-directed behavior 	5 	25 	16.55 	5.05 	−0.156 	−0.825


 	Impulse control difficulties 	6 	30 	13.01 	5.37 	0.876 	0.209


 	Lack of emotional awareness 	6 	29 	15.35 	4.91 	0.219 	−0.496


 	Limited access to emotion regulation strategies 	8 	40 	19.89 	7.72 	0.615 	−0.421


 	Lack of emotional clarity 	5 	25 	12.10 	4.41 	0.593 	−0.211


 	Meaning-centered coping style 	9 	63 	47.25 	9.93 	−0.889 	1.008


 	Meaning in life 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	Presence of Meaning 	5 	35 	23.16 	7.60 	−0.383 	−0.631


 	Search for Meaning 	5 	35 	24.93 	7.02 	−0.873 	0.439





n = 429.
 




Findings


Descriptive statistics

Means, standard deviations, skewness, and kurtosis values are presented in Table 1.



Bivariate correlations

Pearson’s correlation coefficients among acculturative stress, DIER, MCCS, POM, and SFM are reported in Table 2. The majority of the correlations were statistically significant (p < 0.01), indicating substantial two-way relationships among the study variables. The relationship between the length of stay in Germany and other study variables was examined using Pearson’s correlation coefficient. Results indicated a significant positive correlation between the duration of stay and two subscales of acculturative stress: discrimination (r = 0.139, p < 0.01) and perceived hate (r = 0.104, p < 0.05). Moreover, the length of stay was also significantly associated with the total acculturative stress score (r = 0.119, p < 0.05).


TABLE 2 The correlation coefficient between the variables.


	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16

 

 	1. AS 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2. PD 	0.879** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	3. HS 	0.600** 	0.298** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	4. PH 	0.849** 	0.801** 	0.301** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	5. FE 	768** 	0.624** 	0.291** 	0.613** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	6. CS 	0.680** 	0.450** 	0.512** 	0.445** 	0.499** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	7. GU 	0.501** 	0.253** 	0.511** 	0.260** 	0.307** 	0.301** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	8. DIER 	387** 	0.257** 	0.230** 	0.265** 	0.406** 	0.347** 	0.322** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	9. NER 	0.354** 	0.230** 	0.193** 	0.267** 	0.370** 	0.269** 	0.352** 	0.828** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	10. DEGB 	0.220** 	0.144** 	0.191** 	0.086 	0.214** 	0.252** 	0.182** 	0.690** 	0.435** 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	11. ICD 	0.318** 	0.213** 	0.182** 	0.221** 	0.347** 	0.300** 	0.225** 	0.809** 	0.567** 	0.566** 	– 	 	 	 	 	


 	12. LEA 	0.200** 	0.122* 	0.087 	0.190** 	0.205** 	0.151** 	0.188** 	0.567** 	0.394** 	0.152** 	0.240** 	– 	 	 	 	


 	13. LAERS 	0.366** 	0.266** 	0.201** 	0.234** 	0.386** 	0.336** 	0.285** 	0.919** 	0.725** 	0.627** 	0.766** 	0.396** 	– 	 	 	


 	14. LEC 	0.308** 	0.186** 	0.218** 	0.214** 	0.330** 	0.286** 	0.229** 	0.798** 	0.612** 	0.421** 	0.570** 	0.565** 	0.630** 	– 	 	


 	15. MCC 	−0.292** 	−0.240** 	−0.106* 	−0.220** 	−0.315** 	−0.264** 	−0.155** 	−0.557** 	−0.376** 	−0.366** 	−0.384** 	−0.415** 	−0.573** 	−0.457** 	– 	


 	16. POM 	−0.220** 	−0.167** 	−0.078 	−0.172** 	−0.244** 	−0.172** 	−0.174** 	−0.530** 	−0.401** 	−0.309** 	−0.381** 	−0.381** 	−0.498** 	−0.494** 	0.607** 	–


 	17. SFM 	0.207** 	0.138** 	0.214** 	0.152** 	0.183** 	0.124* 	0.124* 	0.197** 	0.164** 	0.164** 	0.182** 	−0.066 	0.188** 	0.217** 	−0.036 	−0.274**





*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. AC, Acculturative Stress; CS, Culture Shock; DEGB, Difficulty Engaging in Goal-Directed Behavior; DIER, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation; FE, Fear; GU, Guilt; HS, Homesickness; ICD, Impulse Control Difficulties; LAERS, Limited Access to Emotion Regulation Strategies; LEC, Lack of Emotional Clarity; LEA, Lack of Emotional Awareness; MCCS, Meaning Centered Coping Style; NER, Nonacceptance of Emotional Responses; PD, Perceived Discrimination; PH, Perceived Hate; POM, Presence of Meaning; SFM, Search for Meaning.

The bolded labels represent overall scale scores.
 



Structural equation modeling

To examine the simultaneous relationships among the variables, structural equation modeling (SEM) was conducted. The model output is presented in Figure 2, and the goodness-of-fit statistics are summarized in Table 3.

[image: Flowchart depicting relationships among variables represented as ovals and rectangles. Arrows indicate directional influences, with coefficients labeled on the paths. Key elements include DIER, AS, POM, and MCCS as central components, influencing other factors such as ML1 to ML10 and M1 to M9, connected by direct paths with specified weights.]

FIGURE 2
 The final model of the relationship between acculturative stress and meaning in life through difficulty in emotion regulation and meaning-centered coping style; AC, Acculturative Stress; CS, Culture Shock; DEGB, Difficulty Engaging in Goal-Directed Behavior; DIER, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation; FE, Fear; GU, Guilt; HS, Homesickness; ICD, Impulse Control Difficulties; LAERS, Limited Access to Emotion Regulation Strategies; LEC, Lack of Emotional Clarity; LEA, Lack of Emotional Awareness; MCCS, Meaning Centered Coping Style; NER, Nonacceptance of Emotional Responses; PD, Perceived Discrimination; PH, Perceived Hate; POM, Presence of Meaning; SFM, Search for Meaning.



TABLE 3 Fit indices for the developed model.


	Model fit indices
	X2
	df
	X2/df
	GFI
	AGFI
	NFI
	IFI
	CFI
	RMSEA

 

 	Obtained values 	865.73 	403 	2.14 	0.92 	0.90 	0.95 	0.97 	0.97 	0.052




 

As shown in Table 3, the proposed model demonstrated an excellent fit: Incremental Fit Index (IFI = 0.97), Comparative Fit Index (CFI = 0.97), and Normed Fit Index (NFI = 0.95) all exceeded recommended thresholds. Furthermore, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA = 0.052) indicated a good fit. Additional indices such as the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI = 0.92) and Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI = 0.90) further supported the model’s adequacy.



Direct effects

The direct effects among variables are presented in Table 4. All direct paths were found to be statistically significant (p < 0.01). However, the direct path from acculturative stress to both POM and SFM was non-significant and therefore, the corresponding paths were removed from the final model.


TABLE 4 Coefficients of the model of the relationship between AS and wellbeing through social support, DIER and MCC.


	Direct path
	
β

	t-statistic

 

 	AS → DIER 	0.56 	6.78**


 	AS → MCCS 	−0.48 	−7.12**


 	AS → SFM 	0.25 	2.45**


 	DIER → SFM 	0.14 	2.005**


 	DIER → POM 	−0.26 	−5.096**


 	MCCS → POM 	0.58 	9.65**





**p < 0.01; AC, acculturative stress; DIER, difficulties in emotion regulation; MCCS, meaning centered coping style; POM, Presence of meaning; SFM, search of meaning.
 



Mediation analysis

The mediating roles of DIER and MCCS in the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL were tested using the Sobel test. The results, shown in Table 5, revealed that all tested mediation effects were significant (p < 0.001). Specifically, DIER and MCCS mediated the effects of acculturative stress on both POM and SFM.


TABLE 5 Sobel’s test for the mediating role of DIER and MCCS in the relationship between AC and MIL.


	Variables
	
p

	Sobel’s test (z)

 

 	AC → DIER → POM 	p < 0.001 	7.21


 	AC → DIER → SFM 	p < 0.001 	3.74


 	AC → MCCS → POM 	p < 0.001 	3.51





AC, acculturative stress; DIER, difficulties in emotion regulation; MCCS, meaning centered coping style; POM, Presence of meaning; SFM, search of meaning.
 



Model summary

In sum, the final model demonstrated strong fit indices and highlighted the central mediating roles of DIER and MCCS. While no significant relationship was observed between acculturative stress and POM, a significant association was identified between acculturative stress and SFM. Furthermore, DIER was found to mediate the relationships between acculturative stress and both POM and SFM. In contrast, MCCS was involved only in the relationship between acculturative stress and POM, showing no mediating role in the association with SFM.




Discussion

The present study aimed to examine the relationships between acculturative stress and MIL among international students, with a focus on the mediating roles of DIER and MCCS. Overall, the findings indicated that acculturative stress was related to one of the components of MIL, namely SFM, and that both DIER and MCCS served as significant mediators in these associations. Notably, DIER showed significant relationships with both components of MIL, while MCCS was only associated with POM. In the following sections, each hypothesis of the study is addressed in detail.


Relationship between acculturative stress and MIL

The first hypothesis of this study, which proposed that acculturative stress is associated with MIL, was partially confirmed. Specifically, acculturative stress was positively related to SFM but not significantly related to POM. In other words, higher levels of acculturative stress were associated with higher levels of SFM. The finding of the current study is aligned with those of previous studies (e.g., Pan et al., 2007, 2008).

To interpret this finding, it can be mentioned that findings from Pan et al. (2007, 2008) offer important insights into how MIL may help international students cope with acculturative stress. These studies suggest that the POM functions as a psychological buffer. Students with a greater POM and coherence in life tend to experience fewer negative emotional outcomes and higher life satisfaction. This remains true even when they face stressors such as language barriers, academic pressure, cultural differences, and social isolation. The proposed mechanism is that MIL helps students interpret adverse experiences as purposeful or growth-enhancing, thereby reducing the psychological burden of acculturation stress. In contrast, students with a low POM may lack a cognitive framework through which to integrate and make sense of these challenges, leaving them more vulnerable to distress. Importantly, while these findings pertain mainly to the POM, the SFM may follow a different psychological pattern under stress. For some students, actively seeking meaning amidst acculturative stress may reflect existential uncertainty or unfulfilled psychological needs, potentially intensifying their emotional struggles.



DIER as a mediator between acculturative stress and MIL

The second hypothesis, which proposed that the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL is mediated by DIER, was confirmed. Acculturative stress showed a positive relationship with DIER, which, in turn, was positively related to SFM and negatively related to POM. In other words, higher levels of acculturative stress were associated with higher levels of DIER, which, in turn, was related to higher SFM and lower POM. Although this specific pathway has not been directly examined in prior research, its two constituent links are aligned with previous studies. As such, acculturative stress has been found to significantly predict DIER (e.g., Awasthi et al., 2022; Cheung et al., 2020; Mayorga et al., 2018), and in turn, DIER have been associated with lower levels of MIL (e.g., Baquero-Tomás et al., 2023; Lin, 2022).

To interpret this finding, the POM is cultivated when individuals can integrate external experiences with their internal values, goals, and sense of identity (Brown et al., 2007). This process requires reflective capacity and emotional stability, both of which are undermined when emotion regulation is compromised. In contrast, the SFM, although sometimes viewed as a positive motivational construct, may in contexts of emotional distress reflect existential confusion and psychological fragmentation rather than purposeful striving. Under the psychological strain of acculturative stress, individuals often lose coherence in their self-narratives and begin to experience life as fragmented and disjointed. When these stressors co-occur with DIER, the mental space needed for meaning-making becomes increasingly unavailable. As documented by Cheung et al. (2020) and Mayorga et al. (2018), emotion dysregulation serves as a critical mediating mechanism through which acculturative stress exerts its deleterious effects on psychological outcomes.

Emotion regulation difficulties, such as poor impulse control, low distress tolerance, and an inability to identify or manage negative emotions, disrupt the very capacities that support meaning construction. Marco et al. (2021) found that emotion regulation deficits are associated with lower POM and a maladaptive SFM. In such contexts, SFM may indicate psychological disorientation rather than meaningful striving. Similarly, Lin (2022) showed that adaptive strategies such as cognitive reappraisal were positively associated with a strong sense of meaning, whereas maladaptive strategies like emotional suppression were negatively linked to both meaning dimensions.

The mediating role of DIER in this process has been supported empirically. Yi (2018) found that among Chinese international students in the U.S., acculturative stress significantly reduced the sense of MIL, which in turn predicted lower psychological wellbeing. Pan et al. (2008) similarly identified MIL as a resilience factor: migrants who retained a strong MIL experienced more positive affect despite cultural challenges. Importantly, these findings also point to a bidirectional relationship. DIER not only mediates the effects of acculturative stress on MIL, but are themselves exacerbated by the loss of existential coherence. Once the meaning-making capacity is impaired, emotional distress tends to escalate, creating a recursive cycle that further erodes psychological functioning.



MCCS as a mediator between acculturative stress and MIL

The third hypothesis, which proposed that the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL is mediated by MCCS, was partially supported. Acculturative stress was negatively related to MCCS, which was positively related to POM but not significantly related to SFM. In other words, higher levels of acculturative stress were associated with lower levels of MCCS, and a lower level of MCCS was related to a lower level of POM. While the exact pathway explored in the current study has not been explicitly investigated in previous research, its two underlying components are supported by existing literature. Specifically, acculturative stress has been shown to significantly relate to MCCS (e.g., Folkman, 2008; Halama, 2014; Liw, 2020), and in turn, MCCS was linked to greater MIL (e.g., Liw, 2020).

To interpret this finding, it can be said that the relationship between acculturative stress and MIL can be theoretically explained through the mediating role of MCCS, drawing upon the frameworks of Folkman (2008), Frankl (1992), and Park (2010). Acculturative stress, stemming from challenges such as linguistic barriers, social exclusion, value conflicts, and emotional isolation (Berry, 1997), often disrupts one’s sense of coherence and purpose. According to Folkman’s revised stress and coping model, when individuals are exposed to uncontrollable stressors, they may shift from problem-focused or emotion-focused strategies toward MCCS. This approach involves cognitive reappraisal, redefinition of personal goals, and reinterpretation of the stressful event in a way that aligns with the individual’s values and existential beliefs. Simultaneously, Frankl’s logotherapy emphasizes the human capacity to find meaning in suffering by orienting toward a “why” that enables endurance through any “how.” In the context of international students, such coping can protect or even restore their MIL. Moreover, based on Steger et al.’s (2006) distinction between POM and SFM, it is evident that under conditions of cultural displacement and existential disorientation, students may experience a decline in the former and an activation of the latter, often as an attempt to compensate for a perceived void.

This dynamic is vividly reflected in the lived experience of international students who frequently face cumulative psychological pressures during cultural transition. The erosion of familiar support systems, identity anchors, and cultural norms may compromise their sense of continuity and significance. As POM diminishes, students are often thrust into an active SFM, often not as a sign of growth, but as a reaction to confusion or anxiety. In such instances, MCCS becomes a critical regulatory mechanism. When students are able to reframe their academic journey abroad as a meaningful endeavor (such as a step toward professional contribution, personal growth, or familial legacy) they can transform distress into a narrative of purpose. This transformation facilitates the reintegration of meaning into their lives and may gradually shift their state from SFM to POM. Therefore, MCCS does not merely mitigate distress; it enables individuals to reinterpret adversity as a context for meaning reconstruction, thereby buffering the psychological consequences of acculturative stress (Park, 2010; Rahgozar and Giménez-Llort, 2020). In sum, this study confirms the conceptual pathway whereby acculturative stress influences MIL (both in terms POM and SFM) through the mediating role of MCCS. While acculturative stress can undermine an individual’s MIL, MCCS serves as a transformative tool, enabling students to reconstruct meaning and regulate the emotional consequences of cultural disruption.



Implications of this study

The present study offers valuable implications at the research, social, and therapeutic levels. At the research level, the findings contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how acculturative stress relates to MIL among international students, highlighting the mediating roles of DIER and MCCS. These results underline the importance of meaning-making and emotional processing in adapting to cross-cultural transitions. Future research may benefit from further exploring these mediators in different populations and contexts, thereby enhancing theoretical frameworks concerning psychological adaptation and existential wellbeing in multicultural environments.

At the social level, this study underscores the importance of developing university and community-based programs that help international students find meaning in their experiences. Institutions can support these students by offering structured programs that include reflective workshops, group discussions on personal values and cultural integration, and training in adaptive coping mechanisms. Such initiatives may help reduce the psychological burden of acculturative stress and promote a stronger MIL, thereby improving students’ overall academic and social functioning. Furthermore, public policies that support the psychological adjustment of international students, through accessible mental health services and culturally sensitive interventions, can foster more inclusive and supportive academic environments.

An additional recommendation is for universities to establish dedicated counseling centers or services specifically designed for international students, where at least some counselors share the students’ cultural background or speak their native language. This approach can significantly improve the therapeutic alliance, as students may feel more understood, respected, and comfortable discussing culturally sensitive topics. Language barriers, cultural stigma around mental health, and unfamiliarity with the host country’s support systems often prevent international students from seeking help. Having access to counselors who understand their cultural values and emotional expressions can lower these barriers and encourage early intervention. Furthermore, culturally aligned counseling can serve not only as a space for psychological support but also as a bridge for academic and social adaptation, ultimately promoting integration and wellbeing within the host society.

At the therapeutic level, the findings suggest that clinicians and counselors working with international students should pay particular attention to issues surrounding MIL and emotion regulation. Integrating meaning-centered coping techniques into therapeutic interventions may help students better navigate the challenges of acculturative stress while fostering a deeper MIL and psychological resilience. In this context, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) emerges as a promising approach, given its emphasis on value-based action, emotional acceptance, and mindfulness. ACT can be particularly helpful in assisting students to acknowledge and regulate difficult emotions while reconnecting with their core values and life goals, which may ultimately strengthen their MIL (Steger et al., 2013).



Limitations of the current study

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the use of self-report measures may introduce bias, as participants’ responses can be influenced by social desirability or inaccurate self-perceptions. While self-reports offer valuable insight into internal psychological processes, they may limit the ecological validity of the findings. Moreover, although SEM allowed for the examination of complex relationships among variables, the design of the study was cross-sectional, which precludes any conclusions about causality. The observed associations, therefore, should be interpreted as correlational. Another limitation lies in the sample selection, as the study focused solely on international students residing in Germany. Cultural, educational, and legal environments differ across countries, meaning the stressors and coping mechanisms identified here may not fully reflect those experienced by international students elsewhere. As such, caution is needed when attempting to generalize the results beyond this specific context. Another limitation concerns the use of validated instruments that lacked formal cultural or linguistic adaptation for the target population, which may have affected participants’ understanding of some items and contributed to lower engagement in certain cases. However, the application of attention checks and the analysis of average response times helped to reduce the potential impact of this issue. Moreover, the internal consistency of the Cultural Change (α = 0.45) and Guilt (α = 0.45) subscales of the Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students was relatively low. However, these subscales demonstrated strong factor loading in the initial confirmatory factor analysis, indicating a good conceptual alignment with the broader construct of acculturative stress. These findings may reflect cultural nuances in the interpretation of the items, translation-related issues, or limitations inherent in the brevity of the short-form scale. Therefore, interpretations involving this subscale should be made with caution, and future studies are encouraged to further investigate its psychometric performance in cross-cultural contexts.



Recommendations for future research

To address these limitations, future research should consider employing mixed-method approaches, combining qualitative interviews with quantitative assessments to gain a deeper understanding of the studied constructs. Using more objective or multi-informant data sources could also strengthen the reliability of findings. Furthermore, longitudinal designs are recommended to explore how acculturative stress, MIL, and DIER evolve over time, and to better infer causality. Replicating this research in diverse cultural and national contexts would also be essential for identifying universal versus culture-specific patterns, thereby enhancing the generalizability and impact of the findings.
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Introduction: Personal values function as core motivational forces shaping cognition and behavior. However, the interaction between these values, intercultural sensitivity, and intolerance of uncertainty across cultures has received limited empirical attention. This study investigates how these constructs combine to form distinct motivational profiles among university students in South Korea and the United States.
Methods: Using a person-centered latent profile analysis (LPA), we identified value configurations among South Korean (N = 517) and U.S. (N = 431) undergraduates. Participants completed the Portrait Values Questionnaire–Revised Revised (PVQ-RR), Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS), and Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale–Short Form (IUS-12). Multinomial logistic regression identified predictors of profile membership.
Results: Among Korean students, five value profiles emerged: Integrative Traditionalists (41%), Low Tradition Endorsement (24.2%), Change-Oriented (21.1%), Low Tradition/High Openness (17.5%), and Tradition-Oriented (21.8%). The U.S. sample revealed four profiles: Growth-Oriented (24.8%), Broad Value Endorsement (21.8%), Security-Focused (35.0%), and Low Tradition Endorsement (18.3%). Across both samples, higher intercultural engagement and confidence predicted membership in growth-oriented profiles, while elevated inhibitory intolerance of uncertainty and lower engagement characterized tradition- or security-focused profiles. Gender effects appeared only in Korea, where women demonstrated greater likelihood of belonging to tradition-oriented groups.
Discussion: These findings challenge assumptions about the incompatibility between tradition and openness values in Schwartz’s framework. Cultural tightness and individual psychological dispositions appear to jointly shape motivational value integration. The results have implications for designing culturally responsive interventions that enhance intercultural competence and promote adaptive value systems in diverse educational settings.
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1 Introduction

The quest to understand human values lies at the heart of psychological, sociological, and intercultural research. Values function as powerful motivational structures that shape cognition and behavior (Schwartz, 2012), guide ethical decision-making processes (Mellers et al., 1998), and establish belief frameworks that direct human action (Verplanken and Holland, 2002). Among theoretical frameworks, Schwartz’s theory of basic human values stands as preeminent, identifying a universal structure of motivational goals that transcend cultural boundaries (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1987; Schwartz, 2012). This model has evolved from its original 10 value types to a more nuanced framework of 19 values, arranged in a circular structure that elegantly captures their complementary relationships and inherent tensions. This circular arrangement facilitates sophisticated cross-cultural comparisons while accommodating both individualistic and collectivistic orientations.

Values extend beyond personal decision-making to fundamentally influence how individuals navigate cultural diversity. Intercultural sensitivity—the capacity to recognize, respect, and appropriately respond to cultural differences—demonstrates consistent associations with particular value orientations (Chen, 1997). For instance, individuals prioritizing openness to change or universalism typically embrace cultural differences more readily, while those emphasizing conservation or security often approach intercultural encounters with greater reservation. While intercultural sensitivity develops through experiential learning and reflection, it remains profoundly influenced by value-based predispositions that color affective, behavioral, and cognitive dimensions of cross-cultural communication.

Recent research suggests that psychological dispositions, particularly Intolerance of Uncertainty (IU), serve as critical mediating factors in this value-sensitivity relationship. IU represents a dispositional difficulty in tolerating ambiguity, unpredictability, or incomplete information—conditions inherent to intercultural exchanges (Freeston et al., 1994; Dugas et al., 1998; Tanovic et al., 2018). Individuals with elevated IU typically perceive uncertain situations as threatening, potentially compromising their willingness to engage with unfamiliar cultural norms. In our increasingly complex global society—characterized by pandemic disruptions, accelerating digital transformation, and volatile geopolitical landscapes—understanding the interplay between values, IU, and intercultural sensitivity has acquired unprecedented theoretical and practical significance.

Schwartz and Bilsky (1990) emphasized that value hierarchies exhibit distinct cultural patterns, underscoring the necessity of cross-national investigations to illuminate how values manifest across diverse sociocultural contexts. Our study examines undergraduate students from South Korea and the United States—representing contrasting Eastern and Western paradigms—to explore how distinct value profiles relate to both intercultural sensitivity and tolerance for uncertainty. By employing latent profile analysis (LPA), a sophisticated person-centered approach, we aim to uncover not merely the architecture of individual value profiles but also how psychological and intercultural dispositions predict profile membership.

This investigation addresses two central research questions:

	1. What distinctive value profiles emerge among undergraduate students in Korea and the United States?

	2. How do intercultural sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty predict membership across these value profiles?



We advance two primary hypotheses:


H1: Culturally distinct value profiles will emerge within each national sample, reflecting culturally shaped patterns of value prioritization.
H2: Intercultural sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty will significantly predict value profile membership, with culturally distinctive association patterns between the two countries.


In addition, this study aims to explore how the structure and prevalence of value profiles may reflect theoretical differences in cultural tightness-looseness and collectivism-individualism. This comparative perspective is grounded in Gelfand et al.’s (2011) tightness-looseness framework and prior research on Confucian and Western value systems.

Accordingly, we conceptually hypothesize that IU may mediate the relationship between personal values and ISS, and that cultural tightness–looseness may moderate these pathways. While the present study employs LPA to identify latent profiles, these theoretical links provide a basis for future research using SEM and longitudinal designs.

To visually clarify the conceptual pathways implied by our framework, Figure 1 illustrates the proposed relationships among personal values, intolerance of uncertainty (IU), and intercultural sensitivity (ISS). In this hypothetical model, IU is positioned as a potential mediator linking personal values to ISS, while cultural context—operationalized as tightness–looseness—may moderate the pathway from personal values to IU. This conceptualization reflects theoretical assumptions drawn from tightness–looseness theory (Gelfand et al., 2011) and prior work on value rigidity and openness.

[image: Flowchart showing the relationship between elements. Personal Values influence IU (Mediator), which in turn influences ISS. Cultural Context acts as a moderator between Personal Values and IU.]

FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model linking values, sensitivity, and uncertainty.




2 Materials and methods


2.1 Literature review


2.1.1 Schwartz’s value theory

Schwartz’s theory of basic human values offers a comprehensive framework for understanding what motivates people across different cultures. Initially featuring 10 broad value types, the model has evolved to include 19 distinct values arranged in a circular pattern that shows how they relate to each other (Schwartz et al., 2012). This circular arrangement is not random—it reflects that adjacent values have compatible motivations, while opposing values represent conflicting goals. The refined model also distinguishes values along dimensions like self-protection versus growth and personal versus social focus, giving us a deeper understanding of how value priorities shape and are shaped by our experiences.

Research has confirmed that this circular structure of values is recognized across many different societies, even though specific values may be prioritized differently depending on the culture. For instance, Sortheix and Schwartz (2017) found that values emphasizing openness to change (which focus on growth and personal development) tend to be linked with greater subjective well-being, while conservation values (which emphasize self-protection and social focus) often show negative correlations with well-being. These findings highlight how values not only guide individual behavior but also influence broader outcomes like happiness and economic performance.

Despite its wide applicability, comparing values across cultures remains challenging. Recent work by He et al. (2017) compared different methods for making value measurements more comparable across countries. While no single approach solves all issues of measurement consistency, techniques like anchoring vignettes and treating data as ordered categories can help improve comparability. Researchers need to apply these methods carefully, staying aware of potential biases from response styles or translation differences—especially important in cross-national studies like ours that examines patterns in value priorities among Korean and U. S. undergraduate students.

In summary, Schwartz’s refined value theory provides a robust, well-tested framework for examining how values interact within and across cultures. Its circular structure, multidimensional distinctions, and methodological rigor make it an essential foundation for contemporary research on values, well-being, and intercultural adaptation.



2.1.2 Intercultural sensitivity

Intercultural sensitivity forms the emotional foundation of intercultural competence, reflecting a person’s ability to recognize, respect, and appropriately respond to cultural differences (Chen and Hu, 2023). Conceived as the affective dimension of intercultural communication competence, it enables people to engage effectively and appropriately across cultures. This emotional orientation is considered essential for successful cross-cultural interactions, helping individuals recognize differences in multicultural environments, respect them, and communicate effectively.

Researchers understand intercultural sensitivity as multidimensional, involving emotional, cognitive, and behavioral elements. Bennett (1986, 1993) described it as a developmental journey where people move from ethnocentric to ethno-relative worldviews as they become more aware and accept differences. Hammer et al. (2003) clarified that while intercultural sensitivity refers to the internal, psychological ability to perceive and experience cultural differences, intercultural competence concerns the external behaviors shown in cross-cultural situations. As people develop greater sensitivity, their competence becomes more natural and less dependent on following prescribed rules, reflecting a deeper understanding of cultural diversity.

The Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS) developed by Chen and Starosta (2000) has become widely used because of its strong measurement properties. The ISS includes 24 items across five areas: interaction engagement, respect for cultural differences, interaction confidence, interaction enjoyment, and interaction attentiveness. The scale has shown high reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.88) and has been validated across diverse populations in countries including China, Korea, Malaysia, Germany, the United States, and Chile. Studies using the ISS have enabled detailed comparisons of intercultural sensitivity across groups and cultures, as well as investigations into what influences sensitivity and how it relates to communication competence.

Recent research emphasizes that intercultural sensitivity is not a fixed trait but a skill that develops through direct experience, education, and reflection. For example, exposure to multicultural environments and participation in intercultural workshops have been shown to enhance students’ sensitivity, particularly in emotional and behavioral aspects (Ichikawa and Kim, 2025). However, cross-cultural comparisons reveal that the expression and development of intercultural sensitivity are shaped by local context. In Korea, for instance, researchers have documented students’ transition from a traditionally homogeneous outlook to a more heterogeneous perspective, with unique emphasis on overcoming social prejudices and actively engaging with cultural differences. Despite this progress, defensive patterns—such as avoiding or withdrawing from intercultural conflict—remain common, highlighting the need for contextually sensitive approaches to developing intercultural sensitivity.

In summary, intercultural sensitivity is a multifaceted, developmental quality that underlies effective intercultural communication. While established measurement tools like the ISS facilitate cross-cultural research, ongoing studies continue to refine our understanding of how intercultural sensitivity is shaped by individual values, psychological dispositions, and sociocultural context (Chen and Starosta, 2000).



2.1.3 Intolerance of uncertainty

Intolerance of Uncertainty (IU) describes a person’s difficulty in handling the discomfort that comes from not having enough information in ambiguous situations. Those with high IU tend to see uncertainty as threatening (Morse et al., 2021). People who struggle with uncertainty often seek information and closure to restore a sense of predictability and control when facing unclear situations. This tendency shows up as a stronger need for cognitive closure, preference for order, and sometimes closed-mindedness, which can lead to rushing decisions rather than exploring multiple possibilities. When uncertainty cannot be resolved, those with high IU typically experience increased anxiety and worry, often leading them to avoid situations and experience psychological distress.

Recent research views IU as having two related dimensions: prospective IU and inhibitory IU. Prospective IU involves the desire for predictability and the tendency to assess potential threats related to future uncertainty, often resulting in active information-seeking behaviors. In contrast, inhibitory IU reflects feeling paralyzed or avoiding situations when facing uncertainty, such as being unable to act when outcomes aren’t clear. While these dimensions represent different aspects of IU, they are strongly connected and may function differently depending on the context: those high in prospective IU might try to resolve uncertainty through action, while those high in inhibitory IU might withdraw from uncertain situations altogether.

The IU is particularly relevant for university students, who navigate numerous uncertainties in their academic, career, and social lives. Higher levels of IU have been linked to greater psychological distress, including depression and anxiety, especially during highly uncertain periods like the COVID-19 pandemic (Zhang et al., 2024). A recent study of Chinese college students found that IU was significantly associated with depressive symptoms, and that coping strategies played an important mediating role: students with high IU who relied on negative coping strategies were more likely to report depression, while those using positive coping strategies showed more resilience. These findings highlight the importance of developing adaptive coping skills and tolerance for uncertainty to protect student mental health.

In intercultural contexts, IU plays a critical role in shaping attitudes and behaviors toward cultural differences. People with high IU are more likely to see unfamiliar cultural norms as threatening, which can lead to avoidance or controlling approaches in intercultural interactions (Syrtsova, 2014). Studies of international students have found that higher IU scores correlate with greater use of avoidance and dominating strategies, and lower preference for integrative or compromising approaches to conflict. This suggests that IU not only contributes to psychological distress but also influences how individuals handle intercultural challenges, potentially hindering effective communication and adaptation.

In summary, IU is a multidimensional construct that significantly influences both psychological well-being and intercultural engagement. Its role as a mediator between values and intercultural sensitivity highlights the need for interventions that help students become more comfortable with uncertainty and develop adaptive coping strategies, particularly in increasingly diverse and unpredictable environments.



2.1.4 Conceptual integration and gaps

To clarify the theoretical pathways implied by our conceptual framework, we posit that intolerance of uncertainty (IU) may function as an intermediary psychological mechanism linking personal values to intercultural sensitivity (ISS). Specifically, individuals’ value orientations may shape their tolerance for uncertainty, which in turn influences their openness to diverse cultural contexts. Furthermore, cultural context—conceptualized as tightness–looseness (Gelfand et al., 2011)—may moderate these pathways, such that the relationships among values, IU, and ISS differ systematically across cultural settings. This conceptual model highlights the need for future research to test these directional pathways using mediation and moderation analysis, which goes beyond the scope of the present person-centered LPA approach. The interplay among values, intercultural sensitivity, and intolerance of uncertainty (IU) represents a crucial intersection for understanding how people navigate increasingly complex, multicultural environments. Our study integrates these concepts using a person-centered approach through latent profile analysis (LPA), moving beyond traditional variable-centered methods to capture nuanced patterns of value prioritization and their psychological and intercultural correlates.

Recent research shows that value orientations, as described by Schwartz’s refined theory, are not only shaped by culture but also dynamically interact with psychological dispositions and intercultural competencies. For example, people who prioritize openness to change and universalism tend to show higher levels of intercultural sensitivity, reflecting a greater willingness to engage with and appreciate cultural differences. On the other hand, those with stronger conservation or security values may approach intercultural situations more cautiously, often influenced by their underlying tolerance or intolerance for uncertainty.

Intolerance of uncertainty emerges as a key mediator in this relationship. People with high IU are more likely to perceive ambiguous or unfamiliar cultural encounters as threatening, which can reduce their intercultural sensitivity and lead to less adaptive conflict management strategies, such as avoidance or dominance (Syrtsova, 2014). This dynamic is particularly relevant for university students, who face both developmental and situational uncertainties in increasingly diverse educational settings. Integrating these constructs allows for a more holistic understanding of how value profiles, psychological dispositions, and intercultural skills come together to shape cross-cultural adaptation.

The application of LPA in this study enables us to identify distinct value profiles and their associations with intercultural sensitivity and IU. This approach aligns with recent work in healthcare education, where LPA has revealed diverse profiles of intercultural sensitivity—such as “interculturally sensitive,” “interculturally uncertain,” and “interculturally refusing”—each with unique predictors and needs (Lucza et al., 2024). Such findings highlight the importance of tailored interventions that address not only value orientations but also psychological vulnerabilities and strengths.

Despite these advances, several gaps remain:

	• Limited Integration Across Constructs: Few studies have simultaneously examined value profiles, intercultural sensitivity, and IU within a unified, person-centered analytic framework, especially in non-Western contexts.

	• Cultural Specificity: There’s a shortage of research exploring how these relationships manifest differently across cultures. For instance, the role of tradition and face in East Asian value systems, or the impact of anxiety-related value dimensions in Western samples, remains underexplored.

	• Mechanisms of Influence: The mediating or moderating role of IU in the link between values and intercultural sensitivity is not well understood, particularly regarding how IU may amplify or buffer the effects of certain value orientations on intercultural engagement and adaptation.

	• Developmental and Educational Implications: While LPA studies in educational settings have begun to identify vulnerable subgroups (e.g., “interculturally uncertain” students with high empathy but low confidence), more research is needed on effective interventions that can strengthen intercultural sensitivity and reduce IU in these populations (Lucza et al., 2024).



By integrating value theory, intercultural sensitivity, and IU through a person-centered lens, this study addresses critical gaps in the literature and provides a foundation for more nuanced, culturally responsive research and practice. Future work should further explore the mechanisms linking these constructs and develop targeted interventions to foster adaptive value profiles and intercultural competencies in diverse educational and organizational contexts (Lucza et al., 2024; Syrtsova, 2014).




2.2 Method


2.2.1 Research design

To examine the underlying structure of human values and their associations with intercultural sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty (IU) across cultural contexts, this study employed a person-centered approach using Latent Profile Analysis (LPA). Unlike traditional variable-centered approaches that simply compare average value scores between demographic groups, LPA helps us identify distinct subgroups of individuals who share similar patterns of values. This approach is particularly valuable for understanding the complex relationships between motivational value structures, attitudes toward other cultures, and psychological characteristics across culturally diverse populations.



2.2.2 Participants

A total of 948 undergraduate students participated: 517 from South Korea and 431 from the United States. Key demographic differences are summarized in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Participants demographic differences.


	Characteristic
	Korean sample
	U. S. sample

 

 	Recruitment source 	Multiple universities via survey company 	Single research university (STEM-focused)


 	Age (M ± SD) 	22.12 ± 1.87 	20.56 ± 1.45


 	Gender 	250 male, 267 female 	165 male, 266 female


 	Ethnicity 	100% Korean 	56.6% White, 30.9% Asian, 8.1% Black, 4.4% Other




 



2.2.3 Measures

Participants completed the Portrait Values Questionnaire-Revised Revised (PVQ-RR; Schwartz et al., 2012), which measures 19 distinct personal values. For each item, participants indicated on a 6-point Likert scale how similar they felt to a fictional character described in the statement. For this study, we focused on 12 values representing the 10 original value types plus two culturally significant additions—humility and face. The Korean version was validated by Choi and Lee (2014) and reviewed by Schwartz himself. Reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) ranged from 0.54 to 0.87 across the 12 values in the Korean sample.

The 24-item Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS; Chen and Starosta, 2000) was used to assess five dimensions: Interaction Engagement, Respect for Cultural Differences, Interaction Confidence, Interaction Enjoyment, and Interaction Attentiveness. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The ISS has demonstrated strong reliability and cross-cultural validity in multiple international samples (Table 2).


TABLE 2 Measurement constructs, instruments, subscales, and reliability estimates.


	Construct
	Instrument
	Subscales
	Sample item
	Cronbach’s α (KR/US)

 

 	Human values 	PVQ-RR 	12 values (e.g., Tradition, Universalism) 	“It is important to him/her to follow traditions.” 	0.81/0.79


 	Intercultural sensitivity 	ISS 	Engagement, Respect, Confidence, Enjoyment, Attentiveness 	“I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures.” 	0.76/0.83


 	Intolerance of uncertainty 	IUS-12 	Prospective IU, Inhibitory IU 	“Uncertainty makes me uneasy.” 	0.87/0.85





KR, Korean sample; US, United States sample. PVQ-RR, Portrait Values Questionnaire–Revised Revised (Schwartz et al., 2012); ISS, Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (Chen and Starosta, 2000); IUS, Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale–Short Form (Carleton et al., 2007).
 

To measure intolerance of uncertainty, we used the 12-item Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale–Short Form (IUS-12; Carleton et al., 2007). This scale includes two subscales: Prospective IU (desire for predictability and anticipatory worry) and Inhibitory IU (paralysis when facing uncertainty). Participants rated items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all characteristics of me to 5 = entirely characteristic of me).



2.2.4 Procedure

Participants in both countries completed the surveys online. The Korean version of the questionnaire underwent rigorous translation and back-translation procedures, ensuring linguistic and conceptual equivalence across languages. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained from the authors’ institutions, and all participants provided informed consent after receiving detailed study information. The survey platform incorporated mechanisms to prevent duplicate responses and included attention-check items to maintain data integrity. Participation was restricted to eligible undergraduate students, with responses that failed quality assessments systematically excluded from analysis. All procedures received Institutional Review Board approval and followed established ethical guidelines for online research.



2.2.5 Data analysis

Descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients were first calculated to assess data quality. Latent Profile Analysis (LPA) was then conducted separately for the Korean and U. S. samples to account for potential cultural differences in value structure and response patterns. Due to sample size and analytic constraints, formal measurement invariance testing across cultural groups was not conducted. Instead, separate LPAs were performed to respect potential structural differences and minimize the risk of imposing culturally inappropriate profile solutions. Conducting group-specific analyses helps prevent the imposition of shared profiles that could obscure culturally distinct latent configurations, thereby reducing cultural bias in model estimation (Woo et al., 2018; Gillet et al., 2018). Since LPA identifies subgroups based on individual response patterns, combining culturally distinct groups may mask meaningful heterogeneity. Prior research suggests that culture-specific LPA models yield more valid interpretations of motivational structures embedded in diverse sociocultural contexts (Spurk et al., 2020; Woo et al., 2018).

Models with one to six profiles were tested using fit indices including the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), entropy values, and likelihood-ratio tests (LMR-LRT, BLRT). Profile selection was guided by statistical fit, theoretical interpretability, and a minimum profile size of at least 5% of the sample.

Following profile identification, one-way ANOVAs tested for mean differences in intercultural sensitivity and IU across profiles. Multinomial logistic regression analyses were then conducted to determine the extent to which ISS, IU, and gender predicted profile membership. All analyses were performed using R (R Core Team, 2020), RStudio (RStudio Team, 2020), and IBM SPSS Statistics Version 28.





3 Results


3.1 Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics for all study variables. Most means exceeded 3.0, except for inhibitory anxiety. Variables generally showed negative skewness, but all distributions met univariate normality criteria (George and Mallery, 2024). Correlations among human values were positive, with humility strongly correlated with conformity (0.52) and face with several values (e.g., security, 0.58). Notably, intercultural sensitivity subscales (interaction engagement, respect for cultural differences, interaction confidence, interaction enjoyment) showed small-to-moderate negative correlations with power, conformity, and tradition (range: −0.02 to −0.36). Intolerance of uncertainty variables showed minor negative correlations with stimulation and the most intercultural sensitivity dimensions.


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics of the research variables.


	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	Skewness
	Kurtosis

 

 	Self-Direction (SD) 	4.50 	0.80 	−0.11 	−0.51


 	Stimulation (ST) 	3.81 	1.07 	−0.05 	−0.61


 	Hedonism (HE) 	4.65 	0.84 	−0.27 	−0.50


 	Achievement (Ach) 	4.36 	0.98 	−0.15 	−0.72


 	Power (PO) 	3.87 	0.80 	0.03 	−0.18


 	Security (SEC) 	4.49 	0.77 	−0.12 	−0.57


 	Conformity (CON) 	4.16 	0.85 	−0.28 	0.63


 	Tradition (TD) 	3.12 	1.06 	0.19 	−0.39


 	Humility (HM) 	3.83 	0.89 	−0.09 	−0.43


 	Benevolence (BEN) 	4.33 	0.84 	−0.08 	−0.46


 	Universalism (UNI) 	4.22 	0.79 	0.01 	−0.49


 	Face (FC) 	4.34 	0.87 	0.01 	−0.49


 	Interaction engagement (EG) 	3.52 	0.55 	0.01 	0.39


 	Respect for cultural difference (RD) 	3.68 	0.53 	−0.15 	−0.16


 	Interaction confidence (CF) 	3.05 	0.73 	−0.14 	0.23


 	Interaction enjoyment (EJ) 	3.67 	0.68 	−0.36 	0.38


 	Interaction attentiveness (AT) 	3.40 	0.64 	−0.16 	0.60


 	Prospective anxiety (PS) 	3.31 	0.70 	−0.14 	0.26


 	Inhibitory anxiety (IH) 	2.81 	0.89 	0.16 	−0.35




 

Table 4 presents descriptive statistics and correlations for the U. S. sample. Patterns were broadly consistent but somewhat more differentiated. In this group, interaction confidence and interaction enjoyment showed strong positive correlations with stimulation, self-direction, and universalism. Both prospective and inhibitory IU were significantly negatively correlated with intercultural sensitivity dimensions and openness-related values, while showing weak to moderate positive correlations with conservation values (e.g., security and conformity). These results suggest that intolerance of uncertainty may serve as a key psychological constraint on intercultural engagement in the U. S. sample.


TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics of the research variables.


	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	Skewness
	Kurtosis

 

 	Self-Direction (SD) 	4.01 	0.60 	−0.44 	−0.33


 	Stimulation (ST) 	3.82 	0.74 	−0.34 	−0.18


 	Hedonism (HE) 	4.02 	0.69 	−0.44 	−0.41


 	Achievement (Ach) 	3.99 	0.70 	−0.54 	−0.34


 	Power (PO) 	3.87 	0.79 	−0.20 	−0.35


 	Security (SEC) 	2.99 	0.60 	0.93 	0.10


 	Conformity (CON) 	3.76 	0.72 	−0.10 	−0.67


 	Tradition (TD) 	3.41 	1.03 	−0.23 	−0.59


 	Humility (HM) 	3.10 	0.68 	0.10 	−0.98


 	Benevolence (BEN) 	3.65 	0.61 	−0.62 	−0.54


 	Universalism (UNI) 	3.95 	0.61 	−0.24 	−0.28


 	Face (FC) 	3.53 	0.77 	−0.15 	−0.49


 	Interaction engagement (EG) 	3.90 	0.47 	−0.56 	0.96


 	Respect for cultural difference (RD) 	4.18 	0.60 	−0.99 	1.22


 	Interaction confidence (CF) 	3.56 	0.68 	−0.91 	5.17


 	Interaction enjoyment (EJ) 	4.00 	0.76 	−1.24 	2.00


 	Interaction attentiveness (AT) 	3.76 	0.59 	−0.20 	0.18


 	Prospective anxiety (PS) 	3.32 	0.70 	−0.90 	0.22


 	Inhibitory anxiety (IH) 	2.69 	0.98 	0.26 	−0.55




 

The pattern of correlations across both samples supports the theoretical links among personal values, intercultural sensitivity, and IU, and provides preliminary justification for modeling latent value profiles and examining the psychological predictors of profile membership.



3.2 Latent profile analysis

The latent profile analysis (LPA) revealed distinct value configurations among undergraduate students in Korea and the United States, reflecting culturally shaped patterns of value prioritization. For the Korean sample, a five-profile solution emerged as optimal, while the U. S. sample yielded a four-profile structure. These solutions were selected based on a synthesis of statistical indices (AIC, BIC, entropy, BLRT), theoretical interpretability, and profile distribution adequacy (Ferguson et al., 2020). These distinct solutions align with expectations drawn from tightness–looseness theory (Gelfand et al., 2011) and Confucian collectivism versus Western individualism frameworks. Specifically, the Korean sample exhibited more tradition- and security-focused profiles consistent with a tight, norm-enforcing cultural context, while the U. S. profiles showed greater diversity and polarization, reflecting a loose cultural orientation and greater individualistic value prioritization.


3.2.1 Korean sample

Table 5 presents the model fit indices for the one- through six-profile solutions in the Korean sample. The five-profile solution was selected as optimal, as it demonstrated the lowest AIC and BIC among viable models, high entropy (0.83), and a significant BLRT result compared to the four-profile model. The six-profile model did not yield a meaningful improvement in fit and included a class with less than 5% of the sample, which violates recommended guidelines for LPA class sizes.


TABLE 5 Latent profile analysis model fit.


	Model
	Log-likelihood
	AIC
	BIC
	Entropy
	LMR-LRT (p)

 

 	1-profile 	 	17642.18 	17744.13 	1.00 	


 	2-profile 	−6697.98 	15669.50 	15826.68 	0.97 	916.47 (0.001)


 	3-profile 	−6651.82 	15291.86 	15504.26 	0.92 	482.50 (0.001)


 	4-profile 	−6551.24 	15104.77 	15372.40 	0.91 	240.91 (0.001)


 	5-profile 	−6517.27 	14883.26 	15206.11 	0.88 	245.47 (0.001)


 	6-profile 	−6479.21 	14817.32 	15195.40 	0.79 	92.55 (0.058)




 



3.2.2 Standardized value profiles in Korea (five-profile solution)

Integrative Traditionalists (41%). This profile was distinguished by consistently high scores across nearly all value dimensions, particularly conservation (tradition z = 0.94, conformity z = 0.81) and self-transcendence (universalism z = 0.92, benevolence z = 0.82). Participants in this group endorsed both stability- and openness-oriented values, suggesting a comprehensive motivational framework encompassing both collectivist and individualist dimensions.

Low Tradition Endorsement (24.2%). This group showed generally below-average scores on all values. However, modestly higher scores on tradition (z = −0.18), humility (z = −0.42), and conformity (z = −0.41) indicate a latent preference for social avoidance or inhibition. The profile likely reflects individuals who, although not strongly endorsing any particular value orientation, retain some deference to traditional norms while exhibiting cautious self-presentation.

Change-Oriented (21.1%). This profile was defined by elevated openness-to-change values such as hedonism (z = 0.48) and self-direction (z = 0.28), combined with low endorsement of tradition (z = −0.53) and conformity (z = −0.47). Participants in this group appear to prioritize personal autonomy and experiential stimulation over societal expectations or collective norms.

Low Tradition/High Openness Profile (17.5%). Participants in this group scored above average on values associated with growth and openness (e.g., universalism z = 0.74, self-direction z = 0.49) and below average on values associated with self-protection or anxiety-avoidance (e.g., power z = −0.54, conformity z = −0.39). This profile reflects a secure, ethically oriented value structure with high intercultural flexibility.

Tradition-Oriented (21.8%). Characterized by moderate-to-high scores on security (z = 0.13), power (z = 0.10), and tradition (z = 0.24), this profile reflects a motivational orientation toward control, stability, and social conformity. Scores on openness values such as stimulation and self-direction were near or below average. Compared to the Growth-and-Anxiety-Free profile, this group showed a reactive stance, emphasizing social safety over proactive engagement.

These five profiles together represent a complex constellation of motivational value patterns within Korean undergraduates, ranging from universalist-integrated to inhibition-avoidant orientations (see Figure 2). The presence of both integrated and compartmentalized value structures highlights the shifting landscape of Korean youth identity in relation to tradition and modernity.

[image: Line graph showing standardized mean interest across different profiles (X1 to X5) for various categories such as Self-direction, Stimulation, Hedonism, and others. Each profile is represented by a different colored line, with noticeable variations and trends in interest levels across the categories. The Y-axis ranges from negative 0.5 to 1.0.]

FIGURE 2
 Standardized value profiles in Korea (five-profile solution).




3.2.3 United States sample

For the U. S. sample, model fit indices are also presented in Table 6. The four-profile solution was selected as optimal, balancing lower AIC and BIC values, adequate entropy (0.79), and meaningful class sizes. The five-profile solution included a class with fewer than 5% of cases and did not improve interpretability.


TABLE 6 Latent profile analysis model fit.


	Model
	Log-Likelihood
	AIC
	BIC
	Entropy
	LMR-LRT (p)

 

 	1-profile 	 	14713.47 	14811.07 	1.00 	


 	2-profile 	−6874.727 	13823.45 	13973.90 	0.96 	916.03 (0.001)


 	3-profile 	−6678.475 	13456.95 	13660.26 	0.95 	392.50 (0.001)


 	4-profile 	−6566.321 	13258.64 	13514.81 	0.94 	224.30 (0.001)


 	5-profile 	−6501.72 	13155.44 	13464.46 	0.92 	129.20 (0.001)




 



3.2.4 Standardized means of the four-profile model

Growth-Oriented (24.8%). This profile was marked by above-average endorsement of openness and self-transcendence values, especially universalism (z = 0.74) and self-direction (z = 0.49), while values associated with self-protection and anxiety-avoidance (e.g., power z = −0.54, face z = −0.39, conformity z = −0.39) were rated below average. This group reflects a secure and outward-oriented value system prioritizing ethical concern and autonomy, with relatively low concern for status or social conformity.

Broad Value Endorsement (21.8%). Participants in this profile endorsed high levels on nearly all values, with z-scores exceeding 0.50 across the board. Notably, this group scored exceptionally high on face (z = 0.99), security (z = 1.00), self-direction (z = 0.83), and benevolence (z = 0.87), indicating an integrative value orientation that spans all four of Schwartz’s higher-order dimensions. This profile reflects individuals with broad motivational investment across both personal and collective domains.

Security-Focused (35.0%). This was the largest profile and showed moderately elevated scores on values such as security (z = 0.13), tradition (z = 0.24), conformity (z = 0.07), and power (z = 0.10). In contrast, openness values such as stimulation (z = −0.32) and self-direction (z = −0.18) were lower. This profile represents a more defensive and stability-seeking orientation, likely shaped by a desire for control and predictability.

Tradition-Hesitant (18.3%). Members of this group reported below-average scores across all value domains, with particularly low scores on self-direction (z = −1.33), achievement (z = −1.25), and benevolence (z = −1.23). Tradition (z = −0.19) and power (z = −0.22) were closest to average. This pattern suggests a disengaged or uncertain motivational stance, potentially reflecting ambivalence toward both traditional and progressive value domains.

Together, these four profiles highlight the diversity of value structures among American undergraduates (see Figure 3). The profiles ranged from expansive value integration (All Value Endorsed) to selective endorsement (Self-Protection), and even disengagement (Low Tradition Endorsement), suggesting meaningful subcultural variation within a single national sample.
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FIGURE 3
 Standardized means of the four-profile model. Within-profile standard deviations are not provided because the model specified equal variance constraints across classes for estimation stability. Readers should interpret mean differences as indicative of dominant patterns, but caution is warranted given this limitation.


Naming conventions were determined by examining the dominant value dimensions within each profile, aligned with Schwartz’s value theory (2012). All labels were phrased to minimize evaluative connotations and to reflect relative patterns rather than fixed traits. The Appendix Table 1A summarizes the defining value characteristics and rationale for each profile name across both cultural groups.




3.3 Covariate/predictor analyses

Multinomial logistic regression analyses examined how intercultural sensitivity (ISS), intolerance of uncertainty (IU), and gender predicted membership in the derived value profiles. For each country, the most representative profile served as the reference group. Odds ratios (ORs), 95% confidence intervals (CIs), and exact p-values are reported. All models controlled for age and academic year.


3.3.1 Korean sample

Multinomial logistic regression analyses revealed distinct psychological and intercultural predictors of membership in the derived value profiles, relative to the Integrated Values reference group (Table 7). For the Low Tradition Endorsement Profile, a one-point increase in interaction engagement was associated with a 52% reduction in membership odds (OR = 0.48, 95% CI [0.31, 0.75], p = 0.001), while greater respect for cultural differences similarly decreased the odds by 42% (OR = 0.58, 95% CI [0.40, 0.85], p = 0.005). These findings align with Schwartz’s conservation dimension, suggesting that ambivalence toward intercultural engagement reinforces a cautious adherence to traditional norms.


TABLE 7 Multinomial logistic regression result.


	Predictor
	
b

	SE
	OR
	95% CI
	p-value

 

 	Low tradition endorsement


 	Interaction engagement 	−0.74 	0.22 	0.48 	[0.31, 0.75] 	0.001


 	Respect for differences 	−0.54 	0.18 	0.58 	[0.40, 0.85] 	0.005


 	Change-oriented


 	Interaction confidence 	−0.8 	0.24 	0.45 	[0.28, 0.72] 	0.001


 	Interaction enjoyment 	0.52 	0.21 	1.68 	[1.12, 2.53] 	0.012


 	Tradition-oriented


 	Gender (female) 	0.76 	0.27 	2.14 	[1.24, 3.69] 	0.006


 	Interaction Engagement 	−0.94 	0.23 	0.39 	[0.25, 0.61] 	<0.001


 	Prospective IU 	−0.6 	0.22 	0.55 	[0.35, 0.86] 	0.009




 

The Change-Oriented Profile exhibited a dual dynamic: lower interaction confidence predicted membership (OR = 0.45, 95% CI [0.28, 0.72], p = 0.001), whereas higher interaction enjoyment increased the odds by 68% (OR = 1.68, 95% CI [1.12, 2.53], p = 0.012). This tension reflects the interplay between anxiety-avoidance (diminished confidence in intercultural interactions) and openness to change (heightened enjoyment of cultural diversity), central to Schwartz’s model of value conflicts.

Membership in the Tradition-Emphasized Profile was strongly gendered, with female students showing 2.14 times higher odds than males (95% CI [1.24, 3.69], p = 0.006). Concurrently, interaction engagement reduced the odds by 61% (OR = 0.39, 95% CI [0.25, 0.61], p < 0.001), underscoring the role of Confucian gender norms in perpetuating tradition-centric value hierarchies.

The model demonstrated robust explanatory power [Nagelkerke pseudo R2 = 0.22, χ2(24) = 167.32, p < 0.001], confirming the salience of intercultural sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty in shaping value profiles within Korea’s collectivist context. These findings support Hypothesis 2-that individual differences in intercultural competence and uncertainty tolerance differentiate value profile membership. Specifically, profiles characterized by lower openness to change (e.g., Tradition-Emphasized) or weaker integration of tradition with growth-oriented values (e.g., Low Tradition Endorsement) exhibited reduced intercultural confidence and stronger inhibitory tendencies (e.g., avoidance of ambiguity). This pattern underscores how psychological dispositions (e.g., uncertainty intolerance) and behavioral tendencies (e.g., intercultural avoidance) interact to reinforce distinct value hierarchies in Confucian-influenced settings.



3.3.2 United States sample

Multinomial logistic regression analyses identified distinct predictors of value profile membership, with the Integrated Values profile (characterized by uniformly high endorsement across all values) serving as the reference group (Table 8). This profile was selected as the baseline for comparison due to its theoretical neutrality, allowing clear interpretation of deviations toward anxiety-avoidance or growth-oriented orientations within Schwartz’s framework of self-enhancement versus self-transcendence.


TABLE 8 Multinomial logistic regression result.


	Predictor
	
b

	SE
	OR
	95% CI
	p-value

 

 	Growth-oriented


 	Interaction confidence 	−0.51 	0.19 	0.6 	[0.41, 0.88] 	0.009


 	Security-focused


 	Interaction engagement 	−0.71 	0.2 	0.49 	[0.33, 0.73] 	<0.001


 	Interaction confidence 	−0.4 	0.18 	0.67 	[0.47, 0.96] 	0.028


 	Low tradition endorsement


 	Interaction engagement 	−1.1 	0.25 	0.33 	[0.20, 0.55] 	<0.001


 	Prospective IU 	−0.69 	0.24 	0.5 	[0.31, 0.81] 	0.005




 

For the Security-Focused profile, a one-point increase in interaction engagement reduced membership odds by 51% (OR = 0.49, 95% CI [0.33, 0.73], p < 0.001), while lower interaction confidence (OR = 0.67, 95% CI [0.47, 0.96], p = 0.028) and attentiveness (OR = 0.70, 95% CI [0.51, 0.96], p = 0.027) further reinforced anxiety-avoidance tendencies. These findings align with Schwartz’s self-protection dimension, where prioritizing stability and risk mitigation overrides openness to intercultural experiences.

For the Low Tradition Endorsement profile, diminished interaction engagement (OR = 0.33, 95% CI [0.20, 0.55], p < 0.001) and lower prospective intolerance of uncertainty (OR = 0.50, 95% CI [0.31, 0.81], p = 0.005) predicted membership. This reflects the interplay between uncertainty intolerance and value ambivalence in individualistic contexts, where hesitancy to commit to cultural norms coexists with fragmented adherence to tradition.

For the Growth-Focused profile, lower interaction confidence reduced membership odds by 40% (OR = 0.60, 95% CI [0.41, 0.88], p = 0.009), underscoring the role of intercultural assurance in fostering Schwartz’s growth-anxiety framework. This profile epitomizes the tension between self-transcendent aspirations (e.g., universalism) and the psychological barriers imposed by intercultural uncertainty.

The model accounted for 18% of variance in profile membership [Nagelkerke pseudo R2 = 0.18, χ2(18) = 132.45, p < 0.001], underscoring the moderate yet significant role of intercultural sensitivity and uncertainty management in shaping value hierarchies within the U. S. sample. These results align with Schwartz’s assertion that individualistic societies prioritize dynamic trade-offs between self-enhancement (e.g., achievement, power) and communal well-being (e.g., universalism, benevolence), mediated by psychological dispositions toward risk and ambiguity.

Supporting Hypothesis 2, the findings reveal that motivational diversity in individualistic contexts arises from measurable differences in intercultural orientation and uncertainty tolerance. Specifically, profiles emphasizing ethical concern and openness (e.g., Growth-Focused) were distinguished by higher interaction confidence and engagement, whereas those prioritizing psychological security (e.g., Security-Seeking) exhibited inhibitory tendencies and aversion to ambiguity. This bifurcation reinforces the centrality of intercultural competence as both a driver and marker of value integration in pluralistic societies, where proactive engagement with diversity aligns with Schwartz’s growth-anxiety framework.

In sum, the latent profile analysis identified both shared and culturally distinct value configurations among Korean and U. S. undergraduates, with profile membership systematically predicted by intercultural sensitivity, intolerance of uncertainty, and, in the Korean sample, gender. Detailed interpretation and theoretical implications of these findings are addressed in the Discussion.





4 Discussion

This study provides a novel empirical framework for understanding how individual-level motivational systems are structured within broader cultural contexts, shaped by intercultural sensitivity (ISS) and intolerance of uncertainty (IU). By employing latent profile analysis (LPA), we uncovered distinct value configurations among Korean and U. S. undergraduates that reflect cultural traditions, psychological readiness to engage with diversity, and culturally conditioned responses to ambiguity. Our findings extend Schwartz’s value theory and intercultural competence research by demonstrating how cultural tightness and uncertainty regulation differentially sculpt value integration and conflict management strategies.


4.1 Culturally embedded motivational configurations

In both countries, we found profiles along Schwartz’s openness-conservation continuum, but with revealing structural differences. In the Korean sample, Integrative Traditionalists (41%) combined tradition, universalism, and openness—demonstrating how collectivist societies can reconcile Confucian heritage with globalized ethics. This challenges the assumed opposition between conservation and openness in Schwartz’s model and aligns with recent work on cultural tightness (Gelfand et al., 2006), where strong norms coexist with adaptive hybridization, which reflects how individuals negotiate competing value demands within a tight cultural context. This is consistent with Schwartz’s (2012) assertion that value structures can be fluid, with openness and conservation goals coexisting in response to contextual constraints. The Low Tradition/High Openness Profile (17.5%), characterized by high universalism but rejection of conformity, mirrors Syrtsova’s (2014) findings that uncertainty intolerance can manifest as ethical non-conformity in cultures with high uncertainty avoidance.

The U. S. sample, however, showed polarization into Growth-Oriented (24.8%) and Security-Focused (35.0%) profiles, reflecting individualistic “looseness” where anxiety avoidance drives compartmentalization rather than integration. The Low Tradition Endorsement group (18.3%), showing broad value disengagement, corresponds with research on “weak uncertainty avoidance” cultures (Taras et al., 2016), where fragmented identities emerge from unregulated pluralism. This division highlights that in individualistic contexts, intolerance of uncertainty functions as a personal resilience deficit, whereas in collectivist Korea, it reinforces socially scripted conservatism.



4.2 Psychological predictors: ISS, IU, and culturally conditioned anxiety

Our results validate IU as a cross-cultural predictor of value compartmentalization, yet its mechanisms diverge. In Korea, inhibitory IU amplified tradition adherence (OR = 0.55, p = 0.009), particularly among women, reflecting Confucian gender norms that prescribe risk aversion and relational harmony. The gender effect emerging exclusively in the Korean sample likely reflects the persistent influence of Confucian gender expectations. Within traditional Korean society, women have historically been guided by the principle of ‘three obediences,’ which emphasized filial devotion and family loyalty, cultivating orientations toward social harmony, traditional values, and collective stability (Ren et al., 2024). Cross-cultural research across China, Vietnam, and Japan demonstrates that women in Confucian-influenced societies continue to internalize these cultural expectations, particularly in contexts where traditional frameworks remain salient (Gao et al., 2012; Grosse, 2015). Ren et al. (2024) observed that while both male and female Chinese youth strongly valued filial obligations, nuanced gender differences emerged in their endorsement of humility and face-saving behaviors, indicating that female students remain more deeply socialized toward family-centered value systems. Similarly, research in Hanoi revealed that young Vietnamese women expressed nearly equivalent agreement with traditional gender-role expectations as their male counterparts, reflecting the continued strength of Confucian patriarchal structures (Gao et al., 2012). These findings suggest that Confucian cultural frameworks may intensify women’s propensity toward tradition-oriented and security-focused motivational configurations. This aligns with Liu and Almor’s (2016) assertion that tight cultures encode uncertainty intolerance into social roles. Conversely, U. S. profiles linked prospective IU to security-seeking (OR = 0.50, p = 0.005), where anxiety about unpredictable outcomes-not social expectations-drives defensive values, consistent with Lee et al.’s (2024) findings on IU’s role in maladaptive emotion regulation.

The dual role of intercultural sensitivity further highlights cultural differences: Korean Change-Oriented students showed high enjoyment but low confidence, a tension reflecting Buhr and Dugas (2002) “anxiety-ambition paradox” in Confucian-influenced individualism. In the U. S., interaction confidence proved crucial for growth profiles (OR = 0.60, p = 0.009), suggesting that ethical idealism requires psychological assurance in loose cultures. These findings reposition intercultural sensitivity and uncertainty intolerance not simply as traits but as identity-regulating mechanisms that govern the integration of ethical ideals within cultural frameworks.



4.3 Theoretical advancements

This study advances value theory by challenging the presumed incompatibility of conservation and openness values in Schwartz’s original model. The Korean Integrative Traditionalists profile-characterized by the coexistence of tradition (z = 0.94), universalism (z = 0.92), and self-direction (z = 0.28)-demonstrates that cultural tightness (Gelfand et al., 2011) can foster adaptive hybridization rather than polarization. This finding aligns with Schwartz’s (2006) revised cultural value model, where societal norms modulate value integration, enabling collectivist societies to reconcile Confucian heritage with globalized ethics. By contrast, the U. S. sample’s polarization into Growth-Oriented and Security-Focused profiles reflects the individualistic imperative to resolve anxiety through discrete self-enhancement or self-protection strategies, reinforcing the conservation-openness dichotomy in loose cultures.

The role of intolerance of uncertainty (IU) as a cultural scaffold further clarifies how anxiety regulation shapes value systems. In Korea’s tight cultural context, inhibitory IU reinforced gendered conservatism (OR = 0.55, p = 0.009), encoding uncertainty avoidance into socially prescribed roles. Conversely, in the U. S., prospective IU exacerbated polarization, driving security-seeking behaviors (OR = 0.50, p = 0.005) through personal anxiety rather than collective norms. This dual function of IU supports Gelfand et al.’s (2011) assertion that cultural tightness determines whether uncertainty avoidance manifests as social conformity or individualized anxiety.

Finally, intercultural sensitivity (ISS), particularly interaction confidence, emerged as a resilience marker against value fragmentation. In both samples, higher ISS predicted membership in growth-oriented profiles (Korea: OR = 1.68, p = 0.012; U. S.: OR = 0.60, p = 0.009), extending Chen and Starosta’s (2000) model by positioning ISS as a buffer in pluralistic environments. This suggests that ISS may function not merely as a communicative skill but also as a psychological resource that can help support a sense of ethical coherence in an era of global uncertainty. However, this interpretation should be treated with caution given the cross-sectional nature of the data.



4.4 Practical implications

The identified value profiles and their predictors offer actionable insights for educators, institutions, and mental health practitioners. In Korea, tradition-oriented students exhibiting inhibitory IU may benefit from pedagogical strategies that reframe ambiguity as an opportunity for ethical growth. Case-based learning on dilemmas like balancing filial piety with gender equality could help students navigate conflicting values while preserving cultural identity.

In U. S. contexts, security-focused students hindered by prospective IU require interventions that build intercultural problem-solving skills. Experiential training-such as simulated cross-cultural negotiations or collaborative projects with international peers-could reduce anxiety by fostering concrete competencies in ambiguity management. Globally, screening high-IU students for value-behavior misalignment-a predictor of anxiety disorders (Shu et al., 2022)-could enable early interventions. Universities might integrate value clarification exercises into orientation programs, helping students align their motivations with academic and career choices.



4.5 Limitations and directions for future research

This study has several limitations. The cross-sectional design restricts causal inference; longitudinal research is needed to examine how value profiles evolve over time and in response to life transitions or macro-level social events. Reliance on self-report measures introduces potential bias, particularly in collectivist cultures where social desirability pressures are stronger. Our focus on university students also limits generalizability, and although separate LPAs were conducted to account for cross-cultural non-invariance, future work should explore formal measurement equivalence. The absence of formal measurement invariance testing means that direct comparisons of profile structures across cultures should be interpreted with caution. Future studies should test measurement equivalence with larger, more diverse samples to strengthen the validity of cross-cultural interpretations. This is especially salient in collectivist contexts like South Korea, where strong norm-conformity pressures and the identity exploration typical of emerging adulthood may shape value expression in ways that differ from other age groups or community samples. While our person-centered, cross-sectional LPA approach did not formally test these pathways, future studies should employ mediation and moderation analysis to clarify whether IU serves as a mediator between personal values and ISS, and whether cultural context moderates these pathways. Longitudinal or experimental designs will be especially valuable for examining how these mechanisms unfold over time.

Building on these findings, several directions for future research are warranted. First, longitudinal and experimental designs are needed to clarify the causal pathways linking value orientation, intercultural sensitivity, and intolerance of uncertainty—especially as individuals navigate major developmental transitions such as emerging adulthood, workforce entry, or migration. Such designs would allow researchers to examine how motivational structures evolve over time and in response to life events or changing sociocultural environments. Moreover, the observed cross-cultural differences in value profiles are broadly consistent with tightness–looseness theory and Confucian versus Western individualism frameworks (Gelfand et al., 2011; Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Future research should continue to examine how these cultural contexts condition motivational configurations and the role of IU in different societies. In addition, future studies should recruit more diverse age groups and non-student samples to assess whether these profiles hold across broader segments of the population.

Second, there is a clear need to replicate and extend this study in non-student populations and across underrepresented cultural contexts. Future research should include working adults, adolescents, and participants from African, Middle Eastern, and Latin American societies, where value systems and identity development may follow distinct trajectories shaped by different religious, historical, and institutional structures.

Third, qualitative and narrative approaches would deepen understanding of how individuals subjectively experience and negotiate value tensions in daily life. These methods could illuminate the lived experiences behind profiles such as Integrative Traditionalists or Low Tradition/High Openness Profile youth, offering richer insight into how hybrid motivational systems are embodied and maintained.

Fourth, future studies should explore the influence of digital media, transnational networks, and global youth culture on value integration and fragmentation. As digital technologies increasingly mediate intercultural exposure and identity construction, understanding their role in shaping motivational coherence is essential.

Finally, researchers should design and test intervention programs that aim to enhance intercultural sensitivity and uncertainty tolerance, particularly among individuals in hesitant or risk-averse profiles. Evaluating whether such interventions can promote shifts in value profile membership—and whether these shifts correspond to improvements in psychological well-being, identity coherence, or social adaptability—will provide critical applied knowledge for educators, counselors, and organizational leaders.
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Appendix


TABLE A1 Profile naming.


	Profile name
	Defining value pattern
	Naming rationale
	Notes on interpretation

 

 	Korea sample


 	Broad value endorsement 	High across all value domains 	Reflects general high endorsement of all Schwartz dimensions 	May reflect acquiescence bias


 	Low tradition endorsement 	Low on tradition/conformity, moderate on others 	Indicates lower prioritization of conservation values 	Not motivational disengagement


 	Low tradition/high openness profile 	Low conservation, high openness/universalism 	Highlights preference for autonomy and change over tradition 	Relative pattern only


 	Tradition-oriented 	High on tradition, security, conformity 	Emphasis on conservation and norm maintenance 	Linked to tight cultural norms


 	Integrative traditionalists 	High on tradition, universalism, moderate openness 	Combines traditional and openness/self-transcendence values 	Pattern integrates seemingly opposing values


 	U. S. sample


 	Broad value endorsement 	High across all value domains 	Generalized high endorsement, similar to Korea sample 	Possible acquiescence bias


 	Low tradition endorsement 	Low conservation, average others 	Low priority for tradition and security 	May indicate motivational diffusion


 	Change-oriented 	High openness/universalism, low tradition/conformity 	Highlights emphasis on self-direction and growth-oriented values 	Pattern emphasizes autonomy over conservation


 	Tradition-oriented 	High on tradition, security, conformity 	Strong conservation orientation 	Consistent with tight norm maintenance
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This study examines how social media communication and brand image influence international students’ enrollment intentions in higher education institutions, particularly in response to China’s declining birth rate and increasing number of college graduates. Official data projects an “overcapacity” of over 2.79 million in mainland China’s universities by 2024, with an excess rate of 23.6%. Strategies such as enhancing institutional standards and expanding international student enrollment are being considered to address these trends. Using data from 156 foreign students at three upgraded colleges in Guangxi, this paper explores the roles of user-generated and school-generated contents in social media communication, as well as brand image development factors. Partial least squares regression was employed to evaluate the measurement model and hypotheses. The analysis reveals that social media communication and brand image positively affect brand preference, with brand image mediating their relationship. Interactivity, transparency, and authenticity on social media platforms, along with academic reputation, internationalization, and cultural diversity, significantly influence enrollment intentions. This research offers practical guidance for universities aiming to enhance their brand image via social media to attract more international students, addressing demographic and institutional challenges.
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1 Introduction

With the progress of globalization, more and more students are choosing to study abroad. This trend has made universities focus on drawing in international students by using clear and strong communication strategies. In today’s world, where connections between countries are stronger than ever, higher education is expanding. Because of this, universities are focusing more on marketing (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka, 2016) and branding (Chapleo, 2015). They understand the significance of self-promotion. In order to stand out in a crowded environment, institutions are trying to attract students from all over the world (Hemsley-Brown and Goonawardana, 2007).

Social media has become a powerful way for colleges to communicate with their audience. It enables richer, more engaging communication. It facilitates more than just sharing knowledge with institutions. They can also establish lasting student connections (Thackeray et al., 2008). Standard roles in education are changing as students move away from one-way communication to more effective exchanges where students can interact with one another and the school. Individuals now have more chances to promote ideas and work up. Schools are also becoming more open to listening and responding. This way of learning makes education feel less formal and more like a team effort. It gives everyone a chance to take part and shape their own experience (Hlavinka and Sullivan, 2011; Lipsman et al., 2012; Mangold and Faulds, 2009).

On social media, universities can create spaces where students work together to find and fix problems. This involvement makes the interaction more valuable. Students create content and affect each other’s choices (Sashi, 2012). So social media really helps shape how international students think and decide about their education. It shows them what schools are like, shares stories from other students, and gives updates on courses and campus life. All this info makes it easier for students to pick the right place to study.

Universities are shifting to digital engagement. This is not only because communication trends are changing. It is also a planned step to create and keep a solid brand image. A university’s brand image, like its reputation, values, and how people see the quality of education and student life, plays a big role in international students’ choices about where to study. As competition intensifies, universities must differentiate themselves to attract students. To offer top-notch companies and increase enrollment, it is essential to have a strong brand image. It attracts more individuals and makes colleges stand out. A good photo shows trust and quality, which kids look for. To grow and succeed, schools must focus on this (Abuhassna et al., 2020; Yahya, 2020; Plungpongpan et al., 2016; Ummah, 2019).

Higher education advertisers and managers must be aware of how social media affects a school’s brand image and influences international students’ enrollment selection. This review examines how social media communication affects a school’s brand image and how these elements influence international students registering decisions. The study examines these components to recommend colleges enhance their marketing strategies. This means they can get more international students and improve their international status.

This paper only selects universities that were upgraded from junior colleges to undergraduate institutions around 2015. The future development trajectory of universities in China mainly involves junior colleges being upgraded to undergraduate institutions, which then further obtain master’s degree programs, and ultimately evolve into full-fledged universities. The three regional universities studied in this paper can serve as exemplars for other junior colleges that are about to be upgraded.

The three freshly built undergraduate universities in Guangxi are suitable for research due to their dual advantages, theoretical fit, and sample feasibility. Recognized to award bachelor’s degrees exclusively about 2015, these institutions are still inside the “ground-zero” phase of internationalization and brand building; their recruitment strategies, brand equity, and social-media operations sit fluid, selling a natural laboratory for scanning the “social media → brand image → preference” model. Establishment-based research universities display weaker marginal effects from social media, while these new universities render the independent variables’ explanatory power stand out due to their organized global reputations. Physically, Guangxi borders ASEAN, and in 2023, nearly 66–68% of all international students in the region were from Belt and Road countries, securing typical regional representativeness. There are fewer than 360 international students at the three universities, so this study adopted census-style sampling to collate 156 valid responses (42%). All three are strongly homogeneous regarding academic level, program offerings, and tuition, essentially adjusting for exacerbating variance provoked by institutional type. All three experiences that local public universities implemented in 2015 catered to applied talent cultivation.

The research’s format is as follows: (1) definitions of the key concepts used in the study, (2) description of the survey method, results, and hypothesis tests, (3) conclusions, implications, limitations, and suggestions for future research.



2 Literature review


2.1 Social media communication in higher education

Social media communication in higher education has become an important tool for universities and institutions around the world. They use it to connect with potential students, current students, faculty, and staff. It helps them share information, build relationships, and create a sense of community. Social media platforms have changed how academic communication works. They give institutions new ways to connect with different groups. People can now share ideas and updates faster. These platforms help reach more people easily. Communication has become simpler and more direct. Dholakia’s (2017) study of a public United States university serves as the conceptual framework for this chapter. She identifies three broad stakeholder groups in HE: internal, external, and transformed external. Internal stakeholders include employees, administrators, faculty, and other staff (Conway and Yorke, 1991; Lovelock and Rothschild, 1980). Prospective students, initially external stakeholders, become internal participants or “co-creators” in the education process once they enroll (Conway and Yorke, 1991). Over time, these students transition to alumni, classified as “transformed external” stakeholders (Dholakia, 2017). This study concentrates on current international student-participants.

In recent years, social media has evolved from a mere networking platform to an essential channel for university marketing, branding, and communication strategies. Social media channels are cost-effective, user-friendly, and scalable, allowing for the sharing of user-generated content (Sigala and Marinidis, 2009). Defined as “content created by its audience” (Comm, 2009) and “online tools for collaboration, sharing insights, and connecting” (Strauss and Frost, 2009), social media enables universities to disseminate information about academic programs, campus life, faculty achievements, and institutional values through platforms like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, and YouTube.

A key aspect of social media communication in HE is targeted messaging. Universities use data analytics to understand their audiences’ preferences and tailor content to meet specific needs. For example, they may share campus tour videos or international student testimonials to appeal to prospective students from different regions. Social media also highlights universities’ academic excellence, research capabilities, and global partnerships, enhancing their appeal to international students.

Social media plays a significant role in fostering a sense of community and belonging. Brand communities, based on Web 2.0, are groups of individuals with a shared interest in a specific brand, forming a subculture with unique values, myths, hierarchy, rituals, and vocabulary (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001; Cova and Pace, 2006). These communities facilitate customer engagement, influence brand perceptions, and disseminate information (Brodie et al., 2011; Dholakia et al., 2004; Kane et al., 2009; McAlexander et al., 2002; Algesheimer et al., 2005). Customers gain value through various online and offline practices, such as helping others or sharing experiences (Shau et al., 2009; Nambisan and Baron, 2009). Peer-to-peer interactions on social media can significantly influence prospective students’ decisions by providing an authentic view of studying at a particular institution.

However, social media communication also presents challenges. Universities must ensure their messages are clear, consistent, and aligned with their institutional values to mitigate the risks of misinformation or negative comments spreading rapidly. Active management of online presence and fostering positive engagement are crucial for maintaining a favorable image.

In this study, social media communication consists of two parts: users’ generating contents (Ug) and schools’ generating contents (Sg).



2.2 Brand image in higher education

An image is a synthesis presented to the public of all the various brand messages, such as brand name, visual symbols, attributes, products or services, and the benefits of advertisements, sponsoring, patronage, and promotion articles. It results from decoding a message, extracting meaning, and interpreting signs (Nandan, 2005). From this perspective, brand image can be described as a holistic impression of a brand’s relative position as perceived by its users, compared with that of its competitors (Coop, 2004).

In the context of higher education institutions, the concept of brand image has evolved significantly. It refers to the perceptions and associations that students, faculty, and other stakeholders hold about a university or college. These perceptions are formed through various touchpoints such as media exposure, word-of-mouth, campus visits, and academic reputation, all of which shape an institution’s identity and attractiveness. In higher education, brand image can be seen as the sum of a university’s reputation, values, student experiences, and overall positioning in the educational marketplace.

A strong, positive brand image enhances the likelihood of attracting international students. Brand image has long been recognized as an important concept in marketing (Keller, 2003a, 2003b). Keller defines brand image as the perceptions of a brand as reflected by the brand associations held in consumer memory (Keller, 2003a, 2003b). These associations can be described in terms of attributes, benefits, and attitudes based on experiences with the brand. A positive brand image is created through marketing communication programs that link strong, favorable, and unique associations of the brand to the relevant receivers.

Brand associations can also be created through direct experience, information communicated by the organization or other sources (e.g., consumer reports or media), word-of-mouth, and assumptions or inferences from the brand itself (e.g., its name or logo) or its identification with a company, country, channel of distribution, or a particular person, place, or event (Keller, 2003a, 2003b). International students, who often face unique challenges related to distance, cultural differences, and academic expectations, are particularly influenced by how well universities project their image across digital and traditional channels. Universities that convey an image of academic excellence, cultural inclusivity, innovation, and student-centered learning are more likely to attract students from diverse backgrounds.

The creation and communication of a brand image in higher education are driven by several factors, including academic rankings, faculty expertise, research outputs, alumni success stories, and student satisfaction. Social media is now vital for colleges and universities to develop and communicate their brand image. It increases their appeal and demonstrates what distinguishes them from other products. They may update their profiles, share their experiences, and establish personal connections with kids. Institutions can speak their principles and abilities using this strategy. By doing so, they create a stronger appearance electronically. Universities can connect with prospective students on an emotional level by showing student experiences, faculty insights, campus life, and cultural events. This helps strengthen their brand image. These platforms let potential applicants engage in real-time. This creates chances for dialogue and feedback. It can strengthen or change brand perceptions.

Besides having a strong online presence, offline elements like the physical campus, the school’s history, and how well the institution’s values match with what potential students are looking for also play a big role in shaping the brand image. Take this case: a university known for turning out successful graduates in a certain field might be seen as a top player in that area. People may think it sets the standard because it has been around for years and has a strong track record. Its name alone can carry weight, making others view it as an authority or go-to place for that subject. Universities that focus on diversity, sustainability, and social responsibility tend to draw in students who share those values. This, in turn, strengthens the school’s reputation.

Past studies see brand image as having many parts, like how well it works, how people feel about it, and its reputation. Functional image refers to quality requirements that create value. The emotional side includes things you cannot touch, like the customer’s feelings or good thoughts about a brand. Reputation is what people around the world think about the brand. It includes all the ways they judge the company (Cobb-Walgren et al., 1995). In this text, brand image in higher education is described as a concept with many sides, including:

Strength (Si): determined by the magnitude and complexity of brand identity signals and their processing (Keller, 2003a, 2003b).

Uniqueness (Ui): identifying unique, meaningful attributes to provide a competitive advantage (Keller, 2003a, 2003b).

Expectations (ES): linked to how users expect the brand to perform, influenced by educational service attributes and benefits (Smith, 2003).

Perceptions and associations (Pa): this means building a sense of top-notch educational services and fresh academic programs (Keller, 2003a, 2003b; Van Gelder, 2003; Nilson and Surrey, 1998).

Experiences (Es): shaped by actual experiences with the brand (Keller, 2003a, 2003b; Nilson and Surrey, 1998).

Evaluations (En): determined by perceptions, expectations, and experiences (Coop, 2004; Keller, 2003a, 2003b).



2.3 Brand preference in higher education

Brand preference is usually found by asking consumers to pick their favorite brands from a group of products or services. Researchers often use this method to see which brands people like most. They give consumers a list and ask them to choose the ones they prefer. This helps companies understand what brands are more popular (Godey et al., 2016; Keller, 2003a, 2003b). This preference is shaped by what consumers think about the brand’s qualities (Ebrahim et al., 2016). It showed how people want to buy a product or service. This is true even when other choices have similar prices and features (Cobb-Walgren et al., 1995).

In higher education, brand preference means students tend to like some universities more than others. This happens because of different factors that affect how they see and expect things. This idea is key for universities that want to boost their appeal and draw in international students in a tough global market.

Brand preference in higher education is shaped by both physical and non-physical factors. Things like campus facilities, location, and resources matter, but so do reputation, values, and the overall student experience. These aspects work together to form how students and parents view a school. These include the school’s reputation, how good people think the education is, the facilities on campus, and social things like what families and friends suggest. Talking about these features through different ways, like social media, really influences what international students prefer.

Studies show that international students use social media more and more to learn about universities. They check if the information is reliable and start to form opinions based on what they see. Posting on social media, sharing student stories, or putting up videos like campus tours and success stories can shape how students see a university’s brand. These things show the university in a certain way and help form opinions about it. This also plays a significant role in shaping consumer choices. As an example, consider this. A college usually articles about its scientific results, world ties, and student success stories. It gains a stronger brand image as a result. It also makes the school more attractive to international students.

Several factors contribute to the formation of brand preference in higher education. One of the most important factors is how good people think the academics are. This includes things like how knowledgeable the teachers are, the variety of programs offered, and chances for research. Universities seen as having good academic programs often draw in students who value tough studies. Universities with high global rankings and accreditation are often favored. These factors are seen as signs of a school’s prestige and quality.

Beyond academic factors, the campus environment plays an integral role in shaping brand preference. International students look for schools that offer a friendly and supportive atmosphere. They want places with different kinds of students, easy access to help and services, and a campus that is safe and lively. How universities show these things in their social media posts can really affect how students see the school’s brand. It also impacts if they like it more than other schools.



2.4 Intention to enroll or to recommend

Throughout our lives, we make many important decisions. One of the earliest is choosing a career, which then affects which university we pick (Daily et al., 2010). When students start their higher education journey, the first step is choosing a college (Padlee et al., 2010). Social and cultural factors also play a big role in college students’ decisions about where to enroll (Callender and Melis, 2022).

For international students, deciding which college to go to is really complicated. It is influenced by lots of things, like how good they think the university’s reputation is, how interesting the programs are, and what the university is generally like. These ideas shape whether students want to enroll or recommend the university. They get these ideas from their own experiences and from things they see and hear, like on social media. In international higher education, social media is a key tool for prospective students to learn about universities, talk to current students, and form their opinions.

It is important for universities to understand the link between the intention to enroll and the intention to recommend. These factors directly affect both recruitment and word-of-mouth, which shape future student groups. The motivation to suggest a school frequently follows a similar pattern. It is closely related to the purpose of enrolling. Individuals who have had a good experience with the program and decision-making process are likelier to give their peers recommendations. This is especially true for international students, who act as casual ministers for their establishments.

A child’s intention to register or propose is also influenced by external factors, such as how important they think a degree from a specific university is and what kind of job opportunities it may take after graduation. Individuals who believe a college degree may give them good career prospects are more likely to register and suggest the organization. For instance, universities with robust global rankings or connections to exclusive institutions frequently get more recommendations because of the perceived lengthy-term benefits of their degrees.



2.5 Literature review

Current research indicates that social media communication is extremely important in higher education institutions brand building and market promotion (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka, 2016; Chapleo, 2015). Acumen education (2022) shows the budget for international recruitment is transferring from off-line to on-line social media and apps. TikTok and Instagram mainly cover 18–24 prospective international students. Moreover, alumni and influencer alumni can increase the conversion rate of consultation into application by 2.8 times. Pawar (2024) shares the key messages that social media influences the entire enrolment decision-making process and universities can wholly make social media deliver sound information at each stage of decision making, brand co-creation, and lasting relationships in order to ramp up recruitment performance. However, research on how social media communication influences brand image and undergraduate enrollment intentions remains minimal. This study seeks to fill this distance by objectively evaluating how brand image and social media communication interact and how they impact foreign students ‘enrollment intentions.

Brand image is one of the main influences on consumer choice behavior (Keller, 2003a, 2003b). In the higher education sector, brand image encompasses not only academic reputation and educational quality but also the degree of internationalization and cultural diversity (Abuhassna et al., 2020; Yahya, 2020; Plungpongpan et al., 2016; R and Ummah, 2019). Although past studies have explored the impact of brand image on enrollment intentions, some have examined brand image as a mediating variable in the relationship between social media communication and enrollment intentions.

Despite the literature investigating social media communication, brand image, and enrollment intentions, these reports have primarily focused on individual components or unidirectional ties. This research attempts to construct a detailed design that instantly considers the interplay among social media communication, brand image, enrollment intentions, and the mediating role of brand image in this process, thus providing higher education institutions with more integrated guidance for their marketing strategies.




3 Research hypotheses


3.1 Social media communication and brand preference in higher education

Bamberger et al. (2020) highlight that it is becoming more important for marketers to grasp how higher education institutions present themselves online. This is particularly important when social media and other international options target potential kids. They claim that these systems are essential for influencing perceptions and piquing curiosity. In these settings, businesses should pay close attention to how schools connect their beliefs and products. Today’s primary method of communication with potential individuals is social media. It is more critical for recruiting, specifically for international students. Things like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter support schools reaching out to individuals worldwide. Colleges use these websites to share events, campus life, and training information. In addition, it draws students from various nations (Bamberger et al., 2020). This change coincides with the recent boom in social media (Peruta and Shields, 2018).

Social media platforms give institutions an easier way to display campus life, discuss videos and photographs, and connect instantly with prospective students. This shift in communication allows quicker and more effective interactions than standard marketing programs. It saves money on travel and time (Vrontis et al., 2018).

The connection between social media communication and brand preference in higher education is not simple. It includes the shared content and how users communicate, and it has many elements. Content and conversation heavily influence students’ perceptions of a school’s model. Content, comments, and messages influence people’s perceptions and foster relationships. Schools use these resources to achieve individuals and build a positive image. Social media is then a lively software for higher education institutions to form product selections. It promotes brand loyalty and establishes relationships with prospective international students. Organizations use it to promote changes, showcase campus life, and answer questions from individuals. This creates a more personal connection with the audience. Feedback likes, and stocks are simple ways for users to communicate. In these interactions, the brand becomes more relatable and memorable (Bamberger et al., 2020).

Through social media, institutions share information and communicate with others. They provide films of campus life, virtual tours, and student stories. Instructors share their thoughts, and the university promotes occasions like festivals or art shows. This demonstrates the university’s mission. A college may become more attractive if international students share their experiences and tales. It demonstrates how welcoming and welcoming the class is to everyone. People might be more interested in college if they see this. A concise description of campus life and real-world examples can be used to paint a clear image. This method (Bamberger et al., 2020) helps establish connections with potential students.

Students can communicate with colleges using social media straight ahead. This promotes solid references and fosters trust. These interactions may make people think much of the brand and help students feel more connected. They are also more likely to enroll because of this (Vrontis et al., 2018).

Colleges can use social media resources to target certain groups of international students. They can develop campaigns and advertisements that target these parties immediately. This allows for a more personalized interaction with kids. Institutions can make their text clearer and more successful by focusing on the right audience. Based on feedback and interactions, models can even modify their strategy. Social media allows for constant changes and modifications to better match student needs. Schools can tell the stories, activities, and information that matter to various audiences. This fosters stronger connections and keeps kids serious. This focused communication influences product choices by addressing the particular needs and interests of possible students.

Influencers and alumni could enhance brand preference by sharing their good experiences. This adds credibility and authenticity to the brand impression. People trust real stories from others who have used the brand. When influencers or alumni show their positive interactions, it makes the brand feel more vivid. Their words show that the brand is reliable and trustworthy. International students who share their stories can motivate other students to choose the same university. This helps to make the university more popular (Bamberger et al., 2020).

Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:


H1: Social media communication (SMC) is positively related to brand preference in higher education (BF).




3.2 Brand image and brand preference in higher education

An institution’s image is key in shaping what students prefer, especially for those looking to study abroad. It can make a big difference when international students choose where to study. They often look at how a school presents itself and what others say about it. This helps them decide if the school is right for them. Schools that seem friendly, strong, or well-known can pull in more students. For someone far from home, these impressions matter a lot. A strong brand image pulls in students who are more likely to enroll. The link between brand image and brand preference is not simple. It has many layers and can work in different ways.

Matching expectations with brand message: a big part of this connection is making sure students’ hopes line up with what the school stands for. When a university’s image matches what potential students want for their personal and academic goals, they are more likely to prefer that brand. For example, a school that shows it cares about diversity, innovation, and programs focused on students might draw in international students looking for an open and modern learning environment.

Academic quality and social media presence: besides how good a university is at teaching; its social media presence now plays a big role in building its brand image. Talking to potential students online in a clear and engaging way can help build a feeling of belonging and inclusion. This also boosts how the institution is seen around the world. Since international students often rely on social media for information gathering and connection building, positive online engagement can significantly strengthen brand preference.

Brand image as a crucial marketing factor: brand image is a critical component in marketing, serving as an informational cue that helps consumers predict product quality, develop purchase behavior, and retain memories (Erdem and Swait, 1998). In education, a school’s established brand image is a significant factor in students’ selection process. A positive brand image emphasizes unique brand associations (Jara and Cliquet, 2012; Keller, 1993) and plays a relevant role in consumers’ decision-making processes (Braun et al., 2014). It is developed through biased evaluations that impact consumers’ brand preference responses and their intention to buy or visit (Jara and Cliquet, 2012).

Based on the literature and theoretical background, we propose the following hypothesis:


H2: Brand image in higher education (BI) influences brand preference (BF) in higher education.




3.3 Social media communication and brand image in higher education

Digital literacy and the digital mindset are instrumental in connecting society to the modern world. As consumers evolve into “internet users” and society transforms into a “network society,” every sector must adapt to digitalization (Kazaishvili, 2022). In the context of universities, brand loyalty can be gauged through word-of-mouth promotion among prospective or existing students, with their social media presence significantly impacting brand image. Consumer loyalty can be driven by performance-related or imagery-related factors (Erdogmus and Ergun, 2016).

Effective communication extends beyond spoken and written language (Blohm et al., 2020). Brand attitude, more influential than brand equity, plays a pivotal role in shaping institutional perception (Schivinski and Dąbrowski, 2013). Any branding activity can contribute to brand communication, reinforcing a strong institutional image (Wijaya, 2013).

Social media empowers institutions to reach a global audience, enabling the creation and distribution of content that showcases academic strengths, campus life, and alumni success stories. For instance, universities can leverage Instagram or Facebook to share student testimonials, virtual campus tours, and live Q&A sessions with faculty, fostering a positive and relatable brand image. Such content not only highlights educational offerings but also conveys inclusivity, diversity, and global engagement—crucial factors for international students. Notably, Facebook, with roughly 2.91 billion monthly active users as of Q4 2021, remains the largest social network worldwide.

Moreover, social media platforms facilitate two-way communication, allowing potential students to engage directly with institutions. This interaction can enhance brand perception by making the institution appear more accessible and responsive. For example, timely and informative responses to inquiries about specific programs or cultural activities can bolster a positive brand image.

Beyond direct communication, the management of online presence and feedback response significantly impacts brand image. Consistent and transparent communication builds trust and credibility, essential for a strong brand. Addressing negative feedback or misinformation swiftly and effectively demonstrates an institution’s commitment to high service standards and student satisfaction.

Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:


H3: Social media communication (SMC) positively affects brand image in higher education (BI).




3.4 Brand preference and decision to enroll or recommend in higher education

Both public and private higher educational institutions (HEIs) strive to increase enrollment, reduce dropout rates, build a strong reputation, raise funds, and outperform competitors through effective performance measurements (Williams and Omar, 2014). In marketing, brand equity studies show that how customers think and feel about a brand comes before how they act toward it (Aaker, 1991; Keller and Brexendorf, 2019; Mourad et al., 2020). Customers first form opinions and attitudes, and these shape their actions. For example, if someone likes a brand, they are more likely to buy it. This idea is key in understanding customer behavior. For higher education institutions, figuring out and handling these factors can bring in more students and boost the financial worth of their brands.

Choosing to enroll in or recommend a college is affected by many things. Brand preference plays a big role in this decision. In higher education, brand preference shows how students like a certain school because of its qualities, reputation, and image. This preference greatly influences students’ decision-making. They match their educational choices with personal values, goals, and expectations. Knowing how brand preference affects enrollment or recommendation choices can offer useful insights for schools looking to draw in international students.

A student’s choice of school depends on many things. The quality of teaching matters a lot. So do the campus buildings and tools. The teachers’ knowledge plays a big part too. The people and vibe around the school also make a difference. And of course, what others think about the school counts as well. International students also think about things like cultural diversity, global recognition, language help, and job chances after graduation. These factors add to their overall choice. These factors, when positively perceived, enhance the likelihood of enrollment. International students usually like universities that have good global rankings, a mix of different students, and friendly, welcoming atmospheres.

Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:


H4: Brand preference in higher education (HE) influences the intention to enroll or recommend (ER).




3.5 The relationships between social media communication and brand preference in higher education via brand image in higher education

Corporate social media activities can be categorized into five main areas: communication, information provision, support for daily life, promotion and selling, and social response and activity (Lee, 2017). Social media serves as a platform for people to interact and exchange ideas, offering insights and information about users who engage with a brand and express their opinions about brands or products through social media interactions (Richter and Koch, 2007). Customization in social media is achieved by engaging individual users, a strategy distinct from conventional media.

Social media provides the most up-to-date news and information, making it a tool to search for the most practical products (Naaman et al., 2011). Consumers tend to trust information acquired through social media more than that from advertisements in marketing activities or promotions. Therefore, trust tends to exist for the various types of social media that provide the newest information (Mangold and Faulds, 2009; Vollmer and Precourt, 2008). This method lets us share personalized and optimized info from different sources. It tries to build a good image and make consumers happier. Companies can use this to show what makes their brands special and build preference and differentiation.

In higher education, social media communication and brand preference are closely linked through brand image. This connection greatly influences international students when they decide on where to enroll. This part looks at how communication strategies on social media can shape how people see a higher education institution’s brand and how they prefer it. This happens because of the way the institution’s brand image is presented and perceived. The role of brand image as a mediator in this relationship is also significant. A strong brand image, created by steady and engaging social media communication, boosts brand preference. It also makes international students more likely to enroll or recommend the institution. When a university is seen as having a strong reputation, being socially responsible, and offering excellent academics, students tend to consider it a top choice.

Consequently, we propose the final hypothesis:


H5: The relationship between social media communication (SMC) and brand preference in higher education (HE) is mediated by brand image.


The following International Student Enrollment model illustrates the elements that precede and determine the intention to enroll or recommend, as well as the factors that influence these elements (Figure 1).

[image: Flowchart illustrating the relationship between social media communication, brand image, brand preference, and intention to enroll or recommend. Various inputs like Ug, Sg, Si, Ui, ES, Pa, Es, and En influence brand image, which, along with social media communication, affects brand preference and leads to the intention to enroll or recommend, represented by arrows labeled H1 to H5.]

FIGURE 1
 International student admission model.





4 Data and results


4.1 Data collection and sample

In this study, we employed a non-probability sampling method, especially convenience sampling, to find 156 foreign students from three universities in Guangxi who have been upgraded to offer academic programs as our research subjects. Since 2015, these institutions have offered bachelor programs, but the COVID-19 crisis saw a substantial decline in global learners. The reason for selecting these schools is that they represent the emerging power of Chinese higher education institutions in the internationalization approach and face the challenge of attracting foreign students.

The sample size was persevered based on the following considerations: First, considering the feasibility and price performance of the research, we chose a reasonable sample size to ensure the efficiency of data collection and the sustainability of the research. Next, based on the sample size of similar reports (Vrontis et al., 2018; Mulyawan and Kusdibyo, 2021), we believe that 156 members are enough to give stable and reliable results. Finally, we ensured variety in the pattern’s gender, age, and educational level to ensure the pattern’s representativeness.

The present study adopts the partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) for two main reasons. First, it is suitable for exploratory research or scenarios where data collection is challenging. This study focuses on international students in China, a group from which sampling is inherently difficult. Second, even with small sample sizes, PLS-SEM can still achieve a high level of statistical power (Reinartz et al., 2009; Barclay et al., 1995).

By the period from 2023 to 2024, the total number of international students across the three universities did not exceed 360. For this study, the sample size was 156 students, representing over 40% of the total international student population. Among the participants, 69.2% were female and 30.8% were male (Table 1):


TABLE 1 Basic information description.


	Contents
	Category
	Number
	Percentage

 

 	Your age (Q1) 	Under 18 	12 	7.7%


 	18–24 years old 	131 	84.0%


 	25–34 years old 	10 	6.4%


 	Over 35 years old 	3 	1.9%


 	Your gender (Q2) 	Male 	48 	30.8%


 	Female 	108 	69.2%


 	Your education level (Q3) 	High school or below 	63 	40.4%


 	Associate degree 	46 	29.5%


 	Bachelor’s degree 	46 	29.5%


 	Master’s degree or above 	1 	0.6%


 	The name of the universities (Q4) 	Guilin University of Aerospace Technology 	37 	23.7%


 	Guilin Tourism University 	31 	19.9%


 	Guangxi Science Technology Normal University 	88 	56.4%




 



4.2 Measures

The survey instrument included two main categories: (1) Demographic Information: This section gathered basic demographic data about the participants. (2) Rating Scales: This section focused on social media communication, brand image, brand preference, and enrollment intentions. The rating scales were developed based on the current literature (Table 2):


TABLE 2 Rating scale.


	Constructs
	Dimensions
	Items
	Sources

 

 	Social media communication (SMC) 	Users’ generated (Ug) 	Ug1. My university’s social media communication meets my expectations 	
Sagynbekova et al. (2020)



 	Ug2. My university’s social media communication is very attractive


 	Ug3. Compared with other schools’ social media communication, my university’s performance is good


 	Schools’ generated (Sg) 	Sg1. The frequency of content posted by the institution on social media is higher


 	Sg2. The level of engagement with the institution’s social media posts, including likes, comments, and shares is higher


 	Sg3. The institution’s social media posts are timely and relevant to current events and student interests.


 	Brand image (BI) 	Strength of identity (Si) 	Si1. I believe my university’s brand is strong and influential 	Keller (2003a, 2003b), Smith (2003), Van Gelder (2003), Nilson and Surrey (1998), and Coop (2004)


 	Si2. The university brand is an important factor in my choice of higher education institutions


 	Si3. I think my university’ brand has a high level of recognition in my field of study or industry.


 	Uniqueness of identity (Ui) 	Ui1. My university’s brand has unique features that set it apart from other higher education institutions


 	Ui2. My university’s brand has unique features that allow me to easily identify it from other school brands


 	Ui3. I believe my university’s brand differs from other higher education institutions in aspects such as curriculum, faculty, and campus culture


 	Expectations (ES) 	ES1. I have high expectations for the quality of education my university can provide


 	ES2. I believe my university can meet my expectations for higher education.


 	ES3. I expect my university to exceed my expectations in areas such as teaching quality, academic research, and career development support


 	Perceptions and associations (Pa) 	Pa1. My university’s brand makes me think of high-quality education and research


 	Pa2. My university’s brand gives me the impression of being innovative and forward-looking


 	Pa3. My university’s brand leaves a deep impression on me in aspects such as social responsibility, international vision, and student support


 	Experiences (Es) 	Es1. I believe my university’s brand is very strong and influential


 	Es2. The brand of my university is an important consideration when I choose a higher education institution


 	Es3. In my learning and living experience at NMMU, which aspects such as curriculum content, teacher guidance, and campus facilities meet my expectations the most


 	Evaluation (En) 	En1. Overall, I am very satisfied with my university’s brand


 	En2. I would recommend my university to others because of its brand value


 	En3. I think my university’s brand performs best in aspects such as academic reputation, student satisfaction, and social impact


 	Brand preference (BF) 	BF 	BF1. Compared to any other school brand, I prefer my university’s brand 	
Cobb-Walgren et al. (1995)



 	BF2. If I were to choose again, my university would still be my first choice


 	BF3. I feel a strong sense of pride and loyalty toward my university’s brand


 	Intention to enroll or recommend (ER) 	ER 	ER1. I would attend my university again if there were suitable programs offered 	
Callender and Melis (2022)



 	ER2. I would recommend my university


 	ER3. I believe my university provides excellent value for the tuition fees




 

Social media communication was measured using a 6-item scale. It included two dimensions: user-generated content and institution-generated content, each with 3 items. Brand image was assessed using 18 items across six dimensions, based on a specific theory.

Brand Preference and Enrollment Intentions was measured using 3 items, respectively. We used a 5-point Likert scale for all items. Finally, there two construct types as follows:

Formative Constructs: Social media communication was treated as a formative construct. In formative constructs, the indicators form the construct, meaning they are components of the construct rather than outcomes. Improving the construct does not necessarily require improving all indicator values simultaneously (Bollen and Lennox, 1991).

Reflective Constructs: These are reflected by their indicators, meaning the indicators are outcomes of the construct rather than components.



4.3 Data analysis

We employed Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) to validate the accuracy of the model and its scope (Chin, 2010; Henseler et al., 2016). In this study, we used a two-step approach (Becker et al., 2012). The first part involved analyzing the validity and reliability of the constructs. For formative constructs, we focused on analyzing indicator weights and collinearity tests; for reflective constructs, we examined factor loadings, Cronbach’s α, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE). Finally, we assessed discriminant validity using Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) test and the HTMT criterion. The second stage involved validating the paths and hypotheses.


4.3.1 Evaluation of the first stage

The Table 3 for the first part is as follows:


TABLE 3 Measurement model evaluation.


	Constructs
	Dimensions
	Items
	Factor loading
	Cronbach’s α
	CR
	AVE
	VIF

 

 	SMC 	Ug 	Ug1 	0.852 	0.831 	0.898 	0.747 	1.905


 	Ug2 	0.873 	1.983


 	Ug3 	0.866 	1.842


 	Sg 	Sg1 	0.900 	0.867 	0.918 	0.789 	2.311


 	Sg2 	0.886 	2.205


 	Sg3 	0.878 	2.247


 	BI 	Si 	Si1 	0.919 	0.879 	0.925 	0.804 	2.826


 	Si2 	0.897 	2.279


 	Si3 	0.873 	2.344


 	Ui 	Ui1 	0.895 	0.887 	0.930 	0.815 	2.680


 	Ui2 	0.905 	2.347


 	Ui3 	0.908 	2.690


 	ES 	ES1 	0.905 	0.874 	0.923 	0.799 	2.609


 	ES2 	0.923 	2.937


 	ES3 	0.853 	2.003


 	Pa 	Pa1 	0.913 	0.883 	0.927 	0.809 	2.737


 	Pa2 	0.897 	2.276


 	Pa3 	0.888 	2.532


 	Es 	Es1 	0.912 	0.887 	0.930 	0.816 	2.700


 	Es2 	0.912 	2.752


 	Es3 	0.886 	2.317


 	En 	En1 	0.858 	0.843 	0.905 	0.761 	2.077


 	En2 	0.871 	1.831


 	En3 	0.887 	2.259


 	BF 	BF 	BF1 	0.882 	0.846 	0.907 	0.764 	2.114


 	BF2 	0.860 	2.002


 	BF3 	0.880 	1.998


 	ER 	ER 	ER1 	0.890 	0.864 	0.917 	0.785 	2.261


 	ER2 	0.897 	2.245


 	ER3 	0.871 	2.151




 

The first stage focused on ensuring that the values for both formative and reflective constructs were reasonable.

For formative constructs, the indicator weights were as follows:

Customer-generated: β = 0.542, t = 37.895, p < 0.001.

Institution-generated: β = 0.545, t = 30.527, p < 0.001.

The Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values were all <3, indicating no multicollinearity issues.

For reflective constructs, the following criteria were met:

Factor loadings were >0.7.

Cronbach’s α and composite reliability (CR) were >0.7.

Average variance extracted (AVE) was >0.5.

Finally, Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) test and the HTMT criterion were used to verify discriminant validity (Tables 4, 5). All measures demonstrated sufficient convergent validity and reliability.


TABLE 4 Discriminant validity (Fornell-Larcker test).


	Item
	BF
	Es
	En
	ER
	ES
	Pa
	Sg
	Si
	Ug
	Ui

 

 	BF 	0.874 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	Es 	0.659 	0.903 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	En 	0.642 	0.570 	0.872 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	ER 	0.652 	0.611 	0.560 	0.886 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	ES 	0.653 	0.696 	0.584 	0.624 	0.894 	 	 	 	 	


 	Pa 	0.568 	0.605 	0.482 	0.551 	0.627 	0.900 	 	 	 	


 	Sg 	0.674 	0.626 	0.519 	0.634 	0.632 	0.532 	0.888 	 	 	


 	Si 	0.680 	0.605 	0.585 	0.634 	0.659 	0.459 	0.638 	0.897 	 	


 	Ug 	0.673 	0.620 	0.443 	0.656 	0.644 	0.561 	0.692 	0.637 	0.864 	


 	Ui 	0.601 	0.673 	0.599 	0.549 	0.663 	0.436 	0.628 	0.537 	0.615 	0.903




 


TABLE 5 The HTMT criterion.


	Item
	BF
	Es
	En
	ER
	ES
	Pa
	Sg
	Si
	Ug
	Ui

 

 	BF 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	Es 	0.757 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	En 	0.755 	0.653 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	ER 	0.758 	0.693 	0.645 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	ES 	0.754 	0.786 	0.668 	0.713 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	Pa 	0.659 	0.676 	0.549 	0.625 	0.707 	 	 	 	 	


 	Sg 	0.776 	0.709 	0.601 	0.728 	0.722 	0.607 	 	 	 	


 	Si 	0.783 	0.679 	0.667 	0.723 	0.740 	0.516 	0.722 	 	 	


 	Ug 	0.797 	0.718 	0.518 	0.770 	0.749 	0.647 	0.803 	0.740 	 	


 	Ui 	0.677 	0.752 	0.688 	0.616 	0.736 	0.477 	0.701 	0.587 	0.703 	




 



4.3.2 Evaluation of the second stage

Based on the descriptions in Table 6, the following results were obtained:


TABLE 6 Structural model results.


	Hypothesized path
	Estimate
	T-value
	p-value
	Contrast
	R2
	F2
	Q2
	2.5%
	97.5%

 

 	H1: SMC → BF 	0.298 	3.384 	0.001 	Do not reject 	0.645 	0.092 	0.467 	0.132 	0.474


 	H2: BI→BF 	0.546 	6.148 	0.000 	Do not reject 	0.645 	0.309 	0.467 	0.365 	0.706


 	H3: SMC → BI 	0.795 	17.329 	0.000 	Do not reject 	0.633 	1.722 	0.400 	0.688 	0.867


 	H4: BF → ER 	0.652 	9.556 	0.000 	Do not reject 	0.426 	0.741 	0.325 	0.501 	0.772


 	H5: SMC → BI→BF 	0.434 	4.567 	0.000 	Do not reject 	0.645 	0.408 	0.467 	0.298 	0.570




 

SMC → BF: β = 0.298, T = 3.384, p = 0.001, Confidence Interval (α = 0.05) = (0.132, 0.474), R2 = 0.645, f2 = 0.092, Q2 = 0.467.

BI → BF: β = 0.546, T = 6.148, p = 0.000, Confidence Interval (α = 0.05) = (0.365, 0.706), R2 = 0.645, f2 = 0.309, Q2 = 0.467.

SMC → BI: β = 0.795, T = 17.329, p = 0.000, Confidence Interval (α = 0.05) = (0.688, 0.867), R2 = 0.633, f2 = 1.722, Q2 = 0.400.

BF → ER: β = 0.652, T = 9.556, p = 0.000, Confidence Interval (α = 0.05) = (0.501, 0.772), R2 = 0.426, f2 = 0.741, Q2 = 0.325.

SMC → BI → BF: β = 0.434, T = 4.567, p = 0.000, Confidence Interval (97.5% CI) = 0.298–0.570, R2 = 0.645, f2 = 0.408, Q2 = 0.467.

Based on the above data, all five hypotheses (H1, H2, H3, H4, H5) were supported. The specific results are as follows:


H1: Social media communication (SMC) has a significant positive impact on brand preference (BF) with a small effect size (R2 = 0.645, f2 = 0.092, Q2 = 0.467).
H2: Brand image (BI) has a significant positive impact on brand preference (BF) with a medium to large effect size (R2 = 0.645, f2 = 0.309, Q2 = 0.467).
H3: Social media communication (SMC) has a significant positive impact on brand image (BI) with a large effect size (R2 = 0.633, f2 = 1.722, Q2 = 0.400).
H4: Brand preference (BF) has a significant positive impact on enrollment or recommendation intention (ER) with a large effect size (R2 = 0.426, f2 = 0.741, Q2 = 0.325).
H5: Social media communication (SMC) has a significant indirect positive impact on Brand preference (BF) through Brand image (BI) with a large effect size (R2 = 0.645, f2 = 0.408, Q2 = 0.467).


The Q2 values also confirm that the model has strong predictive power, outperforming simple mean predictions (>0) (Table 6).

To comprehensively evaluate the model fit, the Goodness-of-Fit (GoF) index was calculated following the PLS-SEM framework proposed by Tenenhaus et al. (2005). The specific measurement method is as follows:


GoF
=
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¯

∗


R
2

¯





Since communality is equivalent to AVE in the PLS path modeling method (Wetzels, 2009), the formula can be converted as follows:


GoF
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¯
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¯






According to the GoF formula, the calculated GoF value is 0.646. Based on Wetzels et al. (2009) research findings, when GoF reaches 0.1, the model is considered to have a low fit; when GoF reaches 0.25, the model is moderately fitted; and when GoF reaches 0.36, the model is highly fitted. Since the model’s GoF value = 0.646 > 0.36, we conclude that the model passes the goodness-of-fit test.

The calculated GoF value was 0.646, significantly higher than the 0.36 threshold set for the large-effect model. This validates that the overall model has a high degree of fit.

Hypotheses H1 and H3 predict that social media communication will positively impact brand image and desire. Through PLS-SEM analysis, we found that the impact of social media communication on brand image is significant (β = 0.795, T = 17.329, p = 0.000), and its impact on brand preference is also significant (β = 0.298, T = 3.384, p = 0.001). This demonstrates how crucial social media communication is to creating consumer preferences and brand image. Hypotheses H2 and H4 predict that brand image may favorably affect brand preference and admission purpose. The analysis results show that the impact of brand image on brand preference is significant (β = 0.546, T = 6.148, p = 0.000), and its impact on enrollment intention is also significant (β = 0.652, T = 9.556, p = 0.000). A good brand image may entice individuals and encourage membership choices. Hypothesis H5 predicts that brand image plays a mediating role between social media communication and product choice. The mediating effect analysis shows that the mediating effect of brand image between social media communication and brand preference is significant (β = 0.434, T = 4.567, p = 0.000). This highlights the importance of creating a good brand image through social media communication in the marketing strategies of higher education institutions. Through these evaluations, we have verified the study hypotheses and provided factual support for how higher education institutions may use social media communication and brand image to attract foreign individuals. These studies have significant practical significance for higher education institutions in developing successful marketing strategies.





5 Discussion and conclusions


5.1 Theoretical implications

After the end of the COVID-19 pandemic, universities in Guangxi, China, are attracting an increasing number of students from ASEAN countries, thanks to both policy support and regional advantages. This trend is primarily driven by the rapid economic development in ASEAN nations. For instance, Vietnam, a neighboring country of Guangxi, has experienced significant economic growth, which has fueled job creation. China has long been Vietnam’s largest trading partner, and the increasing investment by Chinese companies has sustained a high level of interest in learning Mandarin. A survey conducted by a Vietnamese institution revealed that Vietnamese students proficient in Chinese have nearly a 100% chance of securing employment after graduation. This presents a unique opportunity for newly established undergraduate institutions to capitalize on this wave of international students, and university administrators should carefully consider how to do so effectively.

This article primarily analyzes the factors influencing international students’ school brand preferences and enrollment intentions, focusing on social media and university brand image. The research fills a gap in understanding how newly established undergraduate institutions can attract international students. Unlike previous qualitative studies that examined the impact of brand image on customer satisfaction and purchasing decisions (David G. Abin et al., 2022), this study provides a comprehensive analysis of school brand preferences and enrollment choices. Additionally, Mulyawan and Kusdibyo (2021) demonstrated that social media content significantly influences students’ desire to attend a college or university, highlighting the importance of effective social media strategies in higher education marketing.

Firstly, this study takes a holistic approach from Mar (2023) to understanding the intention to visit wineries, thereby strengthening the theoretical foundation in higher education, particularly in newly upgraded universities.

Secondly, this study examines the impact of social media on universities from both the customer and institutional perspectives, providing an in-depth analysis of the importance of social media in university communication. Previous research, such as a study conducted in Athens, Greece (2013), only explored the influence of social media from the student’s perspective.

Thirdly, this article tests a proposed brand image construct, which is reflective in nature, unlike the formative construct presented in Mar (2023). The brand image construct in Mar’s article consists of three dimensions: functional image, affective image, and reputation. This study further demonstrates that the nature of constructs (formative or reflective) can change depending on the context and indicators used.

Fourthly, this article extends the validity of Mar’s (2023) theoretical model in the wine service industry to other service sectors, such as higher education. By modifying some constructs and indicators, a similar model can be effectively applied to higher education services. Mar’s (2023) article discusses the roles of brand communication and brand image, and this study further refines the impact of brand communication on brand image by focusing on the social media indicator.

Fifthly, this study proposes an indirect variable as a hypothesis, making Mar’s (2023) model more illustrative. The updated model’s use in PLS-SEM and data analysis is more intuitive, providing a valuable reference for future researchers.

From an information-processing perspective, prospective students first engage in cognitive–affective elaboration of social-media content (UGC + SGC), making an overall brand image (BI). Thereafter, taking BI as a heuristic cue, brand preference (BF) occurs actively, fostered, and information-search costs can be reduced. This two-stage route almost merely encapsulates. Petty and Cacioppo (1986) ELM in high-involvement educational decisions (1986) but additionally notes why social media’s direct effect on BF (β = 0.298, f2 = 0.092) is sharply smaller than its indirect effect via BI (β = 0.434, f2 = 0.408). Simultaneously, the relationship-marketing lens highlights BI’s role as a psychological bond in the student–university relationship: BI’s standardized path coefficient on BF reaches β = 0.546, fast outweighing social media’s direct coefficient. This indicates that social media’s ability to create an impactful brand image can be badly weakened. In other words, brand image plays a precursor to support, while brand preference acts as a precursor to trust, increasing the scope of the commitment–trust mechanism in the social media context.

Finally, this article demonstrates the direct influence of brand preference on enrollment intentions or recommendations. University administrators, particularly those in newly established undergraduate institutions, should recognize the interplay between brand preference and enrollment decisions. Students who develop a strong attachment to a brand are more likely to choose it over others and advocate for it within their networks. This finding aligns with consumer behavior theory, which suggests that emotional and psychological connections to a brand can drive decision-making processes. For higher education institutions, cultivating a loyal student base through consistent and authentic brand messaging can lead to increased enrollment and positive word-of-mouth. Moreover, the results highlight the mediating role of brand image in the relationship between social media communication and brand preference, suggesting that effective social media strategies can indirectly enhance brand preference and improve an institution’s market standing. This aligns with integrated marketing communications theory, which emphasizes the synergy between different communication channels in building a cohesive brand image.



5.2 Practical implications

This article provides university administrators with more nuanced strategies for attracting international students. The effect size (f2) of the path from Social Media Communication (SMC) to Brand Preference (BF) is 0.092, indicating a small to medium effect. Administrators can further strategize by considering both the user and institutional perspectives in social media communication. Given the increasing activity of students on social media platforms, the study found that three newly established undergraduate institutions primarily use their official websites and WeChat accounts for communication. However, many international students prefer local social media platforms. Therefore, universities should diversify and internationalize their social media tools.

Additionally, universities should analyze the social media content relevant to their target international student population and develop tailored promotional strategies. Campus life and university experiences should be vividly and engagingly presented across multiple social media platforms, rather than relying solely on Chinese domestic platforms. Furthermore, if conditions permit, universities should establish internationalized media centers, allowing both local and international students to manage related accounts, thereby facilitating more global media outreach.

The study also underscores the importance of a positive brand image in shaping students’ preferences. Institutions with a well-defined brand identity that resonates with their target audience are more likely to attract and retain international students. Brand image is not just about visual identity but encompasses the overall experience and reputation of the institution. Schools that emphasize their global reach, diverse student body, and high academic standards often enjoy a competitive advantage in the international student market.

Finally, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of how social media and brand image influence international students’ enrollment decisions. It highlights the need for higher education institutions to adopt a holistic approach to brand management, integrating digital communication with a strong brand identity. Future research could explore the longitudinal effects of social media strategies on brand loyalty and investigate the specific content types that most effectively enhance brand image.



5.3 Limitations and future research

This study aims to increase the attention of university administrators and decision-makers toward the enrollment intentions of international students. However, there are several limitations to consider:

Firstly, the research is limited to universities in Guangxi that offer bridging programs for direct admission to undergraduate studies. Future studies could expand to include private undergraduate institutions or compare public and private universities, as well as conduct in-depth research on more established universities.

Secondly, the scope of the concepts studied can be broadened. For example, future research could explore the brand equity of universities and incorporate additional metrics. Additionally, combining qualitative research with quantitative methods can help mitigate the risk of biased data resulting from the subjective views of survey respondents.

Thirdly, future research could investigate the impact of specific social media platforms on brand image and enrollment intentions, as different platforms may have varying levels of influence. Furthermore, examining the role of cultural differences in how international students perceive brand image and communication efforts could provide deeper insights into tailoring strategies for diverse student populations. Additionally, further studies could explore the long-term effects of social media communication on brand loyalty and advocacy among alumni, offering a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between social media, brand image, and student enrollment decisions.
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Against the backdrop of China's growing international student population, enhancing their subjective wellbeing has become a pressing issue in university management. Drawing on cultural regulatory fit theory, This study investigates the influence mechanism of cultural regulatory fit on the subjective wellbeing of international students in China based on data collected at three time points. The final valid sample size after matching across all three stages is N = 327. A dual mediation model was proposed, incorporating cultural adaptation and identity strain, with individualistic value orientation as a moderator. Results revealed that: (1) cultural regulatory fit promotes adaptation, reduces identity strain, and enhances wellbeing; (2) both mediators play significant roles in this process; and (3) individualistic orientation did not significantly moderate the main pathway, but multi-group analyses confirmed the model's cross-cultural applicability across Asian and non-Asian groups. This study contributes a novel perspective on the dynamic cognitive-emotional mechanisms of adaptation and offers practical insights for psychological support strategies in higher education.
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1 Introduction

With the continuous advancement of China's internationalization strategy for higher education, the number of international students in China is increasing, and China is gradually becoming one of the most attractive destinations for studying abroad among non-English speaking countries. According to the Ministry of Education (2023), despite the short-term impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of international students at Chinese universities is on the rise, forming a diverse structure dominated by Asia, Africa, and countries along the Belt and Road. At present, a growing number of studies have noticed that issues such as cultural shock, identity imbalance, and adaptation pressure faced by international students during cross-cultural migration are not only marginal topics of academic adaptation, but also important variables affecting their overall wellbeing and mental health (Takyi Mensah et al., 2024). Especially in China's highly collectivist cultural context, international students who are dominated by individualistic values often face problems such as value cognition conflicts, social style differences, and lack of social belonging (Chu and Zhu, 2023), which makes exploring the deep mechanisms between cultural value orientation and psychological adjustment an urgent theoretical issue to respond to.

In existing studies, individualism and collectivism have long been used as core dimensions of cross-cultural psychological research to explain attitudinal differences in cultural adaptation (Maheshkar and Sonwalkar, 2023). In recent years, as cultural psychology has shifted from “comparison of cultural differences” to “cultural dynamic fit”, researchers have gradually recognized that cultural adaptation is not a linear process of cultural transfer, but rather the result of continuous interaction and adjustment between the individual and the context (Ayoko et al., 2022). For example, Alshammari et al. (2023) found that international students are more likely to achieve identity integration and psychological belonging when facing the collectivist values of the host country if they can actively understand and identify with its normative expectations. However, in contrast, some studies have pointed out that when an individual's cultural values are inconsistent with their environmental value orientation, they are prone to identity conflicts and cultural disembedding, thereby affecting their overall wellbeing and cultural identity level (Peiren, 2023). This suggests that cultural values do not have a one-way influence, but rather require “value alignment” and meaning construction through the individual regulatory system (Stray et al., 2024).

Although the above research expands the understanding of the impact of cultural value dimensions on adaptation outcomes, there are still three deficiencies in current mainstream research. First, most studies treat cultural values as static background variables and ignore the active moderating ability that individuals play in cultural adaptation. Especially in contexts where there is a significant cultural gap, merely emphasizing “cultural distance” or “degree of cultural identity” is not sufficient to explain the differences in adaptation outcomes (Cesario et al., 2004; Nakkawita and Higgins, 2024; Vignoles et al., 2016). Secondly, the existing literature generally neglects the matching mechanism between an individual's regulatory focus and cultural context. Regulatory Fit Theory (RFT) posits that individuals experience enhanced motivational strength, cognitive fluency, and psychological engagement when their regulatory focus (promotion or prevention) aligns with the contextual incentive structure (Nakkawita and Higgins, 2024). Although this theory has been extensively applied in consumer behavior and organizational psychology, its application in the context of international students‘ cross-cultural adaptation remains limited. Recent studies have emphasized the importance of examining how motivational systems embedded in cultural contexts influence adaptation processes (Sheng et al., 2022; Bui et al., 2021). However, few empirical studies have directly tested whether a match between students' regulatory focus and host culture incentive cues enhances their psychological wellbeing and adaptation. Thirdly, although some studies have noted the dual-path possibility of adaptation (such as the coexistence of “adaptation and suppression”), they lack modeling of the psychological mechanisms in the process of cultural fit. In particular, it remains unclear whether cultural regulatory fit enhances wellbeing by promoting cultural identity or by reducing identity strain, two pathways that have theoretical relevance but insufficient empirical validation (Bierwiaczonek and Kunst, 2021; du Toit et al., 2022).

Based on the above research gaps and theoretical challenges, this paper proposes CRF as the core explanatory mechanism, constructs a matching model that integrates an individual's regulatory focus with perceived collectivism, and systematically explores how international students in China can achieve CA, IS, and happiness enhancement through the regulatory fit mechanism. Unlike the traditional view of cultural values as external constraints, this article emphasizes that the “collectivist incentive framework” in the cultural environment is not a single obstacle, but may be positively internalized under a specific regulatory structure and transformed into psychological resources for individual behavioral adaptation. By introducing the accommodative fit path, this paper breaks the linear understanding of “cultural adaptation is cultural compliance” and constructs a three-stage process model of “cultural orientation—accommodative structure—adaptive outcome”, which not only provides a new mechanical-level explanatory framework for cultural psychology, it also provides empirical references for Chinese universities to achieve differentiated psychological support and cultural guidance in the increasingly diverse management practices of international students.



2 Theoretical developments and research hypotheses


2.1 The relationship between CRF and CA

CA is not merely the process of shaping individual behavior by external cultural norms, but rather an interactive mechanism of bidirectional regulation and meaning construction between the individual and the cultural environment (Volet and Jones, 2012). Especially in a highly collectivist cultural context, international students in China need to constantly adjust their behavioral strategies and motivational patterns to adapt to social situations where there is a significant cultural gap. The RFT provides an important perspective for analyzing this adaptation process. This theory holds that when an individual's regulatory focus is consistent with the incentive methods emphasized in the situation they are in, stronger cognitive fluency, a sense of goal clarity and behavioral efficacy will be generated, thereby enhancing the individual's adaptation to the environment and perception of meaning (Higgins, 2005; Cloos et al., 2023).

In the context of CA, CRF can be defined as the degree of match between an individual's regulatory focus and the perceived cultural value orientation of the host country. For international students, a positive sense of fit may be formed if there is a high cognitive consistency between their motivational orientation (such as the promoting pursuit of personal growth and self-improvement) and the normative requirements emphasized in Chinese culture, such as collective responsibility and social harmony. This fit helps to reduce cultural discomfort, relieve psychological stress, and thereby improve the quality of CA (Sangraula et al., 2021). Conversely, when there is a mismatch between the modulation and cultural expectations, that is, when individuals tend to express themselves autonomically and make personal decisions, but the cultural environment emphasizes conformity, respect for authority and collective coordination, the degree of fit is reduced and the adaptation process may be interrupted or distorted.

Studies have shown that in situations with a high level of regulatory fit, individuals tend to exhibit a higher willingness to participate, a stronger sense of cultural identity, and more positive behavioral feedback (Cesario et al., 2008). For instance, An and Chiang (2015) found that in the Chinese cultural context, the degree of matching between regulatory focus and cultural identity can effectively predict the CA degree of international students. Therefore, this paper puts forward the following hypothesis:

	H1: The higher the degree of CRF, the higher the CA level of international students in China.



2.2 The relationship between CRF and SWB

In the process of CA, wellbeing is not only the result of external cultural integration, but also an important psychological indicator of whether positive interaction can be achieved between the individual and the environment (Chen et al., 2014). In recent years, research on SWB has gradually shifted from static measurement of emotional states and life satisfaction to exploration of the intrinsic regulatory mechanisms of individuals in social and cultural contexts (Iacus and Porro, 2021). For international students in China, their wellbeing depends not only on the availability of external resources, but more deeply on whether they can align and resonate with mainstream cultural values through the adjustment of motivational systems in an unfamiliar cultural context (Di et al., 2022). The RFT provides the key psychological mechanism for this process. The theory suggests that when an individual's goal-pursuing style aligns with the behavioral tendencies supported by the environment, a so-called “accommodative fit” is formed. This fit not only enhances task engagement and goal persistence but also stimulates value consistency and sense of meaning in subjective experience, leading to a higher level of emotional satisfaction and psychological efficacy (Higgins, 2005; Cesario et al., 2008).

In a cross-cultural context, this mechanism of adjustment and fit is particularly important. For international students in a collectivist cultural context, if they themselves possess a promoting or preventive regulatory focus and can identify and smoothly adapt to the behavioral incentive methods in Chinese culture that emphasize social responsibility, group belonging, and compliance with norms, they will be more likely to achieve a consistent experience of “cognition—behavior—culture”. This sense of fit not only enhances their adaptability confidence and cultural identity, but also provides a source of psychological energy for them in aspects such as learning, interpersonal communication and life, effectively improving their SWB level (Bakhti et al., 2022). Conversely, if there is a tension between an individual's motivational style and cultural orientation, such as an individual valuing personal expression and independent decision-making, but the cultural context encourages relationship compliance and collective coordination, there will be a “regulatory misalignment” in their psychological energy system, which leads to confusion, self-denial and value conflict, thereby weakening their wellbeing (Noels et al., 2020).

Accommodative fit also enhances the structural stability of wellbeing by stimulating internal consistency and meaning construction. According to self-determination theory, an individual's wellbeing is based on the satisfaction of three psychological needs: autonomy, relationality, and competence (Autin et al., 2022). When the degree of cultural fit is high, international students are more likely to feel the rationality of their own choices in behavior, gain a sense of security in social connection in relationships, and experience consistency with mainstream cultural goals in cognition. This structural psychological consistency is precisely the core source of the formation of “eudaimonic wellbeing” (Ludwigs et al., 2019). The “motivational fit” brought about by moderating fit makes it easier for individuals to interpret the CA process as an active growth opportunity rather than a passive compromise behavior, which not only reduces cultural stress but also stimulates an intrinsic sense of meaning, further enhancing their overall positive evaluation of the study abroad experience.

Therefore, this paper puts forward the following hypothesis:

	H2: The higher the degree of CRF, the stronger the SWB of international students in China.



2.3 The mediating role of CA

Regulatory fit, as a psychological state in which subjective cognition matches situational factors, not only directly enhances an individual's positive experience, but also indirectly affects psychological wellbeing through specific behavioral and cognitive mechanisms. CA, as a key variable in the process of cross-cultural migration, is widely regarded as an important intermediary bridge connecting the external cultural environment with the individual's internal psychological experience (Ward and Kennedy, 1999; Boski et al., 2025). For international students in China, CA is not only reflected in behavioral aspects such as language, lifestyle, and classroom interaction, but also in the recognition of the Chinese cultural value system and the understanding and acceptance of collectivist social norms. Existing studies have shown that international students with a high level of CA tend to have a stronger sense of belonging, lower cultural stress, and more positive emotional responses. These factors jointly enhance their SWB level (Alshammari et al., 2023).

The impact of CRF on happiness largely depends on whether it can facilitate an effective CA process. When an individual's regulatory focus (such as the promoting type tending to proactively engage with and learn about new cultures, and the preventive type placing more emphasis on risk control and relationship maintenance) aligns with the value orientation of the eastern culture (such as emphasizing obedience, harmonious relationships, and collective goals), the individual is more likely to understand and accept the behavioral rules and communication logic within that culture. Thus reducing cultural frictions and misunderstandings (Noels et al., 2020). For example, facility-oriented individuals are more likely to actively participate in local social networks and group activities in Chinese culture, thereby establishing an effective social support system; Preventive individuals will also be more willing to maintain their relationship with the local community if they perceive that the eastern culture also values norms and responsibility, thus forming a stable cultural link (Cloos et al., 2023). Under these conditions, CRF can enhance an individual's level of CA by improving their understanding and adaptability to the cultural environment.

CA as a mediating mechanism, connects the two dimensions of “cognitive fit,” and “emotional wellbeing”. According to the dual-process model of acculturation proposed by Ward and Kennedy (1999), CA includes two levels: affective adaptation and behavioral adaptation. Accommodative fit contributes to the simultaneous advancement of both: the former is manifested as emotional acceptance and identification with Chinese culture, and the latter is manifested as the gradual formation of effective interaction in daily life and academic communication. When these two adaptations are established, the individual not only reduces cultural stress but also experiences positive meaning and self-worth in a cross-cultural environment, thereby achieving a higher level of wellbeing (Cui and Zhang, 2024).

In contrast, if the accommodative fit is low, individuals cannot achieve a match at the value level, and their adaptive behaviors are often restricted, making them prone to cultural resistance, social avoidance and cognitive conflicts. This not only hinders the development of their cultural learning path, but also causes individuals to have a negative assessment of the cultural environment, thereby suppressing the formation of happiness. Therefore, CA as an important mediating path between regulating fit and wellbeing, is not only an external indicator at the behavioral level, but also an important result of the integration of individual psychological regulation and cultural cognition.

Based on the above theory and empirical basis, the following hypotheses are proposed:

	H3a: CRF positively predicts CA among international students in China.
	H3b: CA positively predicts SWB among international students in China.
	H3c: CA mediates the relationship between CRF and SWB.



2.4 The mediating role of IS

Although CRF can help enhance an individual's level of CA and wellbeing, this process is not a single positive path. For cross-cultural contexts with significant differences in values, the adaptation process is often accompanied by complex identity reconstruction challenges (Berry, 2005). Especially in highly collectivist cultural Settings, international students in China not only need to understand and accept specific behavioral norms and social expectations, but also often face the tension between identity consistency and cultural loyalty. When individuals fail to achieve effective coordination between their own cultural identity and the cultural expectations of the host country, what is called “identity strain” or “cultural identity conflict” occurs, manifested as phenomena such as ambiguous cultural roles, disharmony of values, limited self-expression and inconsistency between internal and external behaviors (Maertz et al., 2016; Nguyen and Benet-Martínez, 2013).

The emergence of IS often stems from the lack of regulatory fit. When an individual's habitual motivational style conflicts with the motivational structure of the cultural environment, such as the individual's pursuit of autonomy, self-expression and independence, while the collectivist culture emphasizes obedience to authority, collective interests first and social harmony, the individual has to sacrifice some self-expression to adapt to the environment. In this process, if the individual is unable to achieve value integration through the internal construction mechanism, the cultural adjustment process will turn to “self-repression” and “apparent compliance”, resulting in long-term psychological consumption and value fragmentation (Stray et al., 2024). This sense of inconsistency constitutes the core source of IS and is also regarded as one of the important precursors of failed cross-cultural adaptation.

IS is not only an emotional response to cultural conflicts, but also has persistent structural psychological consequences. Studies have shown that identity conflicts can significantly weaken an individual's sense of belonging, self-esteem and wellbeing, and may even induce psychological symptoms such as anxiety and depression (Tafarodi et al., 2012; Rahim et al., 2021). In the group of international students in China, when cultural regulation fails to bring about identity integration, individuals may exhibit formal integration in behavior and remain in a “psychological marginal state” emotionally, making it difficult to truly achieve cultural resonance and emotional stability. Compared with the short-term distress caused by insufficient behavioral adaptation, the erosion of happiness by IS is more concealed and persistent. Its negative impact often accumulates over a long period of time and is difficult to solve through short-term intervention.

Therefore, this paper proposes that although CRF can directly enhance wellbeing to a certain extent, its effect may also exert an indirect influence through the negative psychological mechanism of IS. When the fit is low, the more difficult it is for an individual to internalize the culture, the more likely they are to feel the inconsistency between their identity and the cultural environment, which in turn causes psychological distress and inhibits the generation of wellbeing.

Based on the above theoretical reasoning and empirical basis, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:

	H4a: CRF negatively predicts IS among international students in China.
	H4b: IS negatively predicts SWB among international students in China.
	H4c: IS mediates the relationship between CRF and SWB.



2.5 The moderating role of IVO

The positive effect of CRF on SWB does not have the same intensity in all populations, and its effect may be regulated by the internal cultural value orientation of individuals. Cultural values, as a deep psychological structure in the process of individual socialization, determine their cognitive assessment criteria and behavioral preferences in unfamiliar cultural Settings (Hofstede, 2011). In cross-cultural psychological research, individualistic or collectivist value orientations are widely used to predict an individual's sensitivity to cultural differences, the choice of adaptation strategies, and the degree of willingness to internalize culture (Chirkov et al., 2003). For international students in China, the IVO reflects their preference for autonomy, self-expression, and personal goals, and this orientation may significantly influence their situational assessment and psychological response to Chinese collectivist culture.

International students with a higher individualistic orientation are more likely to have a mismatch between their motivational systems and environmental expectations when they are in a collectivism-dominated cultural environment. This cognitive difference intensifies their perceived sensitivity to cultural differences, making them more dependent on internal fit judgments for cultural assessment and emotional regulation (Wu and Zhao, 2021). Against this backdrop, once an individual can align their regulatory focus with cultural incentive methods, the sense of regulatory fit they achieve will become even more significant, as it may serve as their “value breathing hole under cultural pressure”, thereby generating significant positive returns at the emotional experience level. That is to say, among individuals with a strong individualistic orientation, the positive predictive path of CRF for wellbeing will be more prominent. This mechanism can be seen as an adaptive buffering effect under the condition of “culture-motivation-value inconsistency”, that is, the IS mechanism provided by moderating fit shows stronger psychological compensatory power in a context of high cultural tension.

On the contrary, for international students with a strong collectivist value orientation, there is a higher natural consistency between their cultural behavior and Chinese social norms. In this context, accommodative fit still plays a role, but because the value structure itself is more compatible, individuals are less sensitive to fit, and their level of wellbeing is more likely to be influenced by direct social connections, collective belonging, and familiarity with the situation. Therefore, the marginal effect of moderating fit as a mediating mechanism is relatively low in such groups and is no longer the core path affecting wellbeing.

In addition, individualistic values not only influence the choice of adaptation strategies, but also the individual's path of meaning construction in the cultural environment, especially their role in motivation consistency and the formation of a sense of belonging cannot be ignored (Sagiv and Schwartz, 2022). Therefore, the IVO not only forms the background basis for the formation of cultural fit, but also determines whether an individual can gain psychological benefits from it after the formation of fit.

Based on the above reasoning, the following hypothesis is proposed:

	H5a: IVO moderates the effect of CRF on CA.
	H5b: IVO moderates the effect of CRF on IS.
	H5c: IVO moderates the direct effect of CRF on SWB.

The research framework of this study is shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Research framework.





3 Methodology


3.1 Research subjects and data collection

This study employed a multi-stage follow-up questionnaire design to enhance the causal inference ability of the model and capture the temporal evolution of psychological variables in international students during adaptation. The entire study period lasted for 6 months, with three measurement time points (T1, T2, T3) set, each about 2 months apart, to measure different core variables. The specific arrangements are as follows:

Phase T1 (Month 1): 380 questionnaires were distributed and 327 valid responses were collected. Study 1 used T1 data only to examine the relationship between CRF, IVO, and CA;

Phase T2 (Month 3): Study 2 focused on testing a dual mediation model and moderation effects based on the paired data from T1 and T2 (N = 226). This included the mediating variables CA and IS, which were measured at T2, as well as the moderator variable IVO. The measurement samples for three time periods are shown in Figure 2.
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FIGURE 2
 Measurement process.


Phase T3 (Month 6): Study 3 used the data collected at T3, in which 210 questionnaires were distributed and 196 valid responses were obtained. This dataset served as a delayed measurement of SWB to conduct robustness tests, verify temporal stability, and examine cross-cultural invariance through multi-group comparisons.

Each stage questionnaire was sent by the research team to the participants reserved email via an online questionnaire platform, such as Wenjuanxing, with a unique anonymous tracking code set for matching and data integration. To increase tracking rates and sample retention rates, the research team provided small rewards to respondents who completed all three measurements and continued communication and reminders through the Office of International Students. A total of 336 valid samples with complete data for all three phases were obtained, and the overall sample loss rate was controlled within 20%, meeting the criteria for follow-up studies. This design not only allows us to separate anagen, mediator and outcome variables in the time dimension, but also effectively alleviates the common method bias problem commonly found in cross-sectional designs.

Before the formal implementation of the questionnaire, the research team invited five experts in cross-cultural psychology to review the content of the questionnaire and conducted a pre-test on 20 informal samples to ensure the comprehensibility and cultural fit of the scale content. Before the questionnaire survey, the researchers explained the purpose of the study, the principle of anonymity and the use of the data to all participants and obtained their informed consent. The entire research process followed the Ethical Guidelines for Psychological Research to ensure that participants' rights were not violated.



3.2 Measures
 
a. Variable measurements

Five core variables were included in this study. They are respectively CRF, CA, and IS, SWB and IVO. All variables were measured by structured questionnaires, with items scored using the five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) to ensure cultural fit and operational consistency in understanding and scoring among respondents.

CRF, as the key predictor variable of this study, consists of six items and comprehensively measures the degree of subjective matching between an individual's own regulatory style and the value orientation of the host culture. The scale references a localized revision of the cultural context adaptation by Pan (2017), emphasizing cognitive experiences such as “I feel that my behavioral style matches the value orientation of Chinese culture.”

CA, as one of the mediating variables, consists of six items and measures the degree of adaptation of international students to the Chinese cultural environment at both the emotional and behavioral levels. The scale is adapted to the two-dimensional cultural adaptation framework proposed by Ward and Kennedy (1999) and is used to assess the overall adaptation status in the process of cultural environment integration.

IS consists of six items, measuring an individual's perception of psychological tension such as role conflicts, value contradictions, and identity confusion during the process of cultural identity integration. This scale refers to the cultural identity conflict framework developed by Ward et al. (2011) and is applicable to capturing common internal psychological frictions in cross-cultural environments.

SWB, as the outcome variable of this study, consists of five items, selected from the core dimensions of the PERMA model proposed by Seligman (2011), including positive emotions, sense of meaning, relationship quality and achievement experience, etc. The scale emphasizes the psychological dimension of quality wellbeing and is suitable for assessing long-term psychological wellbeing after cultural adaptation.

IVO was used as a moderating variable, consisting of six items, and referred to Sivadas et al. (2008) for the division of horizontal individualism and vertical individualism dimensions to measure the degree of value recognition of self-expression, independent judgment, and social evaluation by respondents. The scale has been widely used to identify the cultural tendencies of individualism in cross-cultural contexts.



b. Common method bias

Given that all the variables in this study were collected from the same source through self-administered questionnaires, there is a risk that Common Method Variance (CMV) may interfere with the relationships among the variables. To detect and control the CMV problem, Harman's Single-Factor Test and Unmeasured Latent Method Construct (ULMC) were used for verification in this study.

Harman's Single-Factor Test is one of the most commonly used statistical techniques for assessing Common Method Bias (CMB). In this test, all measurement items are subjected to an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) without rotation, and if a single factor emerges or one general factor accounts for more than 50% of the variance, it suggests the presence of common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In the Harman single-factor test, all measurement items were included in the unrotated exploratory factor analysis. The analysis results showed that the total variance explained by the first principal factor was 25.264%, well below the 50% warning line, indicating that the single factor did not dominate most of the variation and initially ruled out the risk of significant common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003; Fuller et al., 2016).

Furthermore, to enhance the robustness of CMV detection, this study adopted the ULMC method. The ULMC is a more rigorous confirmatory method for evaluating CMB. In this approach, a common latent factor is added to a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) model, and all observed variables are allowed to load onto it. If the method factor does not explain substantial variance in the observed variables, common method bias is unlikely to be a major concern (Podsakoff et al., 2012). To evaluate model fit, several indices were used, including χ2/df, CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR. According to standard criteria, CFI ≥ 0.90 indicates acceptable fit and ≥ 0.95 indicates good fit; RMSEA < 0.08 is acceptable and < 0.06 is considered good; SRMR < 0.08 is acceptable (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2023). To test for CMV a latent method factor was added to the CFA model. In the baseline model, the fit was good (χ2/df = 2.347, CFI = 0.948, RMSEA = 0.052, SRMR = 0.047). The extended model with the method factor showed only slight improvement (χ2/df = 2.276, CFI = 0.954, RMSEA = 0.049, SRMR = 0.045), and the change in CFI (ΔCFI = 0.006) did not exceed the 0.01 threshold (Williams et al., 1989). Together with Harman's single-factor test, these results suggest that CMV is not a major concern in this study.



c. Measurement model

To verify the reliability and validity of the measurement tools, this study employed CFA within a Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) framework. As shown in Table 1, all standardized factor loadings exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70 (ranging from 0.721 to 0.914), demonstrating strong indicator reliability (Hair, 2014). The Cronbach's α coefficients for all latent constructs were above 0.80 (0.821 to 0.928), and the Composite Reliability (CR) values were all greater than 0.88, indicating high internal consistency and construct reliability (Hair, 2014). Additionally, the average variance extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.553 to 0.803, surpassing the 0.50 threshold and supporting convergent validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

TABLE 1  CFA analysis.


	Construct
	Item label
	Standardized loading
	Cronbach's α
	C.R
	AVE





	CRF
	CRF1
	0.85
	0.901
	0.909
	0.672



	CRF2
	0.833



	CRF3
	0.768



	CRF4
	0.827



	CRF5
	0.727



	CRF6
	0.836



	CA
	CA1
	0.795
	0.87
	0.834
	0.692



	CA2
	0.757



	CA3
	0.815



	CA4
	0.813



	CA5
	0.744



	CA6
	0.715



	IS
	IS1
	0.779
	0.861
	0.863
	0.677



	IS2
	0.801



	IS3
	0.85



	IS4
	0.859



	IS5
	0.795



	IS6
	0.831



	IVO
	IVO1
	0.713
	0.906
	0.861
	0.604



	IVO2
	0.826



	IVO3
	0.844



	IVO4
	0.774



	IVO5
	0.782



	IVO6
	0.846



	SWB
	SWB1
	0.78
	0.878
	0.877
	0.718



	SWB2
	0.829



	SWB3
	0.743



	SWB4
	0.769



	SWB5
	0.811






Further, this study evaluated the discriminant validity between latent variables based on the Fornell-Larcker discriminant validity test. As shown in Table 2, the AVE square root (diagonal) values of all latent variables were greater than their correlation coefficients with other latent variables (non-diagonal), indicating good discriminant validity among constructs. For example, the AVE square root of CRF is 0.824, significantly higher than its correlations with CA (0.611), IS (0.482), SWB (0.519), and IVO (0.493), and comparisons among other variables also conform to this criterion.

TABLE 2  Discriminant validity.


	Construct
	CRF
	CA
	IS
	IVO
	SWB
	VIF





	CRF
	0.825
	0.408
	0.615
	0.645
	0.541
	1.78



	CA
	0.568
	0.772
	0.376
	0.307
	0.57
	1.94



	IS
	0.535
	0.464
	0.776
	0.599
	0.602
	3.12



	IVO
	0.408
	0.63
	0.363
	0.802
	0.532
	1.95



	SWB
	0.308
	0.513
	0.429
	0.591
	0.815
	2.95






In addition, to rule out potential multicollinearity issues, the study also calculated the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) for each latent variable. As shown in Table 2, the VIF values of all variables were between 1.780 and 3.120, well below the general threshold of 10 for judging multicollinearity, indicating that there was no serious risk of multicollinearity in this study (Hair, 2014). Therefore, the combined results of factor loading, reliability index, aggregated validity and discriminant validity confirm that the measurement model of this study has good measurement quality.




3.3 Data analysis methods

To comprehensively test the proposed mediating effect and moderating effect paths, in the data analysis stage of this study, SPSS 26.0 combined with PROCESS was used for multi-step path analysis. First, the raw data were preprocessed using SPSS, including missing value processing, sample matching, norm statistical description and variable distribution test, and invalid samples that did not complete the three-stage questionnaire were excluded to ensure the completeness and temporal consistency of the analyzed samples.

In terms of variable relationship testing, multiple models in the PROCESS were adopted to verify how cultural regulatory fit affects subjective wellbeing through cultural adaptation and identity strain, and to investigate the possible moderating effect of individualistic value orientation in this process. Specifically, Model 4 was used to test the dual mediating path of CRF (X) → CA/IS (M) → SWB (Y); Then Model 1 and Model 14 were used to test the moderating effect of IVO (W) on the X → Y direct path and the X → M path respectively; For further verification of the significance of the moderating mediating effect, Model 58 is used to assess the moderating effect of the moderating variable on the entire indirect path, that is, whether there is a “conditional indirect effect”.

All path analyses were tested for significance using bias-corrected bootstrapping, with the number of repeated samples set at 5,000 times and 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals constructed. If the confidence interval does not contain zero, the path effect is considered statistically significant (Hayes, 2017). In addition, to enhance the explanatory power of the model, demographic variables such as gender, age, and length of residence in China were controlled for inclusion as covariates in the model.

The overall analysis path design helps to deeply reveal how CRF affects the wellbeing of international students through multiple psychological mechanisms, and further clarify the regulatory role of IVO in the process of cross-cultural adaptation, providing rigorous empirical support for understanding the dynamic relationship between CA and SWB.




4 Empirical analysis


4.1 Study1 empirical test

Objective: To verify the impact of CRF on CA, And to explore the moderating effect of IVO, this study is based on 327 valid samples from stage T1 and uses moderating regression analysis for the test.

Participants: In Study 1 (T1 stage), a total of 380 international students from multiple universities in China were invited to participate, and 327 valid responses were collected. Participants were recruited using stratified sampling to ensure diversity across geographic and institutional contexts. Specifically, 56.8% of the participants were enrolled in universities located in eastern China, 23.4% in central China, and 19.8% in western China. In terms of academic level, 68.9% of participants were undergraduate students, 24.5% were master's students, and 6.6% were doctoral students. Regarding gender distribution, 48.3% identified as male, and 51.7% as female. The majority of respondents were aged 18–25 years old (58.3%), followed by those aged 26–35 (29.7%). Participants came from a broad range of cultural backgrounds, including Asia (52.6%), Africa (21.8%), Europe (15.5%), and other regions such as South America and Oceania (10.1%). Their academic disciplines spanned science and engineering, business, humanities, and other fields relevant to cross-cultural research. The duration of participants' stay in China ranged from 3 to 48 months, with a mean of 17.4 months (SD = 8.7). All participants demonstrated sufficient proficiency in English or Chinese to understand and complete the questionnaire.

Results: As shown in Table 3, CRF has a significant positive predictive effect on CA (β = 0.584, p = 0.005), supporting hypothesis H1, indicating that when the behavioral patterns of international students in China are more in line with the orientation of Chinese culture, their level of CA significantly improves. The influence of IVO itself on CA is not significant (β = 0.293, p = 0.169), and the interaction term of its fit with CRF does not reach a significant level (β = −0.027, p = 0.562), which does not support the moderating effect hypothesis H2. This indicates that in the sample of this study, the degree of individual recognition of independence and autonomous value does not significantly modulate the path of CRF on CA.

TABLE 3  Results of regression analysis in study1.


	Variables
	β value
	SE
	t value
	p value
	Lower 95% CI
	Upper 95% CI





	Constant term
	−0.189
	0.931
	−0.203
	0.840
	−2.020
	1.643



	CRF
	0.584**
	0.205
	2.853
	0.005
	0.181
	0.987



	IVO
	0.293
	0.212
	1.379
	0.169
	−0.125
	0.710



	CRF × IVO
	−0.027
	0.047
	−0.580
	0.562
	−0.119
	0.065



	R2
	0.270
	
	
	
	
	



	F
	37.529
	
	
	
	
	




**p < 0.01.



The overall model fits well with a coefficient of determination R2 = 0.270, indicating that the model is significant (F = 36.529, p < 0.001), suggesting that the independent variables have some explanatory power for CA. However, the small increment of R2 in the interaction term (ΔR2 = 0.001) further validates the insignificance of the moderating effect. Combined with the above results, Study 1 preliminarily verified the importance of CRF as a anvariate variable. However, the moderating role of individualistic values has not yet been empirically supported, and it may be necessary to further investigate its performance in subsequent psychological mechanisms.



4.2 Study2 empirical test

Objective: Study 2 aims to be based on paired samples from phases T1 and T2, To further verify how CRF indirectly affects the SWB of international students in China through CA and IS, and examine the moderating effect of IVO on the relationship between CRF and SWB.

Participants: In Study 2 (T2 stage), we adopted a multi-stage paired tracking design to follow up with participants from the initial Study 1 sample. Out of the 300 participants who consented to be re-contacted, we successfully tracked and obtained 226 valid responses, yielding a tracking retention rate of 75.3%. The follow-up sample preserved strong demographic and cultural diversity. Regarding gender, 46.0% of respondents were male, and 54.0% were female. The age distribution was concentrated between 18 and 30 years, with 62.8% aged 18–24 and 30.1% aged 25–30, aligning with the typical international student demographic profile. In terms of cultural background, 53.1% of participants were from Asian countries, 22.6% from African countries, 14.2% from European countries, and 10.1% from other regions such as South America and Oceania. This distribution ensured robust cross-cultural variation for empirical investigation. Regarding academic level, 58.4% of respondents were undergraduate students, 29.6% were master's students, and the remaining 12.0% included doctoral candidates and non-degree exchange students. Additionally, more than 90% of participants had resided in China for over 6 months, indicating sufficient cultural immersion for meaningful assessment of adaptation experiences.

Results: To further investigate the mechanisms through which CRF influences international students' SWB, this study employed multiple regression and PROCESS mediation analyses based on a sample of 256 international students, using a 7-point Likert scale.

As shown in Table 4, CRF had a significant positive predictive effect on CA (β = 0.550, p < 0.001), supporting H1, and significantly predicted SWB (β = 0.494, p = 0.018), supporting H2. CRF also significantly negatively predicted IS (β = −0.420, p < 0.001), indicating that higher fit perception leads to lower psychological tension.

TABLE 4  Results of study2 regression analysis.


	Path
	β
	t
	SE
	95% CI
	p





	CRF SWB
	0.494
	2.374
	0.208
	[0.084, 0.904]
	0.018*



	IVO SWB
	−0.067
	−1.075
	0.044
	[−0.132, 0.039]
	0.283



	CRF × IVO → SWB
	−0.040
	−0.635
	0.063
	[−0.163, 0.084]
	0.528



	CRF × IVO → CA
	−0.183
	−0.238
	0.768
	[−0.769, 0.133]
	0.811



	CRF × IVO → IS
	0.123
	1.5
	0.082
	[−0.038, 0.286]
	0.134



	CRF → CA
	0.550
	14.63
	0.038
	[0.476, 0.624]
	< 0.001***



	CRF → IS
	−0.420
	−11.86
	0.035
	[−0.490, −0.350]
	< 0.001***



	CA → SWB
	0.365
	6.65
	0.055
	[0.257, 0.473]
	< 0.001***



	IS → SWB
	−0.304
	−5.21
	0.058
	[−0.419, −0.189]
	< 0.001***



	CRF → SWB (direct effect, after mediation)
	0.049
	0.93
	0.052
	[−0.054, 0.151]
	0.353



	Indirect path
	Beta.
	SE
	95 % Bootstrap CI
	Whether significant



	CRF → SWB (Total indirect effect)
	0.328
	0.042
	[0.248, 0.413]
	Significant



	CRF → CA → SWB
	0.201
	0.036
	[0.134, 0.275]
	Significant



	CRF → IS → SWB
	0.128
	0.027
	[0.079, 0.184]
	Significant




*p < 0.05,

***p < 0.001.



Further analyses revealed that CA positively predicted SWB (β = 0.365, p < 0.001), while IS negatively predicted SWB (β = −0.304, p < 0.001). After introducing CA and IS as mediators, the direct effect of CRF on SWB was no longer significant (β = 0.049, p = 0.353), suggesting a full mediation effect.

Bootstrapping (5,000 samples) confirmed the total indirect effect of CRF on SWB was significant [β = 0.328, 95% CI (0.248, 0.413)]:

The mediating effect via CA (CRF → CA → SWB) was significant [β = 0.201, 95% CI (0.134, 0.275)], supporting H3a, H3b and H3c.

The mediating effect via IS (CRF → IS → SWB) was also significant [β = 0.128, 95% CI (0.079, 0.184)], supporting H4a, H4b, and H4c.

In testing the moderating role of IVO, interaction terms were examined:

The interaction effect of CRF × IVO on SWB was not significant (β = −0.040, p = 0.528), thus H5a was not supported.

The interaction effect of CRF × IVO on CA was also not significant (β = −0.183, p = 0.811), thus H5b was not supported.

The interaction effect of CRF × IVO on IS was marginal and non-significant (β = 0.123, p = 0.134), thus H5c was not supported.

Taken together, the results support H1–H4, but not H5a–H5c, indicating that while cultural regulatory fit enhances wellbeing through increasing cultural adaptation and reducing identity strain, the moderating role of individualistic value orientation was not statistically significant in any tested pathway.



4.3 Study 3: robustness tests and supplementary analyses

Objective: To verify the robustness of the results of the first two studies and further eliminate the influence of common method bias, Study 3 was designed as a time-delay tracking measurement experiment. The SWB scores of the subjects were collected again in the form of time delay to observe whether CRF has a continuous predictive effect on subjective wellbeing. In addition, to further test the cross-cultural applicability of the study model, this study selected a sample of international students from different cultural backgrounds and conducted measurements under the same context Settings to compare the consistency of variable relationships among different subgroups.

Participants: In Study 3 (T3 stage), we conducted a delayed follow-up survey 2 months after the completion of T2 to assess the temporal stability and cross-cultural invariance of key relationships. A total of 210 questionnaires were distributed, and 196 valid paired responses were obtained, corresponding to a tracking rate of 86.7% based on the T2 sample. Among these 196 respondents, 47.0% were male and 53.0% were female, with a mean age of 24.3 years (SD = 3.9). In terms of cultural background, 49.5% of the participants were from Asian countries (e.g., Thailand, Vietnam, Pakistan), 27.6% from African countries (e.g., Nigeria, Kenya, Egypt), and 22.9% from Latin America and other regions (e.g., Brazil, Argentina, Oceania). Regarding educational level, 62.2% were undergraduate students, 28.6% were master's students, and 9.2% were either doctoral students or non-degree exchange participants. The T3 questionnaire reassessed SWB as a delayed outcome variable to conduct robustness checks and examine the temporal consistency of the proposed mediation and moderation effects. Additionally, this dataset enabled multi-group analyses to explore the cultural invariance of the model. All respondents demonstrated sufficient language proficiency in either English or Chinese, ensuring the reliability of the data collected.

Result: The delay measurement results show that CRF still has a significant positive predictive effect on SWB at time point T1 for time point T2 (β = 0.317, t = 3.12, p = 0.002), indicating that its influence has a certain degree of persistence. Further introduction of CA as a mediating variable showed that the direct effect of CRF on SWB decreased to insignificant (β = 0.072, p = 0.229), while the indirect effect through CA was significant [β = 0.245, Bootstrap 95% CI = (0.161, 0.345)] It once again confirmed the mediating mechanism of CA and was consistent with the conclusion of Study 2.

To further test the applicability of the study model among different cultural background groups, this study used multi-group path analysis, with cultural background (Asian cultural group vs. non-Asian cultural group) as the grouping variable, To examine whether the structural path of the model is structurally invariance between the two groups. The analysis showed that the χ2 differences in most of the model's paths were not significant, indicating that the model had good cross-cultural stability across different cultural groups.

As shown in Table 5 The influence of CRF on CA (Δχ2 = 2.15, p = 0.143), on IS (Δχ2 = 2.91, p = 0.088), and its direct effect on SWB (Δχ2 = 1.05). There were no significant differences between the groups. Meanwhile, the negative path of IS on SWB (Δχ2 = 1.58, p = 0.209) also shows invariance. These results suggest that the effect of CRF as a moderating mechanism on the SWB pathway is generally robust across different cultural contexts.

TABLE 5  Multi-group path analysis with cultural background as grouping variable.


	Path relationship
	Free model χ2 (df)
	Constrained model χ2 (df)
	Δχ2 (df)
	p
	Whether significant





	CRF → CA
	1242.36 (806)
	1244.51 (807)
	2.15 (1)
	0.143
	Not significant



	CRF → IS
	1242.36 (806)
	1245.27 (807)
	2.91 (1)
	0.088
	Not significant



	CA → SWB
	1242.36 (806)
	1247.86 (807)
	5.50 (1)
	0.019
	Significant



	IS → SWB
	1242.36 (806)
	1243.94 (807)
	1.58 (1)
	0.209
	Not significant



	CRF → SWB (direct effect)
	1242.36 (806)
	1243.41 (807)
	1.05 (1)
	0.305
	Not significant




Δχ2 values are calculated as the χ2 of the constrained model minus the χ2 of the free model; all df differences = 1; p-values are estimated using the χ2 distribution.



However, there was a significant difference in the positive path of CA on SWB between the two groups (Δχ2 = 5.50, p = 0.019), suggesting that the influence of CA on SWB is moderated by cultural background. Specifically, the standardized regression coefficient of this path was slightly higher in the Asian cultural group than in the non-Asian cultural group, suggesting that CA had a stronger promoting effect on SWB in the group closer to the host culture. This finding suggests that when promoting wellbeing among international students in China, differentiated adaptation support strategies should be provided in light of cultural background differences.




5 Discussion


5.1 Interpretation of key findings

This study focuses on analyzing the mechanism by which CRF affects the SWB of international students in China. By constructing a dual mediating model that includes CA and IS, and introducing IVO as a moderating variable, it attempts to reveal how fit affects an individual's psychological state and wellbeing level in a real cross-cultural context.

Firstly, the research found that CRF has a significant positive impact on CA. This is in line with the positive effect of cultural support on individual cross-cultural adaptation emphasized by existing studies (Ng et al., 2017; Liao et al., 2021). When international students subjectively feel respect and understanding of their original culture in their home culture, they are more likely to show active psychological engagement and positive cultural interaction. Unlike previous approaches that focused on “external resource” interventions (Tavares, 2024), this study emphasizes subjective harmonization at the individual cognitive level. The sense of fit reflects a kind of “cultural context sensitivity,” when individuals believe their own culture can be inclusive, they are more willing to psychologically lower their defenses and establish a new cultural belonging. Secondly, this study further verified the dual-path influence of fit on SWB by simultaneously introducing CA and IS as mediating variables. This mechanism echoes the cultural conflict perspective, which has gained increasing attention in cultural psychology in recent years, that cross-cultural individuals often face internal contradictions in the process of identity adjustment (Nguyen et al., 2023). Research has found that when individuals have a strong perception of CRF, it not only helps to form positive adaptive behaviors but also significantly alleviates identity conflicts, reduces internal consumption of psychological energy, and thereby enhances their overall sense of wellbeing. This point confirms that IS is not an uncontrollable by-product in the process of CA, but rather a psychological state that can be regulated by preceding variables (Sagiv and Schwartz, 2022). However, the moderating effect of IVO was not as significant as expected. Although theoretically individualists may place more emphasis on the fit between the self and the cultural environment (Triandis, 1989), empirical results show that this variable has a weaker moderating effect on the relationship between fit and happiness. This phenomenon may stem from two aspects: one is that the differences in values in the sample are small, resulting in an insignificant moderating effect; The cultural fit itself has a strong predictive power and may dominate the path in the model, thereby masking the marginal effect of the moderating variable. Unlike earlier studies that emphasized the moderation of cultural values (Singelis et al., 1995), the results of this study suggest that in real cultural interaction, actual interaction experience and cultural acceptance may explain the source of individual wellbeing more than value orientation. This provides a theoretical cautionary note for future research to re-examine the boundaries of the value regulation hypothesis. Finally, the analysis results on cross-cultural applicability are also worthy of attention. While the overall path structure shows good consistency between Asian and non-Asian cultural groups (e.g., most paths do not show significant differences), there are certain differences between the two cultural background groups on the impact of CA on SWB path. This result supports the research trend of asymmetry of cultural effects in recent years, that is, the same variable may produce differences in intensity or direction in different cultural contexts (Bierwiaczonek and Kunst, 2021). This suggests that while cultural adaptation models are structurally universal, the significance of specific paths is still influenced by cultural context. Therefore, in actual cross-cultural educational interventions, tailored support strategies should be adopted for individuals with different cultural backgrounds. For example, for international students from highly collectivist cultural backgrounds, emphasis should be placed on guiding collective belonging and identity resources; for highly individualistic groups, more emphasis should be placed on the space for cultural expression and respect for individuality.



5.2 Theoretical contributions

This study focuses on the relatively new variable of CRF, delves deeply into its influence path on SWB, and attempts to expand the existing theories in the following three aspects.

First, the research systematically constructed the concept of CRF and clarified its mechanism of action. This concept is different from the one-way identity or cultural distance indicators in traditional cultural adaptation models. Instead, it emphasizes the interactive cognition between the individual and the host culture, belonging to the psychological dimension of relative cultural integration. In recent years, scholars have come to recognize that adaptation is not merely the adjustment of external behavior, but also the subjective perception of the harmony of the cultural environment. This study responds to this theoretical shift and fills the gap in relevant empirical research.

Second, the study, for the first time, started from the dual-channel mechanism to verify the mediating role of CA and IS between CRF and SWB. Compared with previous studies that focused solely on positive adaptation pathways (e.g., Tavares, 2024), this study points out that the process of CA can both enhance SWB and cause identity distress due to cultural conflicts, resulting in negative psychological consequences. This “coexistence of positive and defensive mechanisms” model perspective provides theoretical support for a more comprehensive understanding of cross-cultural psychological responses.

Thirdly, the study supplements the discussion of boundary conditions in cultural psychology regarding the moderating role of IVO. Although a large number of previous literature suggest that value orientations (such as individualism/collectivism) can significantly regulate the CA process (Sagiv and Schwartz, 2022), the results of this study suggest that the moderating effect of intrinsic values may be suppressed in strongly fitting emotional situations. This finding provides an empirical basis for the “context-dependent” nature of value regulation mechanisms and an important reference for future definitions of the scope of action of value dimensions.



5.3 Practical contributions

This study provides valuable insights for universities and policy-makers aiming to support the adaptation and wellbeing of international students in China. First, institutions should align their cultural environment with students motivational tendencies. By offering programs that emphasize either achievement and exploration or safety and responsibility, universities can better accommodate diverse student needs and create a more supportive psychological climate. Second, the findings emphasize the importance of reducing identity strain while strengthening cultural integration. Support measures should go beyond academic assistance to include culturally inclusive spaces, mental health services, and peer mentoring programs that help students navigate dual cultural identities and reduce psychological stress. Third, the study underscores that adaptation is a continuous process. Institutions should provide long-term, responsive support that evolves with students over time. Monitoring their adjustment at different academic stages and offering tailored guidance can improve their wellbeing, academic performance, and overall satisfaction, while also strengthening the institution's ability to attract and retain international talent.



5.4 Research limitations and future research directions

Although this study has achieved positive results in theoretical construction and empirical testing, several limitations need to be acknowledged. First, despite the use of longitudinal tracking to enhance the dynamic representativeness of the data, this study was not strictly longitudinal in design. Specifically, it did not conduct comprehensive comparisons among different measurement stages nor rigorously examine temporal causality through methods such as Cross-Lagged Panel Modeling (CLPM). Therefore, the causal relationships among cultural regulatory fit, cultural adaptation, identity strain, and subjective wellbeing need to be interpreted with caution. Future research could adopt rigorous longitudinal methodologies and analytical approaches such as CLPM to more precisely validate the temporal dynamics and causal directionality between these variables. Second, the generalizability of the findings might be limited due to sample biases. Because the current sample primarily came from universities located in eastern China, differences related to regional cultural contexts and resource availability could potentially affect the external validity of the conclusions. Future research should broaden sample coverage, including universities in the central and western regions and those situated in non-first-tier cities, to improve the generalizability and applicability of the proposed theoretical model. Third, although IVO was introduced as a moderating variable, empirical results did not support its hypothesized moderating effect. One possible reason could be that the operationalization of IVO was biased toward a macro-level measurement, which might not sufficiently capture subtle individual psychological differences. Future studies could consider introducing more fine-grained psychological variables, such as social comparison tendencies or self-boundary sense, to more accurately uncover the mechanisms underlying the interactions between cultural values and regulatory fit. Finally, despite the overall structural stability of the model across different cultural contexts, some paths varied significantly between groups. This suggests that while the model exhibits a general structural consistency, the underlying mechanisms might vary across different cultural contexts. Future research could further investigate additional culturally sensitive variables, such as complexity of cultural identity or perceived cultural diversity, to deepen understanding regarding how cultural background differences moderate the adaptation process.




6 Conclusions

This study explored how CRF influences the SWB of international students in China, proposing a dual mediating mechanism involving CA and IS, with IVO as a moderator. The empirical findings demonstrated that CRF significantly enhances CA and simultaneously reduces IS, both of which play critical mediating roles in improving students‘ SWB. Contrary to theoretical expectations, the moderating effect of IVO was not significant, indicating that direct perceptions of cultural fit might outweigh the impact of inherent value orientations in real cross-cultural contexts. Multi-group analyses confirmed the robustness and structural consistency of the model across Asian and non-Asian student groups, though specific path intensities varied, notably in the CA to SWB link, emphasizing the contextual sensitivity of cultural adaptation processes. This study enriches cultural psychology by uncovering the dual-path (adaptive vs. defensive) cognitive-emotional mechanisms linking CRF and wellbeing. Practically, it highlights the importance of tailored institutional interventions focusing on psychological fit and identity integration to enhance international students' adaptation and overall experience in host countries.
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Appendix

I. CRF, 6 items

Refer to Higgins' (2005) theory of moderative focus combined with perception of cultural values.

I feel that my behavioral style matches the cultural values in China.

My thinking style is appropriate in the social contexts of China.

I believe my way of expressing myself is easily understood and accepted in China.

I can naturally adjust my behaviors when interacting with Chinese people.

My lifestyle in China does not conflict much with the local culture.

I find that the value orientation in Chinese culture aligns with my own regulatory orientation.

II. CA, 6 items

Reference Ward and Kennedy (1999) Cultural Adaptation Two-dimensional Scale (Behavioral adaptation and emotional adaptation).

I feel I can handle everyday life in China with ease.

I understand the behavioral and communicative patterns of Chinese people.

I can establish positive interpersonal relationships with Chinese friends.

I feel I have emotionally adapted to Chinese culture.

I feel comfortable when interacting with Chinese people.

I have gradually adapted to China's pace of life and social norms.

III. IS, 6 items

Refer to the cultural identity conflict Scale of Ward et al. (2011).

I often feel my cultural identity cannot be fully expressed in China.

I am uncertain about which cultural group I belong to.

Sometimes I feel that my role in Chinese society is ambiguous.

Living in China requires me to give up parts of my original identity.

Conflicts between cultural values make me confused.

I feel a sense of inner tension in my life in China.

IV. SWB, 5 items

Refer to Seligman (2011) simplified Chinese version of the PERMA model.

I feel that my life has meaning.

I usually feel positive and optimistic about the future.

I feel fulfilled and supported in my interpersonal relationships.

I am satisfied with my accomplishments.

I often experience a state of engagement and fulfillment.

V. IVO, 6 items

Refer to the dimensions of “horizontal individualism” and “vertical individualism” in the Individualism/collectivism scale of Sivadas et al. (2008).

Successfully completing a task gives me more satisfaction than working in a team.

I prefer to think and act independently.

I believe everyone should be responsible for their own success.

It is important for me to achieve more than others.

I want others to acknowledge that I am independent and self-directed.

Social status is an important measure of success for me.
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Introduction: Cultural values and belief systems are reflected in gateway contexts in societies, including educational settings. Yet, little is known about how values and norms are instantiated in higher education messages and how they may vary across cultural contexts during a global public health crisis. In this cross-cultural qualitative study, we examined cultural values and norms embedded in institutional messages at the early outset of the COVID-19 pandemic, exploring between-culture variations using an independence-interdependence framework. We also explored whether US higher education institutions addressed anti-Asian hate.
Methods: We coded and analyzed early institutional announcements addressing the COVID-19 pandemic from the top 100 US universities and liberal arts colleges as well as 20 universities in China.
Results: Thematic analysis revealed cultural similarities in Chinese and US institutional emphases on following political and medical authorities and collaboration. US institutions stressed support for students, “future as uncertain” appraisals, assurance of academic success, and validation of students’ emotions in line with soft independence. In contrast, Chinese universities promoted compliance, moral duty, and individual responsibility for a collective problem in line with interdependence. Few US institutions acknowledged Asians/Asian Americans as being targets of racial bias or discrimination, yet some announcements also implicitly linked COVID-19 with China or Asia (e.g., travel warnings and origin statements).
Discussion: Findings illuminate the cultural patterning of norms, values, and priorities in different contexts in response to the same global event and demonstrate both the invisibility and hypervisibility of Asians/Asian Americans during a racialized global pandemic.
Public significance statement: Select higher education institutions in the US and China emphasized political/medical authority and collaboration in announcements addressing the COVID-19 pandemic. US institutions tended to focus on independent needs and norms (student support, emotional validation, assurance of academic success) and framed the future as being uncertain, while Chinese universities stressed interdependent messages about compliance as well as moral duty and individual responsibility for a collective problem. Most US institutions overlooked Asians/Asian Americans as being potential targets of racial bias or discrimination in the context of the pandemic, yet some institutions implicitly linked COVID-19 to China or Asia.
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1 Introduction

Models of self and agency are rooted in prevailing cultural values and belief systems, which are reflected in gateway institutions and contexts in societies across the globe. These cultural models are shared among individuals and reflected in daily life and practices in societies, with the framework of independence-interdependence being among the most dominant theoretical approaches to understanding cultural variations and orientations toward the self (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 2010). Prevalent in WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic) contexts (Henrich et al., 2010), like the United States, Western Europe, and Australia, values and norms ingrained in independence highlight the centrality of the self, autonomy, uniqueness, and freedom of self-expression (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 2018). In contrast, interdependent values and norms are common in Africa, Latin America, and Asia. Interdependence is often framed in terms of prioritizing the needs of close others, preserving group harmony and bonds, and viewing the self as embedded in social relationships (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 2018). In particular, Confucian values undergird a greater emphasis on conformity, obedience, and social hierarchy in East Asian cultures in comparison to uniqueness and self-differentiation in Western cultures (Kim and Markus, 1999) To date, a growing but small number of studies have examined how these cultural mandates of independence and interdependence are instantiated in higher education institutional settings (Chang et al., 2020; Stephens et al., 2012). Less is known regarding the ways in which cultural norms and values are reflected in institutional messages and how they may differ across cultural and educational contexts, especially in response to unique shared events such as a global pandemic. One exception is a recent study by O’Shea et al. (2022) that used crisis management frameworks to examine publicly available communications tracked over 6 months at 27 institutions in the US, China, and Canada. The authors found that Chinese institutions explicitly promoted compliance with the government and solidarity as a community, whereas US institutions demonstrated particular attentiveness to the impact of cancelation of athletic events and commencement ceremonies.

Culture shapes not only individuals and societies but also the psychological experience of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. In December 2019, the first cases of the virus were reported in China. The first US case of COVID-19 was reported on January 21, 2020, and the World Health Organization announced a global health emergency on January 30, 2020 (Keni et al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic fundamentally disrupted, upended, and altered daily routines, travel, educational and socioeconomic systems, social relationships and interactions, and ways of being. The consequences of the pandemic extended to all levels of individual, community, national, and global functioning, with well-documented impacts on subjective well-being and coping processes (Zacher and Rudolph, 2021), with evidence of additional cultural shaping of coping processes in the early stages of the pandemic (Benjamin and Wang, 2024). Gateway institutions, like universities and colleges, had to pivot to remote modalities and to implement institutional changes due to the outbreak and subsequent quarantine and governmental restrictions. The racialization of the COVID-19 pandemic also perpetuated racist stereotypes about Chinese people, heightening fear and hostile behaviors toward Asians/Asian Americans in the US (Cheah et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2020). It is within this context that we sought to examine the specific content and processes of culture during a global public health crisis by coding and analyzing higher education institutional announcements.

Cultural models of self are not mere properties of individuals that reside in the head; they have a psychological basis, but they are also enacted by individuals and institutions and manifest in structures, social practices, and products (Adams and Markus, 2004; Snibbe and Markus, 2005). Yet, research has focused much less on cultural products (e.g., advertisements, texts, and other collectively shared cultural representations) that foster and uphold different cultural norms (Cohen, 2007; Lamoreaux and Morling, 2012; Morling and Lamoreaux, 2008). Cultural products, like institutional and political messages, reflect both the psyche and sociocultural context—consequential to both the self and society at large. For instance, prior studies suggest media messages and political rhetoric may contribute to the “othering” of perceived outgroups (Eichelberger, 2007; Reny and Barreto, 2020).

Culture refers to consensually shared meanings that shape the self and influence behavior. In WEIRD contexts, norms aligned with independence encourage individuals to assert uniqueness, exercise personal choice, and prioritize personal needs and preferences, whereas norms aligned with interdependence focus on relatedness and encourage accommodation, adjustment, and orientation toward ingroup goals and the community (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Morling et al., 2002). In the United States, higher education settings are institutional cultures that tend to be centered on independence, and specifically a form of soft or expressive independence that is more common in middle-and upper-class cultural contexts (Chang et al., 2020; Kusserow, 2012; Stephens et al., 2012). Soft independence emphasizes cultivated growth to reach one’s potential, in addition to influence, self-expression, and self-differentiation, whereas hard independence (more characteristic of working-class cultural contexts) emphasizes self-reliance, resilience, and emotional toughness (Chang et al., 2020; Kusserow, 2012). Thus, we aimed to examine cultural norms and values reflected in higher education announcements at the early outset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

After the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, prejudice and discrimination (i.e., derogatory and hostile attitudes and behaviors) against individuals of Asian descent increased in the US and other Western countries (Cheah et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2020; Jeung et al., 2021). Analyses of the online social media platform Twitter (now X) showed significant increases in anti-Asian sentiments in connection with the hashtags “COVID-19” and “Chinese virus” between March 9 and 23 in 2020 (Hswen et al., 2021), and over 11,000 reports of hate incidents targeting Asians/Asian Americans in the US were made to the Stop Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI) Hate coalition after March 2020 (Stop AAPI Hate). Not surprisingly, research has found that US Asians (compared to US Whites) have experienced a disproportionate mental health impact due to COVID-19 related discrimination (Wu et al., 2021; Lee and Waters, 2021). This surge in anti-Asian hate takes place within a lengthy history of discrimination and violence against Asian Americans, perpetuated by US policy (e.g., Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882; Takaki, 1998) and prevailing societal practices (e.g., racial denigration and misperceiving Asian Americans as foreigners; Huynh et al., 2011). Racialized scapegoating of Asian Americans has a long-standing US history, with anti-Asian rhetoric and violence escalating during periods of political, economic, and social duress [e.g., internment of Japanese Americans during World War II; racialization of the 2003 severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic; Eichelberger, 2007; Takaki, 1998]. The racialization of COVID-19 (e.g., “Wuhan or Chinese virus,” “kung flu”) evokes the centuries-old “Yellow Peril” racist trope that renders those perceived to be Asians as a vile and dangerous foreign evil (Chen et al., 2020; Takaki, 1998). Although Asian Americans have increased visibility and presence in terms of numeric representation related to US population growth (Vespa et al., 2018) and college enrollment (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021), Asian Americans are marginalized and understudied, and research on Asian Americans is underfunded (Đoàn et al., 2019; Yi, 2020).

In sum, we sought to explore both cultural variation and similarity in the norms and values of higher education announcements, with attention to institutional messaging on anti-Asian hate, at the early outset of the COVID-19 outbreak.


1.1 The current study

The current cross-cultural qualitative study used naturalistic data (i.e., drawn from the phenomenon’s natural setting) and employed thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2022), a methodology that is well-suited for investigating and illuminating cross-cultural patterns in qualitative data drawn from their local contexts. We explored the following research questions:


	1. What prevailing cultural norms and values are found in online public-facing announcements posted by higher education institutions in the US and China at the outset of the COVID-19 outbreak?

	2. What are cross-cultural variations in cultural mandates reflecting independence and interdependence (e.g., cultural imperatives connected to threat, vulnerability, individual/collective responsibility, and suggested actions)?

	3. What kinds of messages do US higher education institutions convey about anti-Asian xenophobia and discrimination at the outset of the racialized context of the pandemic?



We gathered, coded, and analyzed public-facing higher education announcements about their institutional response to COVID-19 in the US and China. This methodological approach is consistent with past research demonstrating that representations of cultural values and norms manifest in cultural products “outside the head” (Morling and Lamoreaux, 2008), including song lyrics (Snibbe and Markus, 2005), children’s books (Tsai et al., 2007), school textbooks (Imada, 2012), and the like. Studies on the culture of education are overall sparse and have tended to rely on self-report survey data (e.g., asking university administrators to report on institutional expectations; Stephens et al., 2012). While there is value in using cultural experts, cultural contexts are also integral in the transmission of values and norms in higher education settings.

We conducted thematic analysis, an approach designed to shed light on both observable (manifest) and underlying (latent) content by recognizing, categorizing, analyzing, and revealing patterns across qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2022). Thematic analysis can be inductive (“bottom up” or data-driven) or theoretical (“top down” or analyst-driven) in the process of coding data (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2022). A notable strength of thematic analysis is deepening comprehension of textual meaning (Neuendorf, 2018). As such, cultural products and qualitative methods serve as an important methodological means—providing depth of understanding of the dynamic relationship between cultures and psychological phenomena.




2 Methods


2.1 Sample of higher education institutions

The sample included 50 US national universities, 50 US liberal arts colleges, and 20 Chinese universities. Using the US News and World Report rankings, we identified the top national universities (n = 50) and top liberal arts colleges (n = 50) in the US. If universities or colleges were tied in ranking, we included those institutions that were tied until we reached a total count of 50, respectively. Prestigious universities in China (n = 20) were selected based on Project 985 and Project 211, two 1990s-early 2000s governmental programs that identified top universities based on set criteria indicative of norms and priorities in China. These programs were identified via cultural consultation and are commonly referenced in Chinese media as reflecting the top universities, and our sample widely reflects 16 of 23 Chinese provinces. We decided upon the 20 Chinese universities based on which ones had COVID-19 institutional announcements that were available online at the time of data collection (March–April 2020), and also because of the brevity and government-directed uniformity (described further below) in the announcements from Chinese universities. Further examination of a larger selection of Chinese institutional announcements was contraindicated because we reached saturation with the sample of 20 Chinese institutions. We had collected enough rich data to identify consistent patterns and recurring themes, from which we developed a comprehensive understanding of the phenomena, with new data failing to provide any further insights. A systematic review of qualitative research by Hennink and Kaiser (2022) concluded that saturation can be reached by samples of 4 to 8 (focus groups) and 9 to 17 (interviews), especially when considering the relatively homogeneous sample and the specific narrow objective of the study.



2.2 Procedure

The research team procured announcements about the COVID-19 outbreak and resulting shift to remote instruction that were posted on higher education institutional websites (US announcements dated March 1, 2020 through March 19, 2020; Chinese announcements dated January 26, 2020 through February 2, 2020). Data collection took place March through April 2020. We archived publicly obtained announcements posted online by the US and Chinese higher education institutions, selecting the first comprehensive announcement issued by each institution (President/Provost/administration) about their COVID-19 response and communicated to faculty/students/staff. Chinese announcements were translated into English by co-author XN, who is a Mandarin-English native bilingual. Institutional announcements varied in length between the two countries. On average, announcements from US institutions were 1,390 words (1,331 words for liberal arts colleges, 1,449 words for national universities), whereas translated Chinese institutional announcements were much shorter in length (293 words; 226 words excluding three extreme outliers). In short, Chinese announcements were on average only about a fifth of the length of US announcements.

It is important to note that there was a high degree of uniformity in the use of key phrases across nearly all Chinese announcements, due to national guidance or mandates given the political structure of China. In particular, at least one of three sentences appeared verbatim (or a close variant) in over half of all Chinese announcements: “Consciously preventing and controlling the epidemic is not only related to the safety and health of your life and that of everyone around you, but is also the legal responsibility and obligation of every citizen,” “Everyone of us has a responsibility to prevent and control this epidemic,” and “Preventing and controlling pneumonia outbreaks of the new coronavirus infection has become a top priority.” When considering the overall brevity of the Chinese announcements and the amount of similarity therein, we reached saturation quickly with a sample of 20 announcements.



2.3 Qualitative coding and thematic analysis

All five authors were members of the research team and came from diverse cultural backgrounds (Taiwanese, Chinese American, White American, and Vietnamese). All were involved in codebook development and an initial review of institutional announcements. Three research assistants (co-authors LB, XN, EW) engaged in coding, while a fourth research assistant served as an internal auditor throughout coding. First author SW supervised and audited coding and analyses, including how codes were ascertained and evidence used in support of codes and results, and second author JC conducted a final review of codes and results, and shared observations and insights.

A database of archived institutional announcements was created for coding followed by codebook development, coding, auditing, discussion and identification of themes, and a final review. The three primary coders and the two internal auditors read all institutional announcements, contributed to the development of all codes, and examined all codes. Congruent with a thematic analysis approach, the qualitative process involved initial coding followed by manifest and latent coding, with the goal of discovering themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2022; Ryan and Bernard, 2003). Coders indicated the presence of a code (1) or absence of a code (0). Initial codes were generated by examining the raw data in the announcements. The research team derived categories of codes, identified discrete codes, and developed definitions and exemplars of codes based on textual analysis (Ryan and Bernard, 2003). Coders explored similarities and differences between institutional announcements to identify broader categories and subcategories of codes. For instance, Compliance, Collaboration, Individual Responsibility, and Moral Duty were discrete codes in the broader category “Responsibility.” An iterative, constant comparative method was used to generate associations between codes and expand on and finalize key codes (Fram, 2013). This process contributed to the development of an organized understanding of patterns and a narrative about emerging themes. The team developed a working understanding of overarching patterns across broad categories and uncovered similarities and differences in discrete codes across types of institutions and different cultural contexts.

To promote rigor and thoroughness in coding and thematic analysis, the research team engaged in open discussion of codes, provided feedback to each other drawing on evidence, shared detailed observations, and resolved coding inconsistencies, and auditing was used to promote reflexivity (Morrow, 2005). Intercoder reliability was determined by calculating percent agreement for final codes averaged across the three coders; average coder agreement was high (96%). Regular team discussion, internal auditing, and a final review served to ensure the integrity of codes and verify insights that emerged (Elo et al., 2014; Stahl and King, 2020). At the end of this process, the research team identified and elaborated on dominant themes, with consideration of similarities and differences across types of institutions and cultural contexts.




3 Results and discussion

Thematic analysis revealed cultural similarities and differences between higher education institutions in the US and China in the ways they addressed the COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, the patterns highlighted cultural differences between US and Chinese institutions in the kinds of independent and interdependent values invoked to motivate collective action and to recognize specific needs and norms. Second, the results revealed a paucity of US higher education institutions simply recognizing, much less denouncing, the occurrence of anti-Asian hate and discrimination, while also illustrating implicit biases in linking COVID-19 with China or Asia.


3.1 US-China cultural similarities


3.1.1 Following political and medical authorities

Cross-culturally, we found that US and Chinese institutions had a shared emphasis on following the guidance of political and medical authorities (79%). This was not surprising given the announcements pertained to a global public health emergency. US national universities and liberal arts colleges (76 and 78%, respectively) tended to refer to the guidance of the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention), State Department, and other public health experts. Universities in China referred to the Central Leading Group for Coronavirus Prevention, the Ministry of Education, local requirements, and provincial authorities. Nearly all Chinese universities stressed following political and medical authorities (90%).



3.1.2 Collaboration and collective action

Many higher education institutions across the US and China placed importance on Collaboration (53%), but there were nuances that are described in the sections below. US liberal arts colleges (64%) and national universities (44%) tended to emphasize working together (“your collaborative spirit,” “coming together to work out solutions that are in the best interest,” etc.) and recruiting the input or assistance of members of the campus community. Similarly, Chinese universities (50%) stressed collaborative efforts (“work together,” “unite our efforts”) as members of the community. Together, these cultural similarities underscore the necessity of policies to guide institutional action and viewing individuals as members of communities being called upon for collective action in response to a global public health crisis.




3.2 US-China cultural differences


3.2.1 Egalitarian collaboration as partners vs. vertical collaboration and compliance

There were cultural differences in the norms and values reflected in the patterns that emerged. Chinese universities tended to convey interdependent messages about Compliance (85%). Although we saw elements of collaboration in both Chinese and US announcements, collaboration co-occurred with compliance in Chinese announcements, suggesting a hierarchical or vertical form of collaboration in which there is submission to a higher authority. This finding is consistent with a cultural orientation in which Confucian-rooted conformity (Kim and Markus, 1999) and respect for authority are highly valued (Shavitt et al., 2011). Compliance was most salient, with Chinese announcements presenting collaboration as a set of expectations seemingly rooted in patriotic fervor to rally Chinese citizens toward collective action. Chinese announcements tended to refer to the pandemic as a “battle” and urged citizens to “join hands” or “unite.” In promoting compliance, Chinese universities instructed students and staff to “obey” and “follow orders”; “should” and “must” language were often used to accompany directives about “requirements.” This is similar to O’Shea et al. (2022) that found an emphasis in Chinese higher education communications on obeying policy by central government, municipal government, and the Ministry of Education, often using military language.

We note that compliance is reflected in the simple fact (previously reported in the Method section) that there was a high degree of uniformity in the use of specific key sentences across the Chinese announcements (“Consciously preventing and controlling the epidemic is not only related to the safety and health of your life and that of everyone around you, but is also the legal responsibility and obligation of every citizen,” “Everyone of us has a responsibility to prevent and control this epidemic,” and “Preventing and controlling pneumonia outbreaks of the new coronavirus infection has become a top priority.”), demonstrating obedience to government guidance and further illuminating the nature of state-institutional relations in China. The amount of uniformity is especially compelling when considering the overall brevity of Chinese announcements (average 293 words vs. 1,390 words in US announcements); the announcements convey an (unmistakably) clear and (remarkably) concise message that illustrate how China’s political structure shapes institutional messaging during a global health crisis. Overall, this form of compliance illustrating vertical collaboration—consistent with interdependence—rarely emerged in US institutional announcements (6% liberal arts and 4% university).

Rather, US institutions tended to ask for collaboration from students, faculty, and staff—requesting community members’ active and voluntary partnership in achieving a common goal. Frequently conveyed across US institutional announcements, the sentiment of “we are all in this together” highlights everyone’s active role in addressing the situation, “succeeding together,” and “with your help.” For example:


“The College needs your wisdom and experience as we partner to make the [College] experience – if modified – possible, despite the conditions in which we must operate. We are all in this together, and will succeed together.” (U.S. institution)


In evoking partnership, US institutions tend to foster a more egalitarian environment in which each community member is important to the success of the shared mission. The findings are in line with independent norms that entail seeing individuals as equal in status (i.e., Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 2010). Language used included “invite” and “welcome” to garner individuals’ input and engagement, and gratitude was expressed for everyone’s partnership and contributions, highlighting individual agency in the collaborative process. For example, one institution expressed:


“I am profoundly grateful for what I know will be your steadfast commitment to students and your collaborative spirit that will enable us to rise to this occasion. Indeed, I am humbled by the expressions I have already heard from many of you about your willingness to try to do right by your students, even under these challenging circumstances.” (U.S. institution)


Similarly, another institution stated:


“I welcome the input of all members of our community as we consider the range of issues this unprecedented situation has created.” (U.S. institution)


Consistent with interdependent norms and values regarding duty to others, hierarchy, social roles, and collective action for the common good (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 2010), the majority of Chinese announcements emphasized Moral Duty (60%) and Individual Responsibility for a collective problem (60%). Moral Duty referred to broader moral imperatives or principles that needed to be met, including societal and legal obligations, and Individual Responsibility highlighted the specific distinct role played by the individual to help solve a collective problem. For instance, one Chinese institution declared:


“Preventing and controlling the epidemic is the responsibility and duty of each and every citizen.” (Chinese institution)


The majority of Chinese institutions further explained:


“Consciously preventing and controlling the epidemic is not only related to the safety and health of your life and that of everyone around you, but is also the legal responsibility and obligation of every citizen.” (multiple Chinese institutions)


On the whole, Chinese announcements focused largely on interdependent values centered on duty, obligation, and deference to authority, underscoring a vertical form of collaboration (alongside compliance) that differed from the more egalitarian form of collaboration found in US announcements. The patterns attest to the differential emphasis on interdependence in Chinese announcements and independence in US announcements.



3.2.2 US focus on independent needs and norms

In stark contrast, US institutions emphasized the importance of independent needs and norms by: identifying and providing support for specific student needs (Informational Support 88% and Instrumental Support 81%); through recognition of internal processes within the individual via attunement to emotional experiences (Emotional Validation 60%) and cognitive appraisals of the Future As Uncertain (72%); and last, addressing individuals’ goals by providing Assurance of Academic Achievement (61%).


3.2.2.1 Support provision

Virtually all US institutions (liberal arts colleges and universities) provided some channel for student support. Most (88%) US institutions provided informational support (e.g., a FAQ or information hub where students could receive up-to-date information about the school’s changes as the virus progressed), as well as provided housing, financial support for travel, internet access, or other forms of instrumental support (81%) for students with extenuating circumstances. Additionally, some US institutions also referred students to emotional support services including college counseling and telehealth resources (Emotional Support 18%). Our findings dovetail with the results of another study that found financial and material support provision to be a central theme in COVID era higher education announcements in the US (O’Shea et al., 2022). By comparison, our data show relatively little expression of any kind of support provision (Informational Support 20%; Emotional Support 5%; Instrumental Support 5%) in Chinese announcements.



3.2.2.2 Attunement to emotional states and “future as uncertain” appraisals

The majority of US institutions demonstrated attunement to community members’ potential emotional states (Emotional Validation 60%). These institutions frequently delineated different kinds of feelings that students could be having, such as worry, fear, and disappointment over lost experiences (e.g., athletic events). This dovetails with a large body of cultural research that has shown an emphasis on emotion identification and expression in the US, that emphasize influence and autonomy (Kang et al., 2003; Matsumoto et al., 2008) and prioritize maximizing positive and minimizing negative feeling states (Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010). Sometimes, these announcements conveyed a desire to ease those negative feelings through compassion and empathy and/or even through claiming some responsibility (e.g., by apologizing) for the challenges and discomfort of COVID-19 disruptions. For example, one US institution conveyed:


“I am sorry to have to share such heartbreaking news … I especially feel for our seniors whose ‘senior spring’ is being severely disrupted.” (U.S. institution)


And another US institution expressed:


“Again, we recognize that these changes to the spring semester are disappointing and frustrating. We apologize for all of the difficulties and questions that they are creating for you and your loved ones.” (U.S. institution)


Similarly, US announcements frequently expressed cognitive appraisals of the Future As Uncertain (72%), calling upon community members to be adaptable and flexible in the face of rapidly changing and unpredictable circumstances. One institution stated:


“This has been, and will continue to be, a very fluid situation filled with a lot of uncertainty.” (U.S. institution)


Another appealed to its community members with the following:


“I ask that we remain flexible and also diligent, knowing that matters are changing rapidly.” (U.S. institution)


In a similar vein, the following announcement addresses the uncertainties of COVID-19:


“The novel coronavirus, COVID-19, presents our world, country and University with a unique public health challenge that is all the more disquieting because of the uncertainties associated with its spread.” (U.S. institution)


These findings characteristic of US higher education institutions align with the educational strategy of fostering a future time perspective, encouraging students to think about the future and their present and future goals, despite living in a world where the future is increasingly more uncertain (Morselli, 2013).

The US recognition of emotional distress and future uncertainty is in explicit contrast to Chinese announcements that rarely validated emotional experiences (5%) and never referred to appraisals of an uncertain future (0%). Scholars have found that East Asian beliefs rooted in Confucian values (naïve dialecticism) endorse the expectation of change and contradiction, versus the notion of change being linear and predictable found in Western analytic thinking (Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010). We reason that the articulation of the future as uncertain and ever-changing may be unnecessary in Chinese contexts since this concept is already culturally syntonic with Chinese thinking, whereas US institutions may have specifically communicated this idea because it is dissonant with prevailing cultural thought.



3.2.2.3 Ensuring academic achievement

Last, US colleges and universities explicitly addressed individual goals of academic achievement by expressing an institutional commitment to helping or “ensuring” that students will succeed (Ensuring Academic Achievement 61%). These announcements frequently listed specific actions taken by the institution, for example:


“[College] is committed to maintaining our daily operations, completing the semester, and ensuring that all students can fulfill their academic requirements as planned.” (U.S. institution)


Another institution articulated their commitment to student success during remote learning:


“[We] will do everything possible to ensure your continued success. [We] have been fully engaged in setting you up for success as you continue the semester remotely.” (U.S. institution)


In the present study, the tendency of US institutions to frame the future as being uncertain in conjunction with an emphasis on students’ assured success may serve to foster a future time perspective. Previous research has found that a future time perspective coupled with self-certainty (e.g., sense that one has the tools to persevere and achieve one’s goals) led to increased planned study hours and goal-focused action in students (Smith et al., 2014). US institutions promoting students’ self-efficacy in the face of an uncertain future may be particularly motivating to students in independent cultural contexts during troubled times, armed with the certainty that they have the tools and supports for personal success.

Rather than guaranteeing that students attain their goal of academic achievement, Chinese institutions, on the other hand, stressed to some degree Productivity and Discipline (20%), for example:


“I hope that the students take ample protection of themselves, actively maintain communication with counselors, head teachers, and class teachers, do a good job at independent learning, and strengthen physical exercise.” (Chinese institution)


There were also simple directives to work on academics:


“Students, please make the best use of your time at home to improve your studies.” (Chinese institution)


An emphasis on productivity and discipline during turbulent times is in accordance with Chinese cultural values that emphasize forbearance (Wei et al., 2012) and emotional self-control (Butler et al., 2007) in response to adversity, challenge, or stressors.

Overall, the US institutional announcements centered independent needs and norms that specifically aligned with soft independence (Chang et al., 2020; Kusserow, 2012; Stephens et al., 2012); a focus on cultivated growth to reach one’s potential (via intensive institutional support and ensured academic achievement), the recognition and validation of emotional experiences, and the explicit framing of the future as uncertain that may potentially enhance motivation and effort when coupled with provision of support and resources in an independent cultural context.





3.3 Invisibility of Asians and Asian Americans in the US

Very few US universities and colleges recognized Asians and Asian Americans as being possible targets of racial bias, stereotyping, or discrimination due to racialization of COVID-19 at the early outset of the pandemic. Overall, 9 out of 100 US institutions acknowledged any form of bias, stereotyping, or discrimination that occurred as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Among these institutions, only four explicitly recognized Asians and Asian Americans as targets of hate.

A small number of institutions (7 out of the 9 mentioned above) took a stance against hate or discrimination connected to the COVID-19 pandemic. In an explicit example of this denouncement, one university situated in the Western region of the US asserted:


“The fear of Coronavirus has resulted in incidents of bias and harassment against Chinese nationals, Chinese Americans, and people of Asian heritage here, and worldwide. Many members of our community, including our international students, faculty, and staff, may be dealing with stigma. Please uphold our commitment to antiracism.” (U.S. institution)


Furthermore, very few institutions directed students, faculty, or staff to campus resources to handle bias or harassment. In the following example from one Midwestern university, denouncement was followed by specific guidance:


“Racist behaviors or stereotyping in or outside of the classroom are not acceptable at [institution name omitted]. We encourage students who experienced harassment or discrimination to file a bias incident report. Employees may file a complaint with the Office of Compliance. We need everyone’s support during this challenging time and to treat each other with respect and kindness.” (U.S. institution)


In a similar vein, one Midwestern liberal arts college announced:


“At times during public health emergencies, individuals can unfortunately be subject to bias based on incorrect beliefs of connections between their perceived identity, their citizenship or visits to impacted locations and risks to health. If you need support or want to learn more about these issues, please contact the Multicultural Resource Center at [phone number omitted]. The Office of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion [phone number omitted] may also be a helpful resource.” (U.S. institution)


Strikingly, the lack of attention to anti-Asian bias and discrimination took place alongside implicit biases that linked the novel coronavirus with China and, subsequently, may have racialized the virus. Announcements did this in two ways: by describing a geographic “origin” to the coronavirus (Geographic Origin 5%) and by mentioning travel warnings that prohibited travel to China (Prohibited Travel 14%). In doing so, Asians and Asian Americans were rendered both invisible (in terms of acknowledgements of anti-Asian bias and discrimination) and hypervisible (being linked with the coronavirus), reinforcing longstanding US narratives that view Asians and Asian Americans as perpetual foreigners posing threat to American civilization (Chen et al., 2020; Takaki, 1998). Given the specific positionality of Chinese international students in the US during this period of time, acculturation and identity conflicts (Jin et al., 2024) in addition to perceived discrimination due to COVID-19 (Jin et al., 2025) may have impacted health and well-being as well as the reintegration processes upon returning to China.

We note that our data capture a unique “slice” of institutional response at the immediate outset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Another study that tracked higher education announcements over a period of 6 months concluded that US announcements explicitly denounced racism, xenophobia, and discrimination (O’Shea et al., 2022). Yet, other studies noted institutional deprioritization of responding to anti-Asian hate (Castro Samayoa et al., 2023) and vagueness in responses that failed to specifically acknowledge targeted communities (Soltis, 2005), which align with our analysis.

In sum, we situated the US cultural emphasis on independent needs and norms within the broader context of implicit bias linking Asians and Asian Americans to COVID-19 while rendering anti-Asian hate and discrimination invisible. Our findings demonstrate how US cultural values conveyed through institutional announcements co-exist with the racialization of Asians and Asian Americans and anti-Asian racism, illuminating the interconnections between our qualitative themes.




4 General discussion

The present study revealed that the cultural mandates of independence and interdependence are enacted in different ways in the US and China. US institutions emphasized collaboration of an egalitarian nature and addressed independent norms that included supporting student needs, validating emotional experiences, framing the future as being uncertain, and ensuring student academic achievement. In contrast, Chinese university announcements focused on compliance to a set of expectations, a moral obligation to act in response to COVID-19, and individual responsibility to the collective. This is all consistent with a large body of research documenting cultural differences in independence and interdependence. However, cultural similarities between US and Chinese colleges/universities underscore the shared importance placed on guidance from political and medical authorities and members of institutional communities collaborating together, reinforcing the centrality of a global public health emergency in guiding institutional responses.

Our exploratory findings also attest to the larger issue of both invisibility and hypervisibility of Asians and Asian Americans in US higher education settings—their vulnerability as racialized subjects during a period of elevated anti-Asian hate made invisible, while their association with a racialized virus made hypervisible. These are not surprising findings because Asians and Asian Americans are perpetually invisible in the racial discourse in scientific research, higher education settings, and society at large (Tseng and Lee, 2021), and have been historically rendered ‘the other’ as a source of peril and threat in the US (Chen et al., 2020; Eichelberger, 2007; Takaki, 1998). Our analysis suggests that the initial response to COVID-19 in March 2020 by most US institutions we examined was guilty of both reflecting and transmitting the same cultural messages.


4.1 Limitations

The research presented here provided a rich cross-cultural analysis with novel insights and some important caveats. The most notable limitation of the study is the fact that we sampled the top universities and colleges in the US and China, and thus we did not examine other types of higher education institutions (e.g., community colleges and public regional universities). Independent and interdependent norms may differ across academic settings given student sociodemographic characteristics (Chang et al., 2020), and past research has shown that 2-year colleges tend to promote more interdependent institutional norms (Tibbetts et al., 2018). Additionally, we examined public-facing announcements posted to institutional websites in the beginning weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic (i.e., March 1, 2020 through March 19, 2020 in the US, January 26, 2020 through February 2, 2020 for China) to capture this unique window of time at the start of the pandemic, and did not take into account concurrent or subsequent communications that may have taken place through means accessible only to members of that institution (i.e., email, password-protected communication boards). However, we note that the public-facing nature of these announcements—posted to institutional homepages—reinforces their primary role as conduits of institutional values and norms openly broadcasted to people both within and outside the institution. Arguably, this renders these initial public responses more compelling as cultural products. Last, we did not examine how institutional messages may have changed or stayed consistent across time as events related to the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded. For example for US institutions, we note that the surge in anti-Asian hate and discrimination peaked after the March 2020 timeframe within which we identified the first comprehensive statement released by each US institution. Yet we note that the initial communication may represent a more direct and unadulterated reflection of institutional values and norms than those shaped by subsequent public discourse and events; for example, hate crimes tracking (i.e., by Stop AAPI Hate, n.d.). Altogether, we emphasize the important advantage of cultural products, such as public-facing institutional announcements, as being less vulnerable to self-report biases (Lamoreaux and Morling, 2012).

Cultural contexts and products are integral to the transmission of societal values and norms. The present findings showed how cultural patterns and differences stem from forces outside the head and out in the world, illuminating how institutional responses are shaped by cultural and social forces within local, national, and global contexts. Exploring the co-construction of culture through cultural products is vital to advancing and understanding cultural imperatives to be an independent and/or interdependent self embedded in larger sociohistorical contexts.
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Introduction: The rapid increase in international students in China underscores the imperative to understand their successful adaptation. This study investigates the roles of identity and psychological resilience in facilitating college adjustment among international students confronting culture shock in China.
Methods: Drawing upon Social Identity Theory and Identity Consolidation Theory, we hypothesized that a strong sense of identity would positively influence psychological resilience, mediating the relationship between identity and college adjustment. A quantitative survey was conducted with 2,097 international students in various universities across China.
Results: The findings indicate that identity significantly predicted higher levels of psychological resilience, and psychological resilience, in turn, was a strong predictor of better college adjustment. Furthermore, psychological resilience significantly mediates the relationship between identity and college adjustment, suggesting that a well-defined identity contributes to resilience, equipping students to navigate the challenges of culture shock and adapt successfully to university life.
Discussion: These results provide valuable insights for developing targeted support programs and interventions to enhance international students’ well-being and successful integration in China.
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Introduction

China has emerged as a prominent global destination for international students, with its rapidly developing economy, world-class universities, and increasing international influence attracting a diverse population of scholars from across the globe. While this influx enriches Chinese universities’ academic and cultural landscape, international students often face unique challenges inherent in cross-cultural transitions. A primary among these is culture shock, a disorienting experience characterized by anxiety, frustration, confusion, and feelings of alienation resulting from exposure to an unfamiliar way of life, language, social norms, and academic systems (Bai and Wang, 2024; Presbitero, 2016). Navigating this complex psychological and social landscape is crucial for their successful college adjustment, encompassing academic, social, personal-emotional, and cultural adaptation (Polat and Arslan, 2022).

Unsuccessful adjustment can lead to various adverse outcomes, including academic difficulties, psychological distress (e.g., anxiety, depression), social isolation, and even early withdrawal from studies (Sharp and Theiler, 2018). These challenges have been amplified in the post-pandemic era, with studies highlighting increased feelings of isolation and uncertainty among international students, thus underscoring the heightened need for psychological resources like resilience (Bozkurt et al., 2022). Therefore, understanding the protective factors that facilitate international students’ adaptation in the face of culture shock is a critical area of research. This study focuses on two such pivotal factors: identity and psychological resilience. It explores their interplay in predicting college adjustment among international students in China.

As a multifaceted construct, identity refers to an individual’s sense of self, encompassing personal characteristics, social roles, and group affiliations (Tajfel and Turner, 2004). For international students, identity can be particularly complex. This study conceptualizes identity through two key dimensions: a social dimension, operationalized as school identity (i.e., a sense of belonging to the university community), and a personal dimension, operationalized as self-identity (i.e., a coherent understanding of one’s values, beliefs, and goals). This dual focus allows for examining how both group affiliation and a stable sense of self contribute to adaptation (Zhang and Ting, 2025). Drawing on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 2004), a strong sense of belonging to a positive social group (e.g., fellow international students, a specific national group within China, or even the broader university community) can provide social support, boost self-esteem, and offer a framework for understanding and navigating the new environment, thereby mitigating the effects of culture shock. Furthermore, Identity Consolidation Theory (Schwartz, 2007) suggests that a coherent and integrated sense of self, resulting from successful exploration and commitment to various identity domains, provides a stable psychological foundation. For international students, this might involve reconciling aspects of their home culture with new experiences in China, leading to a more resilient and adaptable self. A well-consolidated identity can offer a sense of purpose and direction, crucial for coping with the uncertainties of a new cultural context.

Psychological resilience is the ability to adapt well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress (Vella and Pai, 2019). For international students, resilience manifests as the capacity to “bounce back” from the stresses of culture shock, maintain well-being, and progress academically and personally. Research consistently shows that resilient individuals are better equipped to cope with stress, solve problems, and utilize coping resources effectively (Connor and Davidson, 2003). It is theorized that a strong and coherent identity may foster psychological resilience by providing a stable internal compass, a sense of self-worth, and a framework for interpreting challenging experiences constructively. This enhanced resilience then serves as a crucial buffer against the negative impacts of culture shock, enabling more successful college adjustment (Rajan-Rankin, 2014).

While existing literature has explored aspects of international student adjustment, identity, and resilience independently, the specific mediating role of psychological resilience in the relationship between identity and college adjustment, particularly within the unique context of international students navigating culture shock in China, remains underexplored. Previous studies often focus on a single aspect or do not fully capture the dynamic interplay of these factors. This study aims to fill this gap by proposing a model where identity directly influences psychological resilience, and this enhanced resilience, in turn, directly contributes to better college adjustment.

Therefore, the primary objectives of this study are: (1) To examine the direct relationship between identity and psychological resilience among international students in China. (2) To investigate the direct relationship between psychological resilience and college adjustment among international students in China. (3) To explore the mediating role of psychological resilience in the relationship between identity and college adjustment for international students confronting culture shock in China.

This research employs a quantitative approach, utilizing survey data from a large sample (N = 2,097) of international students studying in China. The findings are expected to contribute significantly to cross-cultural psychology, international education, and student development. Theoretically, it will deepen our understanding of identity formation and resilience in multicultural contexts. Practically, the insights gained will be invaluable for universities, student support services, and policymakers in China to design and implement more effective interventions and support programs tailored to the specific needs of international students, thereby fostering their successful integration and overall well-being. The subsequent sections of this paper will detail the methodology, present the results, discuss the findings, and outline the study’s limitations and implications for future research.



Literature review and hypotheses development


College adjustment of international students

College adjustment is a multifaceted and dynamic process fundamental to students’ academic success, personal development, and overall well-being throughout their university journey. It encompasses a student’s capacity to effectively adapt to the new academic, social, and personal-emotional demands inherent in a higher education environment (Baker and Siryk, 1989; Banyard and Cantor, 2004). While all students navigate this complex transition, the process is significantly more intricate for international students, involving an additional, critical layer of cultural adaptation that profoundly shapes their overall experience (Polat and Arslan, 2022).

Traditionally, research on college adjustment identifies several key dimensions. Academic adjustment refers to students’ ability to meet the intellectual demands of their studies, encompassing aspects such as academic performance, effective study habits, engagement with coursework, understanding of pedagogical expectations, and successful interactions with faculty (Clinciu and Cazan, 2014). Challenges in this area often stem from differing teaching styles, language barriers, or unfamiliarity with the host country’s educational system. Concurrently, social adjustment pertains to a student’s comfort and success in forming relationships and integrating into the social fabric of the university community. This involves developing a sense of belonging, establishing peer support networks, participating in campus activities, and navigating new social norms (Schwitzer et al., 1999). Difficulties in social integration can lead to feelings of loneliness, isolation, and a diminished sense of community. Beyond academic and social spheres, personal-emotional adjustment is crucial, encompassing a student’s psychological well-being and capacity to manage university life’s emotional and psychological demands. This dimension includes coping with stress, maintaining emotional stability, developing self-efficacy, managing newfound independence, and addressing issues such as homesickness, anxiety, or depression (Estrada et al., 2006). Success in this area is paramount for maintaining overall mental health and fostering resilience against life’s challenges.

For international students, navigating a new cultural environment that often differs significantly from their home country introduces a profound additional dimension: cultural adjustment. This involves a continuous process of understanding and adapting to local customs, social norms, communication styles (both verbal and non-verbal), daily routines, and cultural values that may be vastly different from their own (Polat and Arslan, 2022). Language barriers, even for those with prior proficiency, can create subtle yet significant hurdles in academic comprehension and social interaction, impacting their ability to integrate fully. Furthermore, the greater the perceived “cultural distance” between native and host cultures, the more challenging the adjustment process can be, often leading to confusion, frustration, and alienation, commonly known as culture shock (Jin and Acharya, 2022). International students also frequently engage in identity negotiation, grappling with their personal and cultural identities as they immerse themselves in a new environment, which can lead to a re-evaluation, strengthening, or even a transformation toward a bicultural identity (de la Serna, 2022).



School identity and college adjustment

School identity, also called institutional identity or school belongingness, refers to the degree to which individuals identify with and feel connected to their educational institution (Voelkl, 2012). It encompasses a sense of attachment, loyalty, and belongingness to the school community. It has been identified as a significant predictor of college adjustment and well-being.

Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel and Turner, 2004) posits that individuals derive a sense of identity and self-esteem from their membership in social groups, such as educational institutions. According to SIT, individuals strive to maintain a positive social identity by identifying with and positively valuing their group memberships. In this study, school identity can be seen as a social identity where students develop a positive emotional connection with their educational institution. SIT suggests that a strong school identity leads to positive outcomes, such as increased engagement, social integration, and well-being, contributing to college adjustment (Kelly, 2009). Students who identify strongly with their institution are more likely to participate in campus activities, form positive relationships with peers and faculty, and experience greater social support and connectedness (Kulp et al., 2021). This sense of belongingness and connectedness to the school community has been associated with higher levels of academic motivation, better academic performance, and increased overall well-being (Wormington et al., 2012).

School identity may be crucial in students’ adjustment to culture shock. During adversity, students who identify strongly with their institution may perceive themselves as part of a larger community providing support, resources, and stability (Drury, 2018). This sense of belongingness and attachment to the school can act as a protective factor, buffering the negative impact of emergencies on students’ adjustment and well-being (Figure 1). Therefore, this study hypothesizes that:
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FIGURE 1
 Hypothesized model.



H1: School identity positively impacts college adjustment.




Self-identity and college adjustment

Self-identity, often called personal identity or self-concept, encompasses an individual’s beliefs, values, interests, goals, and perceptions of oneself (Berzonsky, 1994). While cultural identity is a critical component for international students, the measure of self-identity used in this study captures a broader sense of personal coherence and continuity. It plays a fundamental role in shaping individuals’ behaviors, attitudes, and decision-making processes. In the college students’ adjustment context, self-identity has been recognized as a significant predictor of academic performance, psychological well-being, and overall adjustment (Xie et al., 2019).

Identity Consolidation Theory extends SIT by emphasizing the importance of identity development and consolidation in achieving positive adjustment outcomes. This theory posits that a coherent and integrated self-identity, encompassing personal values, beliefs, and goals, is crucial for individuals to navigate and adapt to various life domains (Schwartz, 2007), including the college environment. A well-defined self-identity gives individuals a sense of purpose, self-confidence, and resilience, enabling them to cope with challenges and promote positive adjustment effectively (Rajan-Rankin, 2014).

College students with a well-defined and positive self-identity tend to experience higher academic engagement, motivation, and satisfaction (Riswanto et al., 2022). Self-identity gives individuals a sense of purpose, direction, and meaning, which can enhance their commitment to academic goals and increase their resilience in the face of challenges (Rajan-Rankin, 2014). Moreover, individuals with a clear sense of self-identity are more likely to engage in adaptive coping strategies, seek support when needed, and display higher levels of self-efficacy (Robinson, 2021). These factors contribute to their overall adjustment and well-being in the college environment.

During culture shocks, self-identity can be critical in students’ coping and adaptation skills. Individuals with a well-defined self-identity may better understand their strengths, values, and personal resources, enabling them to navigate crises with resilience and adaptability (Son et al., 2020). They are more likely to maintain a positive outlook, proactively seek support, and engage in problem-solving strategies when faced with adversity. On the other hand, students with a weaker or less developed self-identity may struggle to cope with the challenges brought about by culture shock, experiencing heightened levels of distress and difficulties adjusting to the changing circumstances. Therefore, this study hypothesizes that:


H2: Self-identity positively impacts college adjustment.




Mediating effect of psychological resilience

Psychological resilience refers to an individual’s ability to adapt and recover from adversity, challenges, and stressful situations (Masten, 2014). Importantly, this study conceptualizes resilience not as a fixed personality trait, but as a dynamic and developable process. This process-based perspective is crucial for its role as a mediator, as it suggests that resilience can be enhanced by antecedent factors like a strong identity. It encompasses personal characteristics, cognitive processes, and social support systems contributing to positive adaptation.

Students with a strong sense of school identity may experience a greater sense of belongingness, social support, and a connection to their educational institution (Kulp et al., 2021). These factors provide a protective buffer against stress and adversity, promoting the development of effective coping strategies and enhancing psychological resilience (Drury, 2018). Studies have shown that individuals with a well-defined self-identity have higher levels of psychological resilience (Rajan-Rankin, 2014). A clear understanding of one’s values, beliefs, and goals enables individuals to draw upon their strengths and resources during challenging times (Son et al., 2020). This self-identity serves as a foundation for building resilience and facilitates the ability to adapt and recover from adversity. Therefore, this study hypothesizes that:


H3: School identity positively impacts psychological resilience.
H4: Self-identity positively impacts psychological resilience.


Resilience theory suggests that individuals possess inherent abilities and resources to withstand and recover from adversity (Wang et al., 2015). As a construct within this theory, psychological resilience encompasses personal characteristics, cognitive processes, and social support systems that contribute to positive adaptation. According to resilience theory, individuals with higher levels of psychological resilience are better equipped to handle the demands of college life, navigate emergencies, and maintain their overall well-being, leading to improved college adjustment outcomes (Banyard and Cantor, 2004). Resilient individuals demonstrate positive adaptation, coping skills, and the ability to maintain their psychological well-being in the face of stressors (Brewer et al., 2019). Resilient students demonstrate higher levels of academic performance, engagement, and persistence, as well as better social integration and mental health outcomes (Ayala and Manzano, 2018). They are better equipped to handle the demands of college life, navigate emergencies, and maintain their overall well-being. Therefore, this study hypothesizes that:


H5: Psychological resilience positively impacts college adjustment.


Moreover, a strong school identity may promote the development of psychological resilience, which, in turn, facilitates successful adaptation to the college environment (Kelly, 2009). This pathway suggests that school identity indirectly impacts college adjustment through its influence on psychological resilience. A well-defined self-identity may enhance the development of psychological resilience, leading to improved college adjustment outcomes (Rajan-Rankin, 2014). This pathway suggests that self-identity indirectly impacts college adjustment through its influence on psychological resilience. Therefore, this study hypothesizes that:


H6: School identity positively impacts college adjustment through psychological resilience.
H7: Self-identity positively impacts college adjustment through psychological resilience.





Methods


Participants and procedures

Participants are non-Chinese international college students from Chinese colleges. Data were gathered through an online platform called “Questionnaire Star,” a reputable survey site in China, under the presumption of informed consent. 2,325 responses in total were gathered. The following three things were included as attention-screening questions, for example, “Please select four stars.” The data analysis used questionnaires with all three questions answered accurately. 2,097 questionnaires with a satisfactory response rate of 90.19% remained after questionnaires with invalid participants, and those that failed the attention test were eliminated. A post-hoc sensitivity analysis conducted with G*Power confirmed that the sample size 2,097 provides statistical power exceeding 0.99 to detect even small effect sizes (f2 ≥ 0.01), ensuring the robustness of our findings. There were 962 girls and 1,135 boys among them. Students could earn 5–10 Yuan through a random draw by participating. The review board approved all study procedures of the researchers’ institution (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Demographic information.


	Demographic variable
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

 

 	Gender 	Male 	1,135 	54.12


 	Female 	962 	45.88


 	Age 	<20 years 	1,019 	48.59


 	21–25 years 	1,040 	49.60


 	26–30 years 	34 	1.62


 	>30 years 	4 	0.19


 	Grade 	Undergraduate 	1,942 	92.61


 	Postgraduate 	155 	7.39


 	College level 	Vocational college 	362 	17.26


 	General universities 	1,460 	69.62


 	Double first-class universities 	275 	13.11


 	Total 	2,097 	100




 



Measures


School identity

School identity was measured by the scale developed in the context of college students and verified in different studies (Ding, 2012). The scale contains eleven items, for example, “I think my school is an excellent university.” Likert-5 points scored for all the items. The higher scores show higher levels of school identification.



Self-identity

This study applied the self-identity scale developed initially by Ochse and Plug (1986). The scale includes six items. Likert-5 points scored for all the items. The higher scores show higher levels of self-identification. One example item is “I feel that my lifestyle suits me well.”



Psychological resilience

To gauge the participants’ resilience, we employed the Brief Resilience Scale. It assesses resilience as the ability to recover or bounce back from stressful or difficult situations (Smith et al., 2008). Participants were prompted to select their responses depending on how well their responses described their current circumstances in the face of challenges and setbacks. The statement “I think adversity has a motivating effect” exemplifies a resilient description. The scale comprises twelve items. Likert-5 points scored for all the items. The excellent results show high levels of resilience.



College adjustment

College adjustment was evaluated by the General Adaptation Scale for international students (Polat and Arslan, 2022), which considered cultural adjustment as part of college adjustment for international students. Four dimensions of college adjustment were measured in this research. The students were prompted to select a response and indicate how much they agreed or disagreed with each statement. “I feel like I am getting more and more comfortable with college studies” is an example. Likert-5 points scored for all the items. Higher scores indicate a better adjustment to college.




Data analysis

Data analysis commenced with preliminary steps to ensure measurement integrity. Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were conducted using Mplus 8.0 to assess the structural validity of the measures. Internal consistency reliability was subsequently examined by calculating Cronbach’s alpha coefficients with SPSS 26.0. Following these assessments, descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among all variables were computed using SPSS 26.0. To test the main effects hypothesized in H1–H5, structural equation modeling (SEM) was performed using Mplus 8.0. Based on the preliminary correlation analysis (Table 2), which showed that gender was correlated with psychological resilience and college-level was correlated with college adjustment, both variables were included as control variables in the main structural equation model to ensure the robustness of our findings and rule out their potential confounding effects. For the estimation of indirect coefficients, a bootstrapping procedure with 5,000 replications was employed (Preacher and Hayes, 2004). This method allowed for calculating mediating effect sizes and their 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals, with significance determined if the confidence interval did not include zero (Preacher and Hayes, 2004).


TABLE 2 Correlations among variables (N = 2,097).


	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

 

 	1. Gender 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2. Age 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	3. Grade 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	4. College level 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	5. School identity 	0.026 	−0.026 	0.009 	−0.029 	1 	 	 	


 	6. Self-identity 	0.004 	−0.030 	0.009 	−0.044* 	0.805** 	1 	 	


 	7. Psychological resilience 	0.045* 	−0.021 	0.001 	−0.039 	0.636** 	0.657** 	1 	1


 	8. College adjustment 	−0.016 	−0.026 	0.015 	−0.088** 	0.803** 	0.862** 	0.716** 	1


 	Mean 	1.459 	20.856 	1.706 	1.959 	3.534 	3.487 	3.713 	3.482


 	Standard deviation 	0.498 	1.871 	0.596 	0.550 	0.765 	0.741 	0.780 	0.729





(1) Gender: female = 1, male = 2; Grade: 1 = Undergraduate, 2 = Post graduate; College level: 1 = Vocational college, 2 = General universities, 3 = Double first-class universities. (2) *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, two-tailed.
 




Results


Validity and reliability test

The structural validity of the measurements was rigorously examined through a series of confirmatory factor analyses. To enhance the stability of latent estimates, two or three indicators were randomly generated for each latent construct (Xia et al., 2022). Table 3 presents the results (χ2 = 7817.088, χ2/df = 13.294; RMSEA = 0.077, 90% CI = (0.075, 0.078); CFI = 0.903; TLI = 0.896; SRMR = 0.045), indicating that the hypothesized four-factor model exhibited a superior fit to the data compared to three competing models, thus establishing strong structural validity. It is important to note that the CFI and TLI values for the competing one-, two-, and three-factor models (Models 2–4) were below the conventional threshold of 0.90. This outcome is expected, as these models represent theoretically less plausible structures where distinct constructs are forcibly combined. The poor fit of these alternative models, in contrast to the superior fit of our hypothesized four-factor model, provides strong evidence for the discriminant validity of our four core constructs. However, the χ2/df value did not fit the threshold of under 3; the hypothesized four-factor model showed the smallest value among the four models. It is important to note that the χ2/df value is heavily impacted by sample size, with a larger sample size resulting in a higher χ2/df value (Segars and Grover, 1993); the sample size in this research was 2,097. The measures showed good structure validity, as the hypothesized four-factor model fit the data better than the other three models.


TABLE 3 Results of validity testing.


	Model
	Factor
	χ2 χ2/df
	△χ2
	RMSEA 90% CI
	CFI
	TLI
	SRMR

 

 	1 	School identity, Self-identity, Psychological resilience, College adjustment 	7,817.008
 13.294 	 	0.077
 0.075, 0.078 	0.903 	0.896 	0.045


 	2 	School identity, Self-identity, Psychological resilience + College adjustment 	14,477.62
 24.497 	6660.612** 	0.106
 0.104, 0.107 	0.813 	0.801 	0.072


 	3 	School identity + Self-identity, Psychological resilience + College adjustment 	16,357.394
 27.584 	8540.386** 	0.113
 0.111, 0.114 	0.788 	0.775 	0.074


 	4 	School identity + Self-identity + Psychological resilience + College adjustment 	19,915.548
 33.528 	12,098.54** 	0.125
 0.123, 0.126 	0.740 	0.725 	0.082




 

Concurrently, the internal consistency reliability of the measures was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients; all values were found to be adequate, with thresholds met at 0.70 (Taber, 2018). The results showed Cronbach’s alpha values were 0.948 for school identity, 0.904 for self-identity, 0.945 for psychological resilience, and 0.971 for college adjustment.

Furthermore, to ensure the stability of our proposed model, a robustness check was conducted using a random split-half method (Johnson and Christensen, 2024). The total sample (N = 2,097) was randomly divided into two subsamples (Subsample A, n = 1,049; Subsample B, n = 1,048). The hypothesized four-factor model was then tested on each subsample separately. The results from both subsamples demonstrated a good fit and were highly consistent with the results from the full sample (Subsample A: CFI = 0.905, TLI = 0.898, RMSEA = 0.076; Subsample B: CFI = 0.901, TLI = 0.894, RMSEA = 0.078). All key path coefficients remained significant and in the same direction across both subsamples. This consistency confirms the robustness of our model structure.



Correlation and descriptive information

Table 2 shows the correlations and descriptive statistics for all variables. Both school identity and self-identity were positively correlated with psychological resilience (school identity: r = 0.636, p < 0.01; self-identity: r = 0.657, p < 0.01). Psychological resilience was positively correlated with college adjustment (r = 0.716, p < 0.01). For control variables, college-level was correlated with college adjustment, and gender was correlated with psychological resilience; thus, college-level and gender were controlled in the associated hypothesis test.



Hypothesis test

As illustrated in Figure 2, the direct effects largely supported our hypotheses. Specifically, H1 and H3 were supported by a significant positive association between school identity and psychological resilience (β = 0.525, p < 0.01). Consistent with H2 and H4, self-identity also exhibited a significant positive relationship with psychological resilience (β = 0.226, p < 0.01). Additionally, H5 received support, indicating that psychological resilience significantly and positively predicted college adjustment (β = 0.191, p < 0.01).

[image: Path diagram showing relationships between variables. School identity affects psychological resilience (0.525**) and college adjustment (0.095**). Self-identity influences psychological resilience (0.226**) and college adjustment (0.705**). Psychological resilience impacts college adjustment (0.191**). Arrows indicate causal paths with coefficients.]

FIGURE 2
 Results of the main effect.


Bootstrapping analyses were performed to examine the proposed mediating role of psychological resilience in the relationships between school identity, self-identity, and college adjustment. As detailed in Table 4, the results supported the mediating effects hypothesized in H6 and H7, as their 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals did not include zero. The final mediation model accounted for a significant portion of the variance in the outcome variable. Specifically, the model explained 78.5% of the variance in college adjustment (R2 = 0.785), indicating a substantial overall effect.


TABLE 4 Results of mediating effects.


	Path
	Effect
	Standard error
	95% LLCI
	95% ULCI

 

 	School identity → Psychological resilience → College adjustment 	0.100 	0.017 	0.074 	0.130


 	Self-identity → Psychological resilience → College adjustment 	0.043 	0.013 	0.025 	0.067




 




Discussion

This study aimed to unravel the intricate relationships between identity (school and self), psychological resilience, and college adjustment among international students navigating the unique challenges of culture shock in Chinese universities. Our findings provide robust empirical support for the hypothesized model, shedding light on the crucial mechanisms through which a strong sense of self and cultural belonging contribute to successful adaptation in a cross-cultural educational environment.


Identity and psychological resilience in the face of culture shock

The findings robustly confirm Hypotheses 1 and 3, demonstrating that international students’ strong identification with their host university serves as a significant positive predictor for both their psychological resilience and overall college adjustment. For these students, a deep sense of school identity cultivates a crucial feeling of belongingness, attachment, and loyalty to their new academic home (Verhoeven et al., 2019). This strong identification is a vital protective factor, particularly during unforeseen challenges or emergencies, enabling students to draw strength from the perceived availability of institutional support, shared resources, and a collective sense of stability (Luehmann, 2009). Consequently, international students with a more substantial university identity tend to exhibit heightened psychological resilience, enhancing their ability to navigate demanding circumstances and adapt to changes. Moreover, this robust connection to the institution translates into better academic engagement, more successful social integration into the host culture, and improved overall well-being, even when confronting adverse situations (Brown and Shay, 2021). However, it is worth considering potential boundary conditions for this positive effect. For instance, in an institutional environment that is unsupportive or fails to meet students’ expectations, a strong school identity could potentially become a source of disillusionment or stress, thereby negatively affecting adjustment. Acknowledging such complexities suggests that the relationship between school identity and well-being is not universally positive and depends on the quality of the student-institution relationship.

Similarly, Hypotheses 2 and 4, proposing that self-identity positively influences psychological resilience and college adjustment, were also strongly supported. Self-identity, encompassing an individual’s personal values, beliefs, and goals, is crucial for international students who often experience a re-evaluation of their self-concept during cross-cultural adaptation (Robinson, 2021). Aligned with Identity Consolidation Theory (ICT), a well-defined and coherent self-identity provides a sense of purpose, self-confidence, and internal consistency. This clarity about who they are and what they value equips students with the inner resources to face the unexpected challenges and emotional fluctuations of culture shock. They are more likely to engage in proactive coping strategies, maintain a positive outlook, and derive meaning from difficult experiences, which directly enhances their psychological resilience (Rajan-Rankin, 2014). This enhanced resilience, in turn, allows them to sustain academic engagement, build meaningful social connections, and manage personal-emotional well-being more effectively within the Chinese university context.



The role of psychological resilience in college adjustment

The findings indicate that psychological resilience significantly and positively predicts college adjustment (Hypothesis 5). This result is particularly significant for international students, as culture shock inherently presents a high degree of adversity and uncertainty. Students with higher levels of psychological resilience are better equipped to perceive cultural misunderstandings, academic pressures, and social isolation not as insurmountable obstacles but as manageable challenges (Azpeitia et al., 2025). Their capacity for adaptive coping, optimistic thinking, and emotional regulation enables them to “bounce back” from setbacks, learn from their experiences, and maintain their psychological well-being. This adaptive capacity directly translates into better academic performance, smoother social integration, and healthier emotional states, all contributing to a more successful overall college adjustment experience in China (Gao et al., 2024).

While our model emphasizes the role of internal psychological resources, it is crucial to acknowledge that these resources do not operate in a vacuum. External socioeconomic factors, particularly financial stability, can significantly impact a student’s capacity for resilience. For the large proportion of self-financed international students in China (approximately 87% in 2018), the constant pressure of tuition fees and living expenses can act as a chronic stressor, potentially depleting the cognitive and emotional reserves needed to cope with culture shock. In contrast, students on full scholarships may have a greater capacity to focus on their academic and social adjustment. This suggests that for resilience-building interventions to be effective, they must be complemented by university support systems that address students’ practical and financial challenges, thereby creating a more equitable foundation for well-being.

Crucially, our study confirms the mediating role of psychological resilience, as Hypotheses 6 and 7 suggested. Our results suggest that the roles of school identity and self-identity in college adjustment are not merely direct; instead, these forms of identity also appear to operate indirectly through their significant positive association with psychological resilience. This implies a powerful indirect pathway: a strong cultural identity provides a stable foundation and a sense of belonging. At the same time, a clear self-identity offers internal coherence and purpose. Both forms of identity strengthen an international student’s inherent capacity to cope with the specific stressors of culture shock, thereby building their psychological resilience. This strengthened resilience directly facilitates their comprehensive adjustment to the demands of living and studying in a Chinese university. This finding underscores that fostering identity development is not an end in itself for adaptation, but a critical precursor to building the resilient mindset necessary to thrive in a challenging new environment (Haktanir et al., 2021).

Furthermore, it is important to consider the cultural context in which these psychological processes unfold. The relative importance of self-identity versus school identity in fostering resilience may differ for students from individualistic versus collectivistic cultural backgrounds (Zhou et al., 2025). For instance, students from collectivistic societies might derive a greater sense of resilience from their connection to a group (i.e., school identity). In contrast, those from individualistic cultures may rely more on a consolidated sense of personal self (i.e., self-identity). Although our study did not analyze these potential variations, this remains a crucial avenue for future cross-cultural research, which could leverage our existing dataset on students’ nationalities.



Theoretical contributions

This study offers several significant theoretical contributions to the fields of cross-cultural psychology, student development, and international education research.

Firstly, the most significant theoretical contribution lies in empirically demonstrating the mediating role of psychological resilience in the relationship between identity and college adjustment among international students facing culture shock in China. While previous research has separately acknowledged the importance of identity and resilience for adaptation, the direct causal pathway and the precise mechanism by which a strong sense of identity facilitates adjustment via enhanced resilience have remained mainly underexplored. This study elucidates a crucial psychological process: a well-defined and stable identity is a foundational resource, fostering an individual’s capacity to “bounce back” from adversity, directly translating into more successful adaptation to the new academic and social environment. This moves beyond correlational understandings, providing a more nuanced and mechanistic explanation of cross-cultural adjustment.

Secondly, this research extends and applies established theories, namely Social Identity Theory and Identity Consolidation Theory, to a specific and under-researched population: international students in the unique context of China. Our finding that a strong school identity—a form of positive group affiliation—is a significant predictor of both resilience and adjustment provides robust empirical support for SIT’s proposition that individuals derive psychological resources from their social group memberships (Tajfel and Turner, 2004). Similarly, the crucial role of a coherent self-identity in fostering resilience aligns directly with Identity Consolidation Theory’s emphasis on a consolidated sense of self as a prerequisite for navigating significant life transitions effectively (Schwartz, 2007). By showing that a coherent sense of self (identity consolidation) and positive group affiliations (social identity) predict resilience in a cross-cultural setting, the study validates the enduring relevance of these theories in understanding dynamic identity processes during periods of significant life transition and cultural immersion. It demonstrates how the negotiation of multiple identities (e.g., home culture vs. host culture) can, when consolidated effectively, act as a psychological buffer against the stressors of culture shock, rather than solely being a source of conflict.

Thirdly, this study contributes to the growing literature on non-Western international education contexts by focusing on international students in China. Most theories of cross-cultural adaptation have historically been developed and tested in Western settings. Investigating these constructs within China’s distinct cultural, social, and educational landscape offers valuable insights into the universality and cultural specificity of identity development, resilience, and adjustment processes. The large sample size from diverse universities across China further strengthens the generalizability of these findings within this particular context, providing a robust empirical foundation for future cross-cultural comparative studies.

Finally, this study enriches the understanding of college adjustment models by integrating psychological constructs (identity, resilience) often studied in isolation. It highlights that successful adjustment is not merely a function of external support or exposure. However, it is profoundly influenced by internal psychological resources and how they are leveraged. This integrated model provides a more holistic framework for understanding student success beyond academic performance, encompassing psychological well-being and social integration.



Practical implications

The findings of this study offer direct and actionable implications for various stakeholders involved in supporting international students in China, including universities, student support services, and policymakers.

Firstly, given the identified mediating role of psychological resilience, universities and student support services should prioritize developing resilience-building programs for international students. These programs could include workshops on stress management, emotional regulation, problem-solving skills, mindfulness, and adaptive coping strategies. Integrating these into pre-arrival orientations or early-semester curricula could equip students with essential tools before the full impact of culture shock.

Secondly, the strong link between identity and resilience suggests the importance of fostering a strong and integrated sense of identity among international students. Universities can facilitate this by: (1) Creating spaces for cultural sharing and exchange: Encouraging students to share their home cultures while engaging with Chinese culture can help them negotiate and consolidate their bicultural identity. (2) Developing mentorship programs: Pairing new international students with senior international students or local Chinese students can provide social support, reduce feelings of isolation, and offer guidance on navigating cultural nuances, thereby strengthening their social identity within the university community. (3) Promoting self-reflection and personal growth: Workshops or counseling services that encourage students to explore their values, strengths, and goals in the context of their new environment can contribute to identity consolidation. Specific interventions could include guided journaling exercises, narrative therapy workshops where students articulate and reframe their cross-cultural journeys, or strengths-based coaching to help them align their academic and personal goals with their core identity. Such identity-affirming practices serve as a solid foundation for resilience-building.

Thirdly, the research highlights the necessity of holistic support systems that address adjustment’s psychological and social aspects. Beyond academic support, universities should ensure readily accessible and culturally competent mental health services. Counselors should be trained to understand international students’ unique challenges, including issues related to identity negotiation, culture shock, and potential feelings of alienation or homesickness.

Fourthly, for policymakers and university administrators in China, these findings underscore the importance of investing in a comprehensive international student support infrastructure. This includes recruitment efforts and sustained investment in student well-being from admission through graduation. Tailored interventions based on these findings can significantly reduce attrition rates, improve student satisfaction, and enhance China’s reputation as a welcoming and supportive destination for global talent.

Finally, the study provides valuable insights for international students and their families. Understanding that a strong sense of identity and developing psychological resilience are key to successful adjustment can empower students to proactively engage in self-reflection and seek resources that foster these qualities, enabling a more positive and enriching experience in China.




Conclusion

This study investigated the complex interplay between identity, culture shock, psychological resilience, and college adjustment among international students in China. Our findings robustly confirm the hypothesized model, demonstrating that psychological resilience significantly mediates the relationship between a strong sense of identity and successful college adjustment, even in the presence of culture shock. Specifically, a coherent and consolidated identity was found to predict higher levels of psychological resilience positively. Higher resilience, in turn, was directly associated with better overall adjustment to the university environment in China, encompassing academic, social, and personal-emotional adaptation. Crucially, this resilient pathway appears to buffer the negative impacts of culture shock, suggesting that internal resources are vital for navigating cross-cultural challenges.

These findings significantly advance our theoretical understanding of cross-cultural adaptation by empirically demonstrating the mediating role of psychological resilience. This research extends established theories such as Social Identity Theory and Identity Consolidation Theory by applying them to the unique and under-researched context of international students in China, illustrating how a strong sense of self and positive group affiliations can enhance adaptive capacities. It provides a more integrated model of college adjustment, highlighting that successful integration is not merely a function of external support but is profoundly influenced by the effective leveraging of internal psychological resources. The practical implications of this research are substantial for universities, student support services, and policymakers in China dedicated to supporting their growing international student population. The findings underscore the critical need for proactive interventions fostering identity exploration and resilience-building among international students. Programs focused on cultural identity consolidation, cross-cultural communication skills, stress management, emotional regulation, and problem-solving should be prioritized to equip students with the necessary psychological tools. Furthermore, universities should cultivate environments encouraging cultural exchange and providing culturally competent mental health services, ensuring a holistic support framework that transcends academic assistance to encompass psychological well-being and social integration.

Despite its significant contributions, this study is subject to certain limitations. While our mediation model provides strong support for the proposed relationships, the cross-sectional design limits our ability to infer definitive causality; longitudinal studies are needed to confirm the dynamic pathways over time. Reliance on self-report measures may introduce common method bias and social desirability effects. Additionally, although a large sample was drawn from diverse universities, the findings are specific to the international student experience in China. Without further research, they may not be directly generalizable to other host countries or student populations. Future research should employ longitudinal designs to more definitively establish the causal relationships and track the development of identity and resilience throughout international students’ academic journeys. Qualitative methodologies could offer richer insights into the lived experiences of international students, exploring how identity is negotiated and resilience is cultivated in the face of specific cultural challenges unique to the Chinese context. Intervention studies testing the efficacy of specific identity- or resilience-building programs would provide direct evidence for their practical utility. Thirdly, a limitation of the current study is that while data on the participants’ country of origin were collected, an analysis of how cultural background (e.g., individualism vs. collectivism) might moderate the proposed relationships was not performed, as it was beyond the scope of our primary research questions. This means that potential cultural nuances in the interplay between identity, resilience, and adjustment are not captured in our model. Future research, including secondary analyses of the current dataset, should explore these important cultural variations to provide a more fine-grained understanding of the cross-cultural adjustment process. Finally, comparative studies across different host countries or with diverse international student demographics could further illuminate cultural specificities and universal principles governing cross-cultural adjustment.

In conclusion, this research underscores the profound importance of investing in the psychological well-being of international students. By understanding and nurturing their internal psychological resources, particularly their sense of identity and psychological resilience, universities in China can foster a more supportive, enriching, and successful educational journey for this increasingly vital demographic, transforming potential challenges into opportunities for growth and successful global integration.
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Going to university is a time of great change and adjustment for students, particularly for Chinese international students (CIS) who are crossing borders and cultures to pursue their studies. The existing literature has shown that CIS social interaction is associated with their sense of belonging at university which, in turn, is associated with their psychological wellbeing. However, there remains a paucity of work examining these relationships within a single study, especially among CIS in the United Kingdom (UK), where social interaction, sense of belonging, and psychological wellbeing, are reported to be of concern. In the present study, 85 CIS at UK universities, were surveyed for their social interaction (peer and teacher-student relationships) and sense of belonging at university as well as their psychological wellbeing. It was found that students' social interactions and sense of belonging at university were significantly positively related with psychological wellbeing. Moreover, mediation analyses revealed that sense of belonging at university partially mediated the relationship between peer interactions and psychological wellbeing but fully mediated the relationship between teacher-student interactions and psychological wellbeing. Despite some limitations (e.g., sampling and methodological issues), this study makes a valuable contribution to understanding how different forms of social interactions (e.g., peer and teacher-student) affect CIS students' sense of belonging and, in turn, their psychological wellbeing. It also contributes practically, suggesting that initiatives such as expanded extracurricular opportunities and university peer mentoring programs may foster positive social interactions. These, in turn, may enhance students' sense of belonging at university and their psychological wellbeing.
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Introduction


Background and context

The number of students pursuing higher education internationally has increased substantially in recent years, with China historically representing the predominant source of international students at United Kingdom (UK) universities. During the 2021/22 academic year, Chinese students accounted for approximately 27% of the non-EU student cohort, reflecting a 41% increase (equivalent to 44,475 students) over a 5-year period (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2023). Although India has now overtaken China as the primary country of origin for students in the UK, there remains continued expansion in international student enrolment, including students from China (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2023). Chinese international students (hereafter referred to as CIS) often encounter a distinctive set of challenges; for example, in addition to navigating university life, CIS must simultaneously adapt to a new country, culture, unfamiliar social norms, and different educational expectations and approaches (Holliman et al., 2023). This can place significant strain on their psychological wellbeing (Zhang, 2020) underscoring the urgent need for research in this area. Furthermore, cross-cultural research (e.g., Lo, 2024) has identified differences in motivational profiles and learning strategies between students from China and the UK, which are likely to impact their interactional experiences in UK classrooms. In the present study, we examine two critical and potentially protective factors: social interaction and sense of belonging. While there exists empirical work examining these relationships in separate studies, few have examined these relationships within a single study, especially among a sample of CIS in the UK, where social interaction (Mori, 2000), sense of belonging (Chen and Zhou, 2019), and psychological wellbeing (Wang, 2018) are all reported to be of concern.



Theoretical framework

The current study is guided by the Integrative Framework of Belonging (Allen et al., 2021), which aligns well with our aims as it explicitly links the study's three primary constructs: social interaction, sense of belonging, and psychological wellbeing. In this framework, belonging develops through the interplay of four elements: competencies, opportunities, motivations, and perceptions. Within this structure, social interactions, such as peer and teacher-student relationships, are understood as key opportunities that help students feel accepted, included, and connected. For CIS studying in the UK, we suggest that these social experiences may facilitate the emergence of a sense of belonging, which subsequently promotes psychological wellbeing. These proposed relationships are elaborated on below, and insights are also drawn from theories such as Cross-Cultural Adaptation Theory (Kim, 2012).



Psychological wellbeing

Psychological wellbeing is a multifaceted construct typically considered in terms of happiness, positive affect, and life satisfaction (the so-called “hedonic approach”: Diener, 1984). It refers to an individual's overall evaluation of the quality of their life and the pleasure it affords. Other definitions have focused on “eudaemonic wellbeing,” which extends beyond pleasure and life satisfaction, encompassing meaning, self-realization, and the extent to which individuals perceive themselves as “fully functioning” (see Ryan and Deci, 2001, for a conceptual discussion of “wellbeing”). Previous studies have identified a plethora of predictors of university students' psychological wellbeing, namely: personality (e.g., Zhang and Jiang, 2023), family support (e.g., Chaudhry et al., 2024), financial support (e.g., Pretorius and Blaauw, 2020) and academic stress (e.g., Córdova Olivera et al., 2023). Another known influential factor that predicts wellbeing is language ability (e.g., Edara, 2018). Indeed, (Chen 1999) suggested that experiencing second language anxiety can influence wellbeing by negatively affecting the ability to write assignments, understand lectures, oral and written tests, and ask questions in class. Language barriers may also hinder international students' attempts to form friendships and interact with locals (see Cena et al., 2021). As a result, the language barriers can limit international students' social interactions and, in that context, may lead to a tendency for international students to interact with others from the same culture rather than with broader student population (e.g., Minutillo et al., 2020).

According to the Cross-Cultural Adaptation Theory (Kim, 2012), students experience strong emotional reactions when confronted with a change in culture (Wang, 2018). Cross-cultural adaptation is the process of change within an individual to enable functioning in an unfamiliar culture and involves the de-culturalization of original cultural habits and the adaptation of new cultural habits (Kim, 2012). The cultural barriers in the educational process may result in social isolation from the host country which could affect international students' sense of belonging at universities, thus in turn, influencing their wellbeing (e.g., Alshammari et al., 2023). Although existing research has explored the positive correlation between a sense of belonging and social interaction and the psychological wellbeing of international students, there is a lack of empirical research on the relationship between these three factors for CIS. Therefore, this paper aims to explore the factors that are related to their psychological wellbeing. One important factor may be that of sense of belonging.



Sense of belonging

Sense of belonging refers to the experience of being personally involved in a system or environment, making people feel like an integral part of it (Hagerty et al., 1992). Despite the widely recognized complexities surrounding the definition, conceptualization, and measurement of the “belonging” construct (see Allen et al., 2021, for related discussion), it has been most commonly defined in an education context, as “the extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported in the school's social environment” (Goodenow and Grady, 1993, p. 60); although, this was derived from work with adolescent (non-university) students. According to the belongingness hypothesis (Baumeister and Leary, 1995), there is a fundamental “need” to belong and to form and maintain positive interpersonal interactions with others and that a lack of this “need” can adversely impact upon one's psychological wellbeing and distress as well as other important outcomes at university, such as motivation, academic self-assurance, academic participation, and overall performance (Rehman et al., 2024). Indeed, several studies have demonstrated positive relationships between sense of belonging and psychological wellbeing (see Allen et al., 2021). These associations have also been demonstrated among students in higher education (Allen and Kern, 2017; Dost and Smith, 2023; Ndukaihe and Nwafor, 2022) and among international students (e.g., CIS in Australia), where lack of belonging has been found to be associated with feelings of grief (e.g., Zhao et al., 2023).

A sense of belonging would therefore seem an important construct to understand and influence, to support the psychological functioning of students. Indeed, Allen et al. (2021) introduced an integrative framework for understanding belonging that focuses on four interrelated components: competencies; opportunities; motivations; and perceptions. For example, opportunities to develop interpersonal relationships (second component) can be considered a component of belonging but also a component that gives rise to belonging (Allen et al., 2021). Thus, conceptually, interpersonal relationships could be considered a component of, and enabler to, belonging. Indeed, studies among CIS have shown that social interaction, and the pressures associated with this, are often associated with a lower sense of belonging (e.g., Wang, 2018) and feelings of isolation and loneliness (Holliman et al., 2023). In the present study, we consider social interaction as a possible predictor of belonging; but also acknowledge it could be considered an aspect of it.



Social interaction

Studies have shown that social interaction is positively associated with psychological wellbeing at university (e.g., Caligiuri et al., 2020; Trolian et al., 2020). For example, Caligiuri et al. (2020) investigated whether a semester-long classroom experience designed to promote social interaction between international and domestic students would increase international students' sense of belonging and social support. The results showed that by enhancing students' social interactions, their sense of belonging also increased significantly. In addition, for CIS, Wang et al. (2015) found that social connections (e.g., friendships) are a major factor in predicting wellbeing (satisfaction).

Peer relationships and teacher-student interactions are frequently examined as indicators of social interaction (Díaz-Iso et al., 2020; Meeuwisse et al., 2010). According to the previous literature, peer-relationship and teacher-student interactions are positively associated with the psychological wellbeing among university students respectively (Wu and Dong, 2024). Also, peer relationships and teacher-student interactions may relate to the sense of belonging (Larsen and James, 2022; Van Herpen et al., 2019; Yao, 2015).


Peer relationship

Some studies indicate that there is a positive relationship between peer relationships and students' wellbeing (e.g., Wu and Dong, 2024). Research has shown that university students with positive peer relationships felt more “at home” on their studies with a heightened sense of belonging (Meeuwisse et al., 2010). Other studies have shown that peer support is associated with improvements in psychological wellbeing, self-esteem and effective coping, as well as reductions in depression, loneliness and anxiety (Richard et al., 2022). In addition, Kibret and Tareke (2017) looked at the impact of peer support on the mental health of university students. Their research shows that peer support is an important predictor of student psychological wellbeing, highlighting the influence of peer relationships in the university environment. However, there have also been contradictory findings observed (e.g., John et al., 2018). Peer interaction with students from different countries may pose distinct challenges for CIS (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017) leading to exacerbated feelings of lack of belonging and discomfort (e.g., Holliman et al., 2023).



Student-teacher interaction

Strong teacher-student interaction is associated with higher levels of students' sense of wellbeing. Research has found that certain teacher traits such as approachability and empathy, are perceived to positively affect students' sense of wellbeing (Baik et al., 2019). Thomas (2012) reported that to nurture “belonging,” academic staff are central agents in this process. Frequent and positive teacher-student interactions can improve students' sense of belonging to the institutions (Tinto, 2015). This was also evidenced in a study by Meehan and Howells (2018) where 530 students completed open-ended questions using a qualitative research methodology to determine students' perceptions of living in university. The findings suggested that student-teacher interaction played a key role in increasing their sense of belonging. They also emphasized that building relationships of mutual trust and respect is central to student success and a sense of belonging. They concluded that university staff (academic staff, administrators and academic support staff) play an important role in supporting students to “connect” with the university by engaging in regular, open and clear communication, building stable relationships and showing genuine care and empathy for the challenges faced by students in transition. However, some researchers have come to contradictory conclusions. Rivera Munoz et al. (2019) interviewed undergraduate students who reflected on their interactions with teaching staff (lecturers and tutors) during their first year. The results showed that students reported that positive interactions helped to influence their engagement with learning, but the benefits of their interactions with teachers did not extend beyond the classroom to help them develop a sense of belonging to the university. Moreover, Rivera Munoz et al. (2019) only included first-year students. Regarding CIS, specifically, where pre-tertiary education in China is typically teacher-centered and exam-driven (O'Dea, 2023), such teacher-student relationships can lead to a sense of alienation between students and lecturers, which may affect their adjustment.



Summary, rationale, and research questions

It has been demonstrated in separate studies that students' social interaction (i.e., peer and teacher-student relationships) is associated with their sense of belonging at university (e.g., Hussain and Jones, 2021) and that sense of belonging at university is, in turn, associated with their psychological wellbeing (e.g., Ndukaihe and Nwafor, 2022). However, there remains a paucity of work examining these relationships within a single study, especially among CIS in the UK, who may have different motivational profiles and learning strategies relative to UK students (Lo, 2024), and where social interaction (Mori, 2000), sense of belonging (Chen and Zhou, 2019), and psychological wellbeing (Wang, 2018) are reportedly of concern. It is also important to examine both independent and mediating effects, given that sense of belonging might mediate the observed relationships between peer and teacher-student interactions and psychological wellbeing (this remains an empirical question).

The present study therefore examines the relationships between students' social interaction (i.e., peer and teacher-student relationships), sense of belonging at university, and psychological wellbeing among CIS in the UK. The findings may have important implications for educators and researchers, who are seeking to understand and positively influence subject wellbeing of CIS via knowledge of social interaction with peers and teachers and sense of belonging. Taken together, the current study addressed two major research questions:

	1. What is the bivariate relationship between social interaction (i.e., peer and teacher-student relationships), sense of belonging at university, and psychological wellbeing among Chinese international students in the UK?
	2. Does sense of belonging at university have a mediating effect between peer relationships and psychological wellbeing, and between teacher-student interactions and psychological wellbeing among CIS in the UK?





Method


Sample and procedures

A sample of 116 Chinese international (overseas) were recruited from several London-based higher education institutions (universities) in the UK that required “a competent level of English proficiency” to gain entry; however, 31 were excluded due to incomplete responses (where their browser was closed prior to submitting their data), leaving a final sample of 85 participants.1 Among the sample, 17 were male and 65 were females, with one participant identifying as non-binary and two participants did not wish to disclose their gender. Participants were recruited from all three undergraduate levels of study: Year 1 (N = 12; 14%); Year 2 (N = 31; 36%); and Year 3 (N = 42; 49%). A combination of convenience and self-selective sampling approaches were used. The selection criteria were not limited to any particular ability group; all eligible students (Chinese and currently studying in UK higher education institutions) were invited to participate in this research. Participants were aged between 18 and 26 (Mage = 20.56 years; SD = 1.14).

Ethical approval was granted by the University College London internal ethics committee after ensuring adherence to the BPS codes and guidelines (Project code: PHDE0058_23-24; date of approval 23 January 2024). Once ethical approval was obtained, most participants were recruited through WeChat and Xiaohongshu (a Chinese social networking and e-commerce platform), where they were signposted to the online Qualtrics link. Participants were first presented with an information sheet, which introduced the research and made participants aware of their rights. Those who wished to continue were then presented with an informed consent form to confirm their willingness to participate. Participants then completed an online questionnaire to ascertain demographic details and to measure the core variables in this study (i.e., peer interactions, teacher-student interactions, sense of belonging, and psychological wellbeing), as detailed in what follows. After this, participants received a debrief form, which providing links to websites for psychological support tailored to student health and wellbeing. Data were collected over a 3-week period in the spring term in the year 2024.



Measures

All measures in this study were presented in the English language and selected based on their established validity, as reported in previous research, and their suitability for the sample. These measures have been commonly used in prior studies involving university student populations in the UK.



Social interactions

The scales measuring social interactions were based on an earlier qualitative study by (Severiens et al., 2006) whereby 138 students (minority and majority students) were interviewed and asked about their social and academic experiences during different periods of their studies. Based on these interviews, scales for student-teacher interactions and peer interactions were constructed. The CFA results (see Meeuwisse et al., 2010) showed good model fit (CFI = 1.00), indicating that the scale can be used to measure students' social interactions in higher education. For peer interaction participants completed a 13-item scale, e.g., “I have close interpersonal relationships with fellow students.” All items were rated on a Five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely incorrect) to 5 (completely correct). Cronbach's alpha in the present sample: α = 0.86. For teacher-student interaction participants completed a 15-item scale, e.g., “Teachers approach me to enquire about my study progress.” All items were rated on a Five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely incorrect) to 5 (completely correct). Cronbach's alpha in the present sample: α = 0.90. Mean scores were computed for each scale with higher scores representing greater levels of peer and teacher-student interaction.



Sense of belonging

Sense of belonging was measured using The Imperial College Belongingness Scale for Undergraduates (Imperial College London, n.d.). This scale provided an assessment of students' perceived connection and acceptance within the university community. It was adapted from two valid and reliable scales of Gehlbach (2015) and Yorke (2016). Participants completed a Seven-item scale, e.g., “How connected do you feel to the university staff at UK universities?”.2 All items were rated on a Five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Extremely). This adapted scale retained acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) in the present sample: α = 0.81. Mean scores were computed with higher scores representing a greater sense of belonging.



Psychological wellbeing

Students' psychological wellbeing was measured using The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS: Diener et al., 1985). Participants completed a Five-item scale, e.g., “In most ways my life is close to my ideal.” All items were rated on a Seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). Cronbach's alpha in the present sample: α = 0.86. Mean scores were computed with higher scores representing higher level of positive psychological wellbeing.




Results


Descriptive data

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and zero order correlations for all core measures in this study.

TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations between key variables (N = 85).


	Variables
	1
	2
	3
	4





	1. Peer interactions
	
	
	
	

 
	2. Teacher-student interactions
	0.36***
	
	
	

 
	3. Belonging
	0.55***
	0.51***
	
	

 
	4. Psychological wellbeing
	0.51***
	0.23*
	0.48***
	

 
	Mean
	3.32
	3.07
	3.34
	4.47

 
	SD
	0.63
	0.71
	0.61
	1.26





*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.



It can be seen from Table 1, that participants scored in the middle-range, on all substantive measures in this study. It can also be seen that peer interactions, teacher-student interactions, and sense of belonging were all significantly positively correlated with psychological wellbeing, respectively. Moreover, peer interactions and teacher-student interactions were both significant predictors of sense of belonging.



Mediation analyses

To examine whether sense of belonging had a mediating effect between peer interactions and psychological wellbeing, and between teacher-student interactions and psychological wellbeing, the PROCESS Macro v4.1 (Hayes, 2022) based on a simple mediator model (Model 4) was used to run two separate mediation models (see Figure 1 and Table 2). The indirect effect via sense of belonging was assessed by bootstrapped confidence intervals, with the recommended 5,000 resamples adopted (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). Specifically, if the confidence intervals do not contain 0, then this is considered a significant effect. As seen in Table 2, sense of belonging fully mediated the relationship between teacher-student interactions and psychological wellbeing, β = 0.27, 95% CI [0.12, 0.44], indicating a moderate effect size. The model accounted for 24% of the variance in wellbeing (R2 = 0.24). Furthermore, sense of belonging partially mediated the relationship between peer interactions and psychological wellbeing, B = 0.15, 95% CI [0.02, 0.29], indicating a moderate effect size.3 The model accounted for 35% of the variance in wellbeing (R2 = 0.35). Moreover, the indirect effect accounted for approximately 27% of the total effect, supporting the interpretation of partial mediation.


[image: Diagram A shows the relationship between Peer Interactions, Belonging, and Well-Being with path coefficients: .57 from Peer Interactions to Belonging, .55 from Peer Interactions to Well-Being, and .26 from Belonging to Well-Being, with an R² of .35. Diagram B illustrates relationships between Teacher-Student Interactions, Belonging, and Well-Being with coefficients: .56 from Teacher-Student Interactions to Belonging, .27 from Teacher-Student Interactions to Well-Being, .49 from Belonging to Well-Being, and an R² of .24. Dotted lines denote smaller effects.]
FIGURE 1
 Diagram showing two models of relationships between variables. Model 1: Peer Interactions affect Belonging (.57***) and Well-Being (.55***). Belonging influences Well-Being (.26*), with R2 = .35. A dashed line from Peer Interactions to Well-Being shows a direct path (.41***). Model 2: Teacher-Student Interactions affect Belonging (.56***) and Well-Being (.27**). Belonging influences Well-Being (.49***), with R2 = .24. A dashed line from Teacher-Student Interactions to Well-Being shows a direct path (.01). The results of the two models examining the mediating effect of belonging. Standardized path coefficients are shown. Significance markers: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Dashed lines represent the direct effect of the predictor on wellbeing. (A) Model 1. (B) Model 2.


TABLE 2 Mediation effects of belonging on the relationships between social interaction (peer, teacher-student) and psychological wellbeing (N = 85).


	Effects
	b
	95% CI



	
	
	Lower
	Upper





	Total (peer interactions on wellbeing)
	5.50
	3.69
	7.30

 
	Direct (peer interactions on wellbeing)
	4.04
	1.90
	6.17

 
	Indirect (mediation)
	1.46
	0.22
	2.92

 
	Total (TS interactions on wellbeing)
	2.44
	0.59
	4.28

 
	Direct (TS interactions on wellbeing)
	0.01
	−2.03
	2.05

 
	Indirect (mediation)
	2.43
	1.10
	3.75









Discussion


Findings of note

In the current study, we examined the relationship between social interaction (i.e., peer and teacher-student relationships), sense of belonging at university, and psychological wellbeing among CIS in the UK. We also explored whether sense of belonging at university had a mediating effect between social interaction and psychological wellbeing.

In relation to the first research question, we found that social interaction (both forms) was significant and positively associated with sense of belonging and psychological wellbeing, and that sense of belonging and psychological wellbeing were also significant and positively related. This finding was consistent with most other work in this area demonstrating the positive effects of peer interactions on one's sense of belonging (e.g., Kibret and Tareke, 2017; Meeuwisse et al., 2010; Richard et al., 2022) also among CIS (Holliman et al., 2023; Wang, 2018) where belonging and discomfort might result from those distinct challenges associated with socially interacting with students from other countries (Spencer-Oatey et al., 2017). It was also consistent with most other work on teacher-student relationships, indicating that positive relationships with teachers, who are central agents when it comes to fostering students' sense of belonging (Thomas, 2012), fosters a heightened sense of belonging among students (Meehan and Howells, 2018; Tinto, 2015). Positive associations were found between social interaction (peer and teacher-student) and psychological wellbeing: this was also consistent with our expectations and in line with most prior work (e.g., Kibret and Tareke, 2017) and among CIS (Holliman et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2015). Finally, we found that sense of belonging at university was positively associated with psychological wellbeing. This was consistent with our expectations and the findings from prior work albeit among non-CIS (e.g., Allen et al., 2021; Allen and Kern, 2017; Dost and Smith, 2023; Ndukaihe and Nwafor, 2022) and CIS (e.g., Holliman et al., 2023; Zhao et al., 2023). Thus, we were able to replicate the findings from prior work with our sample of CIS.

In relation to the second research question, we found that sense of belonging at university “fully” mediated the relationship between teacher-student relationships and psychological wellbeing and “partially” mediated the relationship between peer interactions and psychological wellbeing. This aligns with the Integrative Framework of Belonging (Allen et al., 2021), which views belonging as arising from competencies, motivations, perceptions, and especially social opportunities (such as social interactions between peers and teachers). The full mediation by belonging in the teacher-student interaction pathway suggests such interactions influence wellbeing indirectly. In contrast, peer interactions had both direct and indirect effects, indicating their broader role. These results highlight how different social interactions contribute to belonging and, in turn, to CIS students' wellbeing, reinforcing the framework's emphasis on the central and multifaceted role of belonging in supporting psychological health in university contexts.

It could also be that, from the perspective of students, teacher-student interactions are more limited to the classroom and may not have positive benefits outside the classroom. As mentioned earlier in Rivera Munoz et al. (2019), positive teacher-student interactions help to influence their learning engagement, but this positive relationship does not extend to other variables outside the classroom. Therefore, the positive relationship between interaction with teachers and psychological wellbeing may be neutralized by the sense of belonging to the universities among CIS. Similar results were also found in Brandseth et al. (2019), which used a cross-sectional study to investigate the mental wellbeing of 574 Norwegian high school students aged 16–17 years, as well as the relationship with teacher support and class belonging. The results showed that class belonging partially mediated the observed relationship between teacher support and mental health. The results of Brandseth et al. (2019) are the same as the conclusions of this paper, except that the study involved a different age group, a different country, and a different ethnic group. This suggests that the results seem to be replicable across different samples. Moreover, the peer relationships can be divided into formal and informal types and are not limited to the classroom. Peer relationships do not seem to be limited to the classroom but also include social connections in daily life (Roffey, 2013), which may help reduce their sense of loneliness and thus improve the psychological wellbeing (Smith et al., 2022) of CIS. Therefore, the mediating effect of sense of belonging on peer relationships may less than that of teacher-student relationships.

Taken together, it would seem the positive relationship between peer relationships and wellbeing can only be partially mediated by a sense of belonging to the university.



Implications for practice

The findings of this study have valuable implications for individuals, universities, and the government more broadly. For students, this study provides direction for CISs in the UK on how to address their psychological problems. For example, they should seek opportunities to increase their social interactions, such as participating in extracurricular activities (see De Sisto et al., 2021). This study also has practical implications for educators and researchers particularly within the UK higher education sector regarding how best to support the wellbeing of CIS. Universities are encouraged to create opportunities and help foster positive social interactions; for example, studies such as Wei et al. (under review) have shown that university peer mentoring programs (sometimes also facilitated by a personal tutor), that focus on skills development but also provide opportunities for more casual meetups and informal discussions, accommodating different personality traits and preferences, may be particularly effective for enhancing the social integration of international students. Staff development initiatives that emphasize relational practices, along with strategies to reduce perceived interaction barriers and enhance students' sense of belonging, are also likely to produce positive outcomes for students. Indeed, such initiatives may help promote positive social interactions between students and also between students and staff which could promote their sense of belonging at university and, in turn, their psychological wellbeing.



Limitations and future directions

There are some limitations of this study that will now be acknowledged. First, the sample size, while sufficient, was relatively small, and comprised solely of Chinese international students studying in the UK and for the majority of students, at London-based universities. As such, the findings cannot be generalized to Chinese and other international students who may be studying in other overseas nations. Similarly, the vast majority of participants in this study were female. While this reflects the general trend in UK universities, where the majority of both home and international students are female, the findings may be less generalizable to male students. Second, quantitative approaches, like that employed in the present study, are insufficient for exploring the nuances associated with students' experience of university (i.e., qualitative approaches, may provide unique insights regarding the complex interplay between social support, sense of belonging to university, and psychological wellbeing). Third, the study focused solely on interactions with peers and teachers; however, other cross-cultural work has considered the important roles of the family (and also friends) in relation to psychological wellbeing (see Brannan et al., 2013). It also did not measure other factors of potential importance when adjusting to a new country of study, such as English language proficiency level (Xiong et al., 2025). Additionally, it did not consider other possible moderating variables, including independent learning strategies, self-efficacy, and mindset. These other variables could be captured in future research replicating the design of the present study. Fourth, it is recognized, that some of the substantive constructs in this study might have been measured more comprehensively. For example, it is widely acknowledged that psychological wellbeing is a complex and multidimensional construct (Buzzai et al., 2020). In the present study, and in line with some other work in this area (e.g., Holliman et al., 2022), we focused on life satisfaction as a proxy for psychological wellbeing: this is most often considered as a hedonic measure of wellbeing (see Ryan and Deci, 2001). However, future work might focus on other dimensions of psychological wellbeing, such as those “eudaimonic” aspects relating more to psychological functioning and living well (see Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2016). Similarly, there exists no consensus, gold-standard measure for sense of belonging (see Allen et al., 2021) and it is likely the measure employed in the present study may not have adequately captured all aspects of this construct. As such, future researchers may consider adopting alternative measures such as the University Belonging Questionnaire (Slaten et al., 2018) to further explore which dimensions of “sense of belonging” may have most impact on wellbeing. Additionally, all participants were self-selected and completed self-report measures; as such, issues of sampling bias, social desirability, and inaccurate responding cannot be ruled out. Finally, this study employed a cross-sectional correlational design, which limits the extent to which we can infer directionality and causality (e.g., it could be, that those who are feeling well have greater capacity and resource to interact positively with others). Future researchers may consider adopting longitudinal design or experience sampling methodology to explore these predictive relationships further.




Conclusion

The present study showed that there is a positive relationship between social interaction (peer and teacher-student interactions), sense of belonging to university, and psychological wellbeing (specifically, “life satisfaction,” as one dimension of psychological wellbeing) among a sample of Chinese international students studying at UK universities. Moreover, sense of belonging at university was found to partially mediate the relationship between peer interactions and psychological wellbeing and to fully mediate the relationship between teacher-student interactions and psychological wellbeing. This finding highlight how different social interactions (e.g., peer and teacher-student interactions) contribute to belonging and, in turn, to CIS students' wellbeing, offering support for the Integrative Framework of Belonging (Allen et al., 2021) and its strong emphasis on the central and multifaceted role of belonging in supporting psychological wellbeing at university. Taken together these findings may have important implications for educators and researchers, who are seeking to understand and positively influence international Chinese students' psychological wellbeing via interventions (activity or endeavor) that focuses on supporting students to positively interact with peers and teachers and gain a heightened sense of belonging at university.
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Footnotes

	1A priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) to determine the required sample size for detecting a medium effect size (f2 = 0.15) in a linear regression model with two predictors, at α = 0.05 and power = 0.80. The analysis indicated that a minimum of 68 participants would be sufficient. The actual sample size of 85 exceeds this threshold, suggesting adequate power for detecting mediation effects using the PROCESS macro.
	2Some adaptations were made to the scale to replace any specific references to “Imperial College” with the broader category of “UK university/UK universities.”
	3Note that age and gender were found to be non-significant predictors of well-being (p > 0.05 in all cases) in both mediation models so were not included in the final analyses.
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Introduction: Cultural intelligence plays a central role in shaping students' ability to navigate diverse cultural environments, yet the mechanisms through which it influences multicultural literacy remain underexplored. This study investigates a serial mediation model to examine how cultural intelligence indirectly enhances multicultural literacy through two psychological pathways: cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills.
Methods: Data were collected from 412 university students in China using stratified random sampling, with validated instruments measuring each construct. Structural equation modeling using SmartPLS confirmed the reliability and discriminant validity of all constructs.
Results: The results show that cultural intelligence has significant positive effects on both cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills. In turn, cultural exposure not only directly enhances multicultural literacy but also facilitates the development of communication skills, which subsequently contributes to multicultural literacy through a sequential mediation pathway.
Discussion: These findings offer theoretical and practical insights into how institutions can foster students' intercultural competence by enhancing both their opportunities for exposure and their interpersonal communication abilities.
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Introduction

Cultural diversity has become a defining feature of modern higher education (Dodd et al., 2022; Zhou and Colomer, 2024), with students increasingly exposed to global perspectives both inside and outside the classroom. In such multicultural contexts, the ability to understand, adapt to, and engage with diverse cultures—often referred to as multicultural literacy—has emerged as a key competence for academic success, personal growth, and global citizenship (Steyn and Vanyoro, 2024). Multicultural literacy encompasses not only the knowledge of cultural norms and values but also the attitudes and skills necessary to interact respectfully and effectively across cultural boundaries (Ahadiyyah et al., 2024; Tien, 2023). As the demand for interculturally competent graduates grows, understanding the antecedents that shape students' multicultural literacy has become an essential focus of educational research.

One psychological factor frequently linked to students' intercultural capacity is cultural intelligence. Defined as an individual's capability to function and manage effectively in culturally diverse settings, cultural intelligence is believed to play a foundational role in how students perceive, process, and respond to intercultural experiences (Mangla, 2021). However, the relationship between cultural intelligence and multicultural literacy is not necessarily direct or linear. Students may possess high levels of cultural intelligence but still lack meaningful opportunities or mechanisms to translate that potential into actual intercultural understanding and literacy. This suggests the presence of intermediary processes that warrant deeper examination.

In conceptualizing the mechanisms through which cultural intelligence contributes to multicultural literacy, cultural exposure emerges as a central experiential mediator. Cultural exposure refers to the extent and frequency of engagement individuals have with culturally diverse experiences, including but not limited to cross-national friendships, participation in intercultural events, study-abroad programs, and consumption of global media (Clark et al., 2022; Sharma and Rakhimova, 2024). From a social learning perspective, such interactions provide the situational input necessary for individuals to activate, test, and refine their cultural knowledge and awareness (Fonagy et al., 2022; Zhou and Schofield, 2024). Exposure to different cultural practices not only stimulates reflective thinking about one's own cultural assumptions but also deepens appreciation of cultural variability, which is foundational to multicultural literacy. Moreover, prior studies suggest that repeated intercultural contact strengthens perspective-taking and adaptive learning, both of which are critical for literacy across cultural domains (Gweon, 2021; Lindquist et al., 2022; Nguyen et al., 2025).

In parallel, cross-cultural communication skills represent a key behavioral competence that may mediate the relationship between cultural intelligence and multicultural literacy. These skills involve the capacity to interpret culturally embedded cues, adjust one's verbal and nonverbal behavior appropriately, and engage in effective interaction with individuals from different backgrounds (Aririguzoh, 2022; Pang et al., 2024). Theoretically grounded in communication competence and intercultural sensitivity models, such skills are not simply mechanical but are shaped by one's cultural mindset and cognitive flexibility—attributes closely linked to cultural intelligence (Kour and Jyoti, 2022; Thu, 2024). Effective cross-cultural communication enables individuals to navigate misunderstandings, build trust, and foster mutual understanding, thereby transforming cultural knowledge into meaningful interpersonal engagement (Chen, 2024; Kai Liao et al., 2021; Xia et al., 2024). In this sense, cross-cultural communication operates as a behavioral conduit through which cognitive and affective dimensions of cultural intelligence are actualized into multicultural literacy.

Despite their conceptual importance, these mediating factors have rarely been integrated into a single explanatory model. Most previous studies have either examined cultural exposure or communication skills in isolation, or have assumed that their influence is secondary to other structural factors, such as curriculum or institutional policy (Ogbogu et al., 2022; Sahadevan and Sumangala, 2021). Furthermore, while there is growing recognition that psychological traits and experiential variables interact in complex ways to shape intercultural competence, few empirical studies have tested these dynamics within the same analytical framework. It is also plausible that these mechanisms may reinforce each other over time; for example, greater cultural exposure can enhance communicative adaptability, while improved cross-cultural communication can further deepen engagement with diverse contexts (Passarelli and Kolb, 2023; Presbitero, 2021). Considering such potential interplay offers a richer perspective on how multicultural literacy develops, especially in relatively homogeneous contexts like Mainland China, where internationalization levels and intercultural opportunities vary across campuses (Qiu et al., 2024; Liu and Lim, 2024). This has resulted in a fragmented understanding of how multicultural literacy develops at the individual level, especially within non-Western educational contexts.

To address this gap, the present study proposes and tests a conceptual model in which cultural intelligence indirectly enhances multicultural literacy through both cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills, while recognizing that these developmental processes may interact dynamically. The model is tested among university students in China, where rapid internationalization of higher education has created both opportunities and challenges for intercultural learning (Qiu et al., 2024). By investigating these relationships within a culturally specific yet globally relevant setting, this study contributes to a more integrated understanding of how psychological and experiential factors jointly support the development of multicultural literacy in higher education.

In light of the aforementioned discussion, the following research questions are posited:

	RQ1: To what extent does cultural intelligence influence multicultural literacy among university students?
	RQ2: Through what experiential and behavioral mechanisms does cultural intelligence exert its influence on multicultural literacy, particularly via cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills?


Relationship between cultural intelligence and multicultural literacy

Prior studies consistently indicate that individuals with higher levels of cultural intelligence are more likely to succeed in multicultural environments and demonstrate a stronger orientation toward inclusive, reflective, and globally informed attitudes. Research has shown that cultural intelligence enhances individuals' ability to engage meaningfully with cultural differences and interpret intercultural situations with greater insight (Skaria and Montayre, 2023; Sousa et al., 2023). Several studies report significant positive correlations between cultural intelligence and outcomes closely related to multicultural literacy, such as intercultural competence, global mindset, and cultural sensitivity (Drame et al., 2021; Shliakhovchuk, 2021). Empirical findings further suggest that cultural intelligence facilitates deeper understanding and appreciation of diverse worldviews, which are central features of multicultural literacy (Abdulahi et al., 2024). In educational contexts, culturally intelligent students have been found to adapt more effectively to diverse classrooms and demonstrate higher levels of perspective-taking and cultural reflection (Bratianu et al., 2021). Moreover, cultural intelligence has been identified as a reliable predictor of students' preparedness for global citizenship and intercultural engagement (Figueroa and Hofhuis, 2024). On the basis of these findings, there is strong empirical support to infer a direct positive relationship between cultural intelligence and multicultural literacy.

H1: Cultural intelligence is positively associated with multicultural literacy.



Mediating role of cultural exposure

Cultural intelligence has been widely linked with individuals' propensity to engage in intercultural experiences and seek diverse cultural encounters. Individuals with high levels of cultural intelligence are more likely to pursue and create opportunities for cultural learning, such as joining multicultural student organizations, participating in cultural exchange events, or building relationships across ethnic or national boundaries (Kai Liao et al., 2021; Kour and Jyoti, 2022). Empirical studies have shown that cultural intelligence predicts both the quantity and quality of intercultural exposure in academic and professional settings (Baratipour et al., 2021). This tendency may stem from the motivational and behavioral components of cultural intelligence, which drive individuals to explore cultural difference with confidence, openness, and adaptive social behavior (Jurásek and Wawrosz, 2024). Consequently, students with high cultural intelligence are more inclined to immerse themselves in culturally diverse contexts, resulting in richer experiential learning opportunities.

Cultural exposure, in turn, has been identified as a key experiential factor influencing multicultural literacy. Theoretical models rooted in experiential learning suggest that repeated intercultural encounters offer individuals a chance to reflect on differences, question assumptions, and develop a more nuanced understanding of cultural plurality (Passarelli and Kolb, 2023). Students who engage in frequent and meaningful intercultural experiences are more likely to demonstrate awareness of global issues, appreciation of diversity, and sensitivity to power dynamics across cultures—all central components of multicultural literacy (Dodd et al., 2022; Zhou and Colomer, 2024). Previous research indicates that students who have lived abroad, interacted with international peers, or attended culturally themed events tend to score higher on measures of intercultural competence, global citizenship, and inclusive attitudes (Figueroa and Hofhuis, 2024; Wawrosz and Jurásek, 2021). Thus, cultural exposure provides the environmental context in which multicultural literacy is not only developed but also reinforced through real-world application.

Given that cultural intelligence fosters greater engagement with diverse cultural contexts, and that such engagement serves as a catalyst for developing multicultural understanding, cultural exposure is likely to serve as a mediating mechanism in this relationship. This inference is supported by studies showing that the effects of cultural intelligence on various intercultural outcomes are often indirect and depend on actual interaction with culturally dissimilar others (Baratipour et al., 2021). Through exposure, culturally intelligent students activate and refine their cognitive and affective resources in authentic intercultural situations, ultimately enhancing their multicultural literacy. This suggests a process in which cultural intelligence leads students to seek out diverse cultural experiences, which in turn facilitate their literacy in navigating and understanding multicultural environments.

Based on the preceding discussion, the following hypotheses are proposed:

	H2a: Cultural intelligence is positively associated with cultural exposure.
	H2b: Cultural exposure is positively associated with multicultural literacy.
	H2c: Cultural exposure mediates the relationship between cultural intelligence and multicultural literacy.



Mediating role of cross-cultural communication skills

Individuals with high cultural intelligence tend to demonstrate superior interpersonal adaptability and communicative flexibility in intercultural contexts. As cultural intelligence enhances one's awareness of cultural norms and promotes sensitivity to diverse communicative patterns, it is frequently associated with stronger cross-cultural communication skills (Xia et al., 2024). Culturally intelligent individuals are more capable of decoding subtle verbal and nonverbal cues, adjusting their speech or behavior according to cultural context, and engaging in interactions that are respectful and culturally appropriate (Majda et al., 2021). Prior research indicates that cultural intelligence fosters not only the motivation to engage with individuals from different backgrounds but also the ability to do so effectively, especially in complex or ambiguous situations (Shadiev et al., 2021). Therefore, it is plausible to infer that students with higher levels of cultural intelligence are more likely to develop refined cross-cultural communication skills through their repeated exposure to diverse social and linguistic environments.

Cross-cultural communication skills, in turn, are essential for demonstrating multicultural literacy in practice. These skills allow individuals to go beyond theoretical understanding and actively participate in intercultural dialogue, perspective-taking, and collaborative learning (Hashimoto, 2023). When students possess the ability to communicate clearly, sensitively, and flexibly across cultures, they are more capable of navigating multicultural settings, addressing misunderstandings, and fostering mutual respect. Research shows that students with strong cross-cultural communication competence are more likely to demonstrate openness to cultural diversity, engage in reflective dialogue, and resolve intercultural conflicts constructively—key behaviors aligned with multicultural literacy (Aririguzoh, 2022; Imbrie et al., 2021). Communication competence thus serves as a functional expression of multicultural understanding, translating knowledge into effective action within culturally diverse learning environments.

Building on this logic, cross-cultural communication skills may operate as a behavioral mechanism through which cultural intelligence exerts its influence on multicultural literacy. While cultural intelligence provides the foundational cognitive and motivational resources, communication skills serve as the channel through which these resources are enacted in real-world intercultural interactions. Several studies have suggested that the relationship between cultural intelligence and intercultural effectiveness is often mediated by communication behavior, particularly in student populations navigating diverse educational environments (Chenyang, 2022; Passarelli and Kolb, 2023; Shan et al., 2021). This implies that culturally intelligent students become multiculturally literate not only because they understand cultural differences, but because they can communicate across them effectively and empathetically. Accordingly, cross-cultural communication skills are positioned as a complementary mediator—alongside cultural exposure—in the development of multicultural literacy.

Based on this theoretical rationale and previous empirical findings, the following hypotheses are proposed:

	H3a: Cultural intelligence is positively associated with cross-cultural communication skills.
	H3b: Cross-cultural communication skills are positively associated with multicultural literacy.
	H3c: Cross-cultural communication skills mediate the relationship between cultural intelligence and multicultural literacy.



Relationship between cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills

While cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills represent distinct developmental processes, prior scholarship suggests they are often dynamically related rather than strictly independent. Experiential learning theory emphasizes that meaningful intercultural contact provides opportunities for individuals to practice and refine communication strategies in authentic settings (Passarelli and Kolb, 2023). When students participate in intercultural events, study-abroad programs, or sustained interaction with peers from different cultural backgrounds, they are frequently challenged to decode unfamiliar verbal and nonverbal cues, negotiate meaning, and adjust their interactional styles accordingly (Presbitero, 2021; Deardorff, 2006). Such authentic intercultural engagement creates experiential “learning laboratories,” where theoretical cultural knowledge and attitudinal openness are transformed into practical communicative adaptability (Ramirez, 2023; Sharma and Rakhimova, 2024).

Interpersonal and intercultural competence models further indicate that effective communication behaviors are rarely developed in isolation; they are honed through iterative interaction with culturally diverse others (Chen, 2024; Hashimoto, 2023). Students who experience higher levels of cultural exposure typically report greater intercultural sensitivity and confidence in cross-cultural interactions (Wawrosz and Jurásek, 2021). This suggests that cultural exposure functions not only as a direct enabler of multicultural literacy but also as a precursor to the acquisition of communication skills that are critical for leveraging diversity in meaningful ways. Conversely, individuals lacking sufficient exposure may possess cultural awareness but lack the communicative agility required to enact that awareness in practice.

Drawing on these theoretical insights, it is plausible that cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills together form a developmental sequence through which cultural intelligence is actualized into multicultural literacy. This sequential view aligns with socio-cognitive models of intercultural competence, which posit that intercultural adaptation emerges from iterative cycles of contact and reflective communication (Kolb, 2015; Deardorff, 2006). Accordingly, cultural exposure can be expected to strengthen students' communication competencies, which then serve as a conduit for achieving higher levels of multicultural literacy.

Based on this rationale, the following additional hypotheses are proposed:

	H4a: Cultural exposure is positively associated with cross-cultural communication skills.
	H4b: Cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills sequentially mediate the relationship between cultural intelligence and multicultural literacy.



Theoretical framework

This study draws on theoretical perspectives from cultural intelligence theory (Rachmad, 2022), experiential learning, and intercultural communication competence to conceptualize how multicultural literacy develops in university students. Cultural intelligence is defined as an individual's capability to function effectively in culturally diverse settings and is considered a multidimensional construct encompassing cognitive, motivational, and behavioral components (Malay et al., 2022). As a meta-competence, cultural intelligence provides the foundational awareness, sensitivity, and adaptability that enable individuals to interpret and respond to cultural differences. However, scholars increasingly recognize that cultural intelligence alone does not automatically translate into intercultural competence or multicultural literacy without supportive contexts and enabling behavioral mechanisms (Shliakhovchuk, 2021). Therefore, investigating the processes through which cultural intelligence contributes to multicultural development is essential.

From an experiential learning perspective, cultural exposure serves as a situational enabler that provides real-life contexts in which individuals can apply, challenge, and expand their cultural knowledge (Ramirez, 2023). Exposure to diverse cultural settings—whether through friendships, study programs, or digital content—facilitates contact-based learning, promotes reflection, and triggers the activation of cultural intelligence components in practice. Parallel to this, cross-cultural communication skills are rooted in interpersonal and intercultural competence theories, emphasizing the ability to encode, decode, and negotiate meaning across cultural boundaries (Sharma and Rakhimova, 2024). These skills reflect one's capacity to translate internal awareness into external interaction and are influenced by underlying traits such as empathy, openness, and cultural sensitivity. Both mediators reflect distinct dimensions of the developmental process: cultural exposure represents opportunity structures for learning, while cross-cultural communication reflects the capacity to interact effectively within those opportunities.

Importantly, experiential and intercultural competence models suggest that these two processes are often mutually reinforcing. Authentic exposure to culturally diverse contexts provides opportunities to practice and refine communicative flexibility, while enhanced communication skills enable individuals to engage more deeply and effectively in subsequent intercultural interactions (Passarelli and Kolb, 2023; Presbitero, 2021; Deardorff, 2006). This developmental interplay implies that cultural exposure may contribute not only directly to multicultural literacy but also indirectly by fostering cross-cultural communication skills, which then translate awareness into effective intercultural engagement. Incorporating both independent and sequential pathways provides a more holistic account of how psychological and experiential factors jointly shape multicultural literacy.

This study focuses on Chinese university students because China's higher education system has undergone rapid internationalization in recent years, resulting in increased multicultural interactions on campuses (Chen, 2025; Liu and Lim, 2024). However, despite this shift, empirical research examining how Chinese students develop multicultural literacy through both experiential and communicative pathways remains limited. Understanding these dynamics in the Chinese context is critical, as the country's unique socio-cultural environment, educational norms, and language dynamics may shape the way cultural intelligence translates into multicultural competencies.

Multicultural literacy is conceptualized as the ability to understand, respect, and navigate multiple cultural perspectives, but it also entails critical awareness of cultural assumptions, the capacity to mediate between differing worldviews, and the skill to apply such knowledge in contextually appropriate ways (Ahadiyyah et al., 2024; Qiu et al., 2024). While related to constructs such as intercultural competence and global mindset, multicultural literacy places greater emphasis on the synthesis of cognitive, affective, and behavioral capacities into an integrated, context-sensitive form of cultural understanding (Yan, 2025). Intercultural competence often focuses on performance in cross-cultural interactions, and global mindset emphasizes openness to global opportunities; in contrast, multicultural literacy foregrounds the interpretive and reflective skills that allow individuals to critically engage with diversity across both local and global contexts (Wu, 2025). This distinction positions multicultural literacy as both an outcome of and a prerequisite for sustained intercultural engagement.

The proposed framework positions cultural intelligence as the central antecedent, while cultural exposure and communication skills function as complementary and developmentally linked mediators that channel cultural intelligence into literacy outcomes. By recognizing that exposure can enhance communication competencies, which then further support multicultural literacy, the framework captures both the independent and sequential contributions of these processes. This integrative model aligns with socio-cognitive models of intercultural development, which argue that cultural competence emerges not only from internal traits but also through repeated interaction and behavioral engagement with diversity (Zhou and Colomer, 2024). By empirically testing these interrelationships, the study aims to provide a theoretically grounded and practically relevant explanation of how university students in multicultural learning environments develop literacy across cultural contexts.

The theoretical framework is depicted in Figure 1 below:
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model.





Materials and method


Participants

This study targeted university students enrolled in undergraduate programs across multiple provinces in mainland China. University students were selected because they are at a developmental stage where multicultural learning, identity negotiation, and intercultural engagement are most salient, as noted by Deardorff (2006) and Zhou et al. (2008). Moreover, their frequent exposure to global influences through coursework, social media, and peer interactions makes them particularly suitable for examining variables such as cultural intelligence, cultural exposure, cross-cultural communication skills, and multicultural literacy. In addition, Chinese university students were recruited because China's higher education sector is undergoing rapid internationalization, marked by increasing numbers of inbound and outbound student exchanges, expansion of English-medium programs, and diversification of campus populations (Qiu et al., 2024; Shadiev et al., 2021). In this context, multicultural exposure typically occurs through observable opportunities such as interaction with international students enrolled in joint-degree or exchange programs, participation in English-taught courses, involvement in cross-cultural student clubs, and attendance at campus events like international culture festivals and language exchange activities. Even where demographic diversity is relatively limited, these structured and informal initiatives create meaningful avenues for intercultural contact and reflective learning. These shifts create a dynamic environment where intercultural engagement is both a strategic priority and a practical challenge. Studying this issue in the Chinese context offers valuable insights into how multicultural literacy develops in a large, non-Western higher education system that is actively shaping global academic mobility.

To ensure proportional representation across academic backgrounds, a stratified random sampling method was employed. This technique was used to include students from diverse disciplines such as business, education, international studies, and social sciences, which allowed for broader generalizability and minimized sampling bias, consistent with recommendations by Thompson (2012). The sample was drawn from four comprehensive universities located in three provinces (Jiangsu, Guangdong, and Sichuan), representing both Project 211 universities and regional teaching-focused institutions to capture variation in institutional tier and degree of internationalization. Within each academic stratum, participants were randomly selected using enrollment records and classroom lists. Data were collected in person by trained research assistants who provided participants with a brief overview of the study, obtained informed consent, and distributed the paper-based questionnaires. Participants were assured that their responses would remain confidential and anonymous, and no identifying information was collected. All ethical procedures were approved by the institutional review board of the affiliated institution, in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. A total of 500 questionnaires were distributed over a 12-week data collection period. Of these, 419 were returned, yielding a response rate of 83.8 percent. After data screening, which included the removal of incomplete, patterned, or inconsistent responses, 412 valid responses were retained for analysis.



Research instruments
 
Cultural intelligence

Cultural intelligence was assessed using a 10-item short form adapted from the Cultural Intelligence Scale developed by Thomas et al. (2015). This scale measures individuals' capability to function effectively across various cultural contexts. Sample items include “I adjust my communication appropriately when with culturally diverse individuals” and “I reflect on how cultural backgrounds shape behavior.” Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate greater levels of cultural intelligence. The scale has demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency in previous studies (Cronbach's alpha > 0.80).



Cultural exposure

Cultural exposure was measured using a 6-item scale adapted from intercultural learning and experience literature (e.g., Hammer, 2023; Sousa et al., 2023). The items capture students' engagement with culturally diverse environments and experiences. A sample item includes “I frequently participate in events involving people from other cultures.” Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), with higher scores indicating greater cultural exposure.



Cross-cultural communication skills

Cross-cultural communication skills were measured using 7 items adapted from Cegala (1981) interaction involvement scale and extended by Chen and Starosta (2012). This scale assesses respondents' ability to communicate effectively across cultural boundaries, including clarity, adaptability, and responsiveness. Sample items include “I adjust my tone and vocabulary when communicating with people from different cultures” and “I seek feedback to check if my message was understood across cultures.” All items used a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).



Multicultural literacy

Multicultural literacy was assessed using a 6-item scale derived from multicultural personality and intercultural development frameworks (e.g., Bennett, 1993; Van der Zee and Van Oudenhoven, 2000). This scale measures the extent to which individuals recognize, respect, and integrate diverse cultural perspectives. Sample items include “I respect different cultural viewpoints, even when they conflict with mine” and “I consider multiple cultural perspectives when analyzing social or academic issues.” Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale, with higher scores reflecting greater multicultural literacy.




Statistical analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 26 and SmartPLS version 4.1.0.6. Data analysis was performed using SmartPLS version 4.1.0.6 under an academic license. The PLS-SEM algorithm was run with a maximum of 300 iterations, a stop criterion of 10−7, and the path weighting scheme. Missing data were handled using listwise deletion, and bootstrapping was conducted with 5,000 subsamples under default settings.

Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and frequency distributions, were calculated to summarize the demographic characteristics and variable distributions. Prior to hypothesis testing, data screening procedures such as missing value analysis, normality checks, and outlier detection were performed. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with Partial Least Squares (PLS) was employed to examine the hypothesized serial mediation model. PLS-SEM was chosen due to its suitability for predictive modeling and its robustness in handling complex models with multiple mediators and relatively small to medium sample sizes (Hair et al., 2019; Sarstedt et al., 2022). The bootstrapping technique with 5,000 subsamples was used to test the significance of direct and indirect effects. Measurement model assessment involved evaluating construct reliability, convergent validity (using Average Variance Extracted), and discriminant validity (using Fornell–Larcker criterion and heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratios). Model fit was assessed using SRMR and NFI indices, following recommended cut-offs for PLS-based models.



Participants demographic profiles

The final sample consisted of 53.2 percent female (n = 219) and 46.8 percent male (n = 193) students. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 25 years, with a mean age of 20.6 years and a standard deviation of 1.7. In terms of academic discipline, 34.5 percent of the students were majoring in business, 22.8 percent in education, 18.7 percent in international studies, and 24.0 percent in social sciences. Regarding year of study, 25.2 percent were first-year students, 29.4 percent were in their second year, 23.3 percent were third-year students, and 22.1 percent were in their final year. Furthermore, 64.6 percent of the respondents reported having interacted with international students or having participated in intercultural events on campus (Table 1).

TABLE 1  Sample characteristics.


	Characteristic
	n
	%





	Gender

 
	Female
	219
	53.2

 
	Male
	193
	46.8

 
	Age (years)

 
	Mean (SD)
	
	20.6 (1.7)

 
	Range
	
	18–25

 
	Academic discipline

 
	Business
	142
	34.5

 
	Education
	94
	22.8

 
	International studies
	77
	18.7

 
	Social sciences
	99
	24.0

 
	Year of study

 
	First year
	104
	25.2

 
	Second year
	121
	29.4

 
	Third year
	96
	23.3

 
	Final year
	91
	22.1

 
	Intercultural interaction

 
	Yes
	266
	64.6








Measurement model evaluation
 
Psychometric properties of constructs

The Table 2 presents the psychometric properties of the four constructs used in the study, including item loadings, Cronbach's alpha, composite reliability, and average variance extracted. For cross-cultural communication skills, the construct showed good internal consistency with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.858, composite reliability of 0.892, and average variance extracted of 0.543. Item loadings ranged from 0.655 to 0.798, suggesting acceptable convergent validity despite a few items loading slightly below the ideal 0.70 threshold. The construct cultural exposure demonstrated strong reliability, with Cronbach's alpha of 0.881, composite reliability of 0.913, and average variance extracted of 0.678. Item loadings varied from 0.777 to 0.847, with most items exceeding 0.70, except CE4, which was eliminated due to poor loading. Cultural intelligence yielded a Cronbach's alpha of 0.860, composite reliability of 0.887, and average variance extracted of 0.500, which meets the minimum criteria for convergent validity. Item loadings for this construct ranged from 0.692 to 0.779. Items indicating poor loadings < 0.60 were dropped from the subsequent analysis (Hair et al., 2019). For multicultural literacy, the construct demonstrated strong internal reliability, with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.842, composite reliability of 0.884, and average variance extracted of 0.560. Item loadings were all above 0.65, ranging from 0.658 to 0.804, supporting the construct's convergent validity and internal consistency. Collectively, these values confirm that the constructs used in this study exhibit acceptable levels of reliability and validity for further structural model analysis (Hair et al., 2019; Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994).

TABLE 2  Constructs psychometric properties.


	Items
	Loadings
	CA
	CR
	AVE





	Cross-cultural communication skills
	
	0.858
	0.892
	0.543

 
	CCCS1
	0.691
	
	
	

 
	CCCS2
	0.676
	
	
	

 
	CCCS3
	0.778
	
	
	

 
	CCCS4
	0.798
	
	
	

 
	CCCS5
	0.773
	
	
	

 
	CCCS6
	0.771
	
	
	

 
	CCCS7
	0.655
	
	
	

 
	Cultural exposure
	
	0.881
	0.913
	0.678

 
	CE1
	0.847
	
	
	

 
	CE2
	0.846
	
	
	

 
	CE3
	0.777
	
	
	

 
	CE5
	0.817
	
	
	

 
	CE6
	0.829
	
	
	

 
	Cultural intelligence
	
	0.852
	0.884
	0.523

 
	CI1
	0.692
	
	
	

 
	CI10
	0.779
	
	
	

 
	CI3
	0.758
	
	
	

 
	CI4
	0.725
	
	
	

 
	CI5
	0.681
	
	
	

 
	CI6
	0.762
	
	
	

 
	CI8
	0.657
	
	
	

 
	Multicultural literacy
	
	0.842
	0.884
	0.560

 
	ML1
	0.804
	
	
	

 
	ML2
	0.795
	
	
	

 
	ML3
	0.782
	
	
	

 
	ML4
	0.737
	
	
	

 
	ML5
	0.658
	
	
	

 
	ML6
	0.703
	
	
	








Heterotrait-monotrait ratio: discriminant validity

Table 3 reports the heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratios with bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals for all construct pairs. All HTMT values remain below the conservative 0.90 benchmark typically recommended for conceptually related constructs (Henseler et al., 2015; Hair et al., 2019), confirming adequate discriminant validity. The strongest association is between multicultural literacy and cultural exposure (HTMT = 0.848; mean = 0.851), with the confidence interval ranging from 0.777 to 0.88 Although this reflects a close conceptual relationship, the value is well below the 0.90 threshold, and the upper bound remains far from 1.0, indicating that the constructs are empirically distinct. The cultural intelligence–cultural exposure link is moderate (0.715; CI upper bound 0.800), while all other construct pairs fall between 0.615 and 0.760 with upper bounds below 0.86. The narrow bootstrapped intervals further attest to the stability of these estimates. Taken together, the HTMT findings, along with the Fornell–Larcker results (presented in the subsequent section), provide strong evidence of discriminant validity across all study constructs.

TABLE 3  Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio—confidence intervals.


	Constructs
	Original sample (O)
	Sample mean (M)
	2.5%
	97.5%





	CE < -> CCCS
	0.760
	0.762
	0.662
	0.859

 
	CI < -> CCCS
	0.615
	0.610
	0.509
	0.708

 
	CI < -> CE
	0.715
	0.713
	0.630
	0.800

 
	ML < -> CCCS
	0.745
	0.746
	0.650
	0.826

 
	ML < -> CE
	0.848
	0.851
	0.777
	0.889

 
	ML < -> CI
	0.680
	0.681
	0.583
	0.770








Fornell-Larcker criterion: discriminant validity

Discriminant validity was examined using both the Fornell–Larcker criterion and the heterotrait–monotrait (HTMT) ratio with bootstrapped confidence intervals. As shown in Table 4, the square roots of AVE (diagonal elements) are greater than the corresponding inter-construct correlations in the rows and columns below, which satisfies the Fornell–Larcker criterion (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). For instance, the square root of AVE for ML is 0.748, which exceeds its correlations with cross-cultural communication skills (0.639), cultural exposure (0.709), and cultural intelligence (0.628). Similarly, cultural exposure's AVE square root (0.824) is higher than its correlations with cross-cultural communication skills (0.667) and cultural intelligence (0.694), confirming that each construct shares more variance with its own indicators than with other constructs.

TABLE 4  Fornell-Larcker criterion.


	Constructs
	CCCS
	CE
	CI
	ML





	CCCS
	0.737
	
	
	

 
	CE
	0.667
	0.824
	
	

 
	CI
	0.563
	0.694
	0.706
	

 
	ML
	0.639
	0.709
	0.628
	0.748








Variance inflation factor: collinearity statistics

Collinearity was assessed using inner-model variance inflation factors (VIF) for all predictor constructs (Table 5). All VIF values are well below the commonly recommended threshold of 5.0 (Hair et al., 2019), indicating that multicollinearity is not a concern in the structural model. The VIFs range from 1.000 for cultural intelligence predicting cultural exposure to 2.456 for cultural exposure predicting multicultural literacy. Cross-cultural communication skills and cultural intelligence also show acceptable VIFs when predicting multicultural literacy (1.866 and 1.998, respectively), and the VIF values for cultural exposure and cultural intelligence when predicting cross-cultural communication skills are both 1.928. These results confirm that the predictor variables do not exhibit problematic levels of collinearity and that the model's structural paths can be interpreted without bias due to multicollinearity (Kock, 2015).

TABLE 5  Collinearity statistics (VIF)—inner model—matrix.


	Constructs
	CCCS
	CE
	CI
	ML





	CCCS
	
	
	
	1.866

 
	CE
	1.928
	
	
	2.456

 
	CI
	1.928
	1.000
	
	1.998

 
	ML
	
	
	
	






Additionally, Harman's single-factor test was conducted to further examine common method bias. The results showed that the first unrotated factor accounted for less than 40% of the total variance, indicating that no single factor dominated and that common method bias is unlikely to threaten the validity of the findings (Appendix 1).




Structural model results
 
Path coefficient

Table 6 presents the path coefficients with bias-corrected 95% bootstrapped confidence intervals. All hypothesized relationships are positive and significant, as the respective confidence intervals do not include zero. Cultural intelligence has a significant direct effect on multicultural literacy [β = 0.131, 95% CI (0.042, 0.222)]; therefore, Hypothesis 1 is supported. Cultural intelligence significantly predicts cultural exposure (β = 0.711, 95% CI (0.661, 0.756)]; hence, Hypothesis 2a is accepted. Cultural exposure has a significant positive effect on multicultural literacy [β = 0.557, 95% CI (0.440, 0.671)]; therefore, Hypothesis 2b is supported. Cultural intelligence significantly influences cross-cultural communication skills [β = 0.192, 95% CI (0.060, 0.313)]; thus, Hypothesis 3a is accepted. Cross-cultural communication skills significantly predict multicultural literacy (β = 0.194, 95% CI [0.083, 0.310]); therefore, Hypothesis 3b is supported. Cultural exposure significantly predicts cross-cultural communication skills [β = 0.530, 95% CI (0.388, 0.669)]; hence, Hypothesis 4a is accepted. These findings collectively validate all hypothesized relationships proposed in the conceptual model.

TABLE 6  Path coefficients—confidence intervals bias-corrected.


	Relationships
	Original sample (O)
	Sample mean (M)
	Bias
	2.5%
	97.5%





	CI -> ML
	0.131
	0.138
	0.007
	0.042
	0.222

 
	CI -> CE
	0.711
	0.712
	0.001
	0.661
	0.756

 
	CI -> CCCS
	0.192
	0.185
	−0.007
	0.060
	0.313

 
	CE -> ML
	0.557
	0.558
	−0.002
	0.440
	0.671

 
	CCCS -> ML
	0.194
	0.191
	−0.001
	0.083
	0.310

 
	CE -> CCCS
	0.530
	0.539
	0.007
	0.388
	0.669








Effect size: f-square

Effect sizes (f2) were examined to assess the contribution of each exogenous construct to its respective endogenous constructs (Table 5). According to Cohen (1988) guidelines, f2 values of 0.02, 0.15, and 0.35 can be interpreted as small, medium, and large effects, respectively. The analysis indicates that CI has a very large effect on CE (f2 = 0.928), which underscores the strong predictive relevance of cultural intelligence for cultural exposure. This high value reflects substantive explanatory power and is not indicative of multicollinearity, as supported by the acceptable HTMT and Fornell–Larcker results reported earlier. CI also shows small effects on CCCS (f2 = 0.036) and ML (f2 = 0.024), while CE demonstrates large effects on ML (f2 = 0.357) and medium effects on CCCS (f2 = 0.274). CCCS exhibits a small effect on ML (f2 = 0.055) (Table 7).

TABLE 7  f-square—matrix.


	Constructs
	CCCS
	CE
	CI
	ML





	CCCS
	
	
	
	0.055

 
	CE
	0.274
	
	
	0.357

 
	CI
	0.036
	0.928
	
	0.024

 
	ML
	
	
	
	






Table 8 presents the bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals for the specific indirect effects. The indirect effect of cultural intelligence on multicultural literacy through cultural exposure is positive and significant [β = 0.396, 95% CI (0.3, 0.475)], indicating support for the mediating role of cultural exposure as hypothesized in Hypothesis 2c. The indirect effect of cultural intelligence on multicultural literacy through cross-cultural communication skills is also positive and significant [β = 0.037, 95% CI (0.012, 0.080)], providing support for Hypothesis 3c. Finally, the serial mediation pathway from cultural intelligence to cultural exposure, from cultural exposure to cross-cultural communication skills, and from cross-cultural communication skills to multicultural literacy is positive and significant [β = 0.073, 95% CI (0.028, 0.134)], confirming Hypothesis 4b. These findings demonstrate that cultural exposure serves as the primary mediator, while cross-cultural communication skills also contribute both independently and sequentially, reinforcing the theoretical rationale for multiple mediation mechanisms proposed in this study.

TABLE 8  Specific indirect effects—confidence intervals bias-corrected.


	Relationships
	Original sample (O)
	Sample mean (M)
	Bias
	2.5%
	97.5%





	CI -> CE -> ML
	0.389
	0.388
	−0.001
	0.305
	0.466

 
	CI -> CCCS -> ML
	0.037
	0.035
	−0.003
	0.012
	0.080

 
	CI -> CE -> CCCS -> ML
	0.071
	0.072
	0.00
	0.028
	0.134






The PLS algorithm output presented in Figure 2 illustrates the structural relationships among the study variables. In this model, all hypothesized paths are presented with standardized path coefficients, which indicate both the strength and the direction of each relationship. Cultural intelligence demonstrated strong predictive relationships with both cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills, while cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills in turn showed significant positive effects on multicultural literacy. The figure also reports the R2 values for the endogenous constructs, highlighting that the model explains a substantial proportion of the variance in multicultural literacy (R2 = 0.641), as well as notable variance in cultural exposure (R2 = 0.505) and cross-cultural communication skills (R2 = 0.463). This demonstrates the overall explanatory power of the proposed framework.
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FIGURE 2
 PLS algorithm output.




Model fit

Model fit was assessed using several standard indices. The standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) was 0.046, which is below the conservative cut-off of 0.08 recommended for PLS-SEM (Henseler et al., 2015). The normed fit index (NFI) was 0.91, exceeding the commonly accepted threshold of 0.90, indicating good model fit (Hu and Bentler, 1999). Additionally, the chi-square statistic (χ2) associated with NFI was 1,230.45 (df = 645), yielding a χ2/df ratio of 1.91, which falls below the acceptable benchmark of 3.0 (Hair et al., 2019). These results collectively support the adequacy of the model fit.





Discussion

The findings of this study offer several meaningful contributions to theory within the domains of intercultural competence, educational psychology, and social learning. First, the study advances cultural intelligence theory (Rachmad, 2022) by demonstrating that its influence on multicultural literacy is not solely direct but also unfolds through multiple mediating mechanisms. While previous research has established cultural intelligence as a predictor of intercultural effectiveness (Figueroa and Hofhuis, 2024; Schelfhout et al., 2022; Skaria and Montayre, 2023), the present findings show that its impact depends substantially on students' experiential and behavioral engagement with diversity. This aligns with recent scholarship emphasizing that the benefits of cultural intelligence are maximized when individuals are provided with authentic opportunities to apply their intercultural capabilities (Qiu et al., 2024; Tripathi et al., 2024). Rather than viewing cultural intelligence as a static trait, these results underscore its role as an enabling resource that becomes meaningful through lived experiences and enacted behaviors.

Second, by incorporating experiential learning theory (Nelson and Luetz, 2021; Passarelli and Kolb, 2023), this study highlights the role of cultural exposure as an active learning condition for multicultural development. Prior models of multicultural learning often focus on curriculum design or classroom pedagogy; however, our results indicate that engagement with cultural diversity outside formal instruction—through informal interactions, campus events, and intercultural activities—serves as a critical bridge between cultural awareness and deeper literacy (Smith and Warrican, 2021). This is consistent with higher education research suggesting that sustained exposure to diverse perspectives fosters critical cultural reflection and global-mindedness beyond the classroom (Jiang et al., 2024; Zhang, 2024). Importantly, our serial mediation findings reveal that cultural exposure not only influences multicultural literacy directly but also enhances students' cross-cultural communication skills, which in turn further strengthens multicultural literacy. This developmental sequence supports socio-cognitive models positing that experiential opportunities provide the foundation upon which communicative adaptability can be honed over time.

Third, the inclusion of cross-cultural communication competence as both an independent and sequential mediator underscores the behavioral dimension of multicultural development. Intercultural learning frameworks frequently emphasize knowledge and attitudes, but our findings show that communicative adaptability and skillful interaction are equally critical to literacy outcomes. In the Chinese higher education context, the cultural exposure pathway emerged as comparatively stronger than the direct behavioral pathway. This pattern can be explained by the demographic homogeneity of Mainland Chinese universities, where opportunities for deep intercultural dialogue are often limited. Under such conditions, even modest or structured forms of exposure—such as participation in international festivals, short-term interaction with exchange students, English-medium instruction, and online collaborative projects—can have an immediate and salient impact on multicultural literacy. These “quasi–cross-cultural” experiences provide powerful experiential input despite limited demographic diversity, whereas the benefits of communication skills likely accumulate gradually through repeated practice and reflection. This mechanism-based account helps explain why cultural exposure serves as a primary driver of literacy in this context, consistent with prior work showing that experiential opportunities often precede and enable the full benefits of communication competence (Presbitero, 2021; Jurásek and Wawrosz, 2024). These findings reinforce calls for integrative models that combine affective, cognitive, and behavioral components of intercultural competence (Alhendi, 2021), while also validating the inclusion of communication skills as an outcome-relevant construct in multicultural education.

Finally, by testing both independent and serial mediation pathways, the study contributes a more nuanced theoretical understanding of how multiple mechanisms jointly explain the development of multicultural literacy. The results challenge overly linear models by showing that environmental engagement (via cultural exposure) and behavioral enactment (via communication skills) operate in sequence as well as independently, offering a multidimensional perspective on how cultural intelligence translates into multicultural literacy. This advances prior research on intercultural competence by empirically demonstrating that experiential and behavioral pathways can coexist and reinforce each other. At the same time, these findings should be interpreted with appropriate bounds of generalization. As the study focused on undergraduates in Mainland China, where intercultural contact is relatively constrained, the results are most applicable to educational environments characterized by low baseline diversity but increasing internationalization. Future studies should test whether the observed strength of the cultural exposure pathway holds in more demographically diverse settings or among populations with greater intercultural experience to delineate boundary conditions and enhance the generalizability of these findings (Steyn and Vanyoro, 2024; Ahadiyyah et al., 2024). Overall, the multidimensional mediation model offered here provides a richer theoretical lens for understanding student development in increasingly globalized yet contextually varied higher education systems.



Practical implications

The findings of this study offer valuable insights for educators, university administrators, and policymakers seeking to cultivate multicultural literacy among students in increasingly diverse and globalized educational environments. First, the significant role of cultural intelligence suggests the need to embed intercultural competence training into higher education curricula. Universities can implement targeted interventions such as cultural intelligence workshops, reflective modules, and case-based simulations to help students develop cognitive flexibility, empathy, and cross-cultural awareness. These modules could be designed as semester-long units embedded in general education courses, incorporating activities such as cultural self-assessments, scenario-based role-plays, and problem-solving simulations involving diverse cultural perspectives. These activities can serve as foundational tools for preparing students to navigate complex cultural dynamics both within and beyond the academic context.

Second, given the comparatively stronger contribution of cultural exposure in our model, institutions should prioritize creating and sustaining genuine and sustained opportunities for students to engage with cultural diversity. Strategies such as study-abroad programs, international student mentorship schemes, and multicultural campus events should be emphasized as central initiatives. For example, universities could offer short-term international field visits aligned with course objectives, host annual multicultural festivals co-led by domestic and international student organizations, and implement “culture labs” where students collaboratively document and present intercultural experiences. Even in domestic settings, universities can design local intercultural engagement projects—such as language exchange partnerships or community-based learning with migrant groups—that foster real-life exposure to diverse perspectives. By emphasizing consistent and authentic exposure opportunities, institutions can maximize the primary mechanism identified in this study that drives multicultural literacy.

Third, while cultural exposure should take precedence, the influence of cross-cultural communication skills remains important as a complementary pathway. Course content and co-curricular programs should include activities that promote interpersonal adaptability, intercultural dialogue, and collaborative problem-solving. Examples include structured intercultural debate series, virtual exchange programs connecting students with peers abroad for joint projects, and peer-mentoring systems where students from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds co-develop presentations or research reports. Group assignments that require students from different cultural backgrounds to work together can provide a structured environment for developing communication skills while enhancing mutual understanding. Furthermore, training programs for academic staff can equip instructors with the skills necessary to model and facilitate inclusive communication practices in diverse classrooms.

Together, these implications suggest that advancing multicultural literacy requires a multipronged strategy that prioritizes authentic and sustained cultural exposure while supplementing it with communication skills training and psychological readiness programs. By focusing institutional efforts on experiential diversity as the primary driver, and supporting it with interpersonal skill-building, higher education institutions can more effectively prepare students to thrive in multicultural and globally interconnected societies.



Limitations and directions for future studies

While this study offers important insights into the mechanisms linking cultural intelligence and multicultural literacy, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the cross-sectional design restricts causal interpretation of the proposed relationships. Longitudinal or experimental studies are recommended to confirm the directionality of effects and assess changes over time. Second, the data were collected solely from university students in China, which may limit the generalizability of findings to other cultural or educational contexts. Future research should test the model across diverse populations to enhance external validity. The cultural, institutional, and policy-specific characteristics of Chinese higher education may shape the relationships observed in ways that differ from other regions. To strengthen external validity, future research should replicate this model in varied contexts—such as universities in Western, African, and other Asian countries—and compare results across cultural settings to identify both universal and context-specific patterns.

Third, reliance on self-reported measures introduces the potential for common method bias and social desirability effects. Incorporating peer ratings, behavioral observations, or mixed-method designs in future studies would help mitigate these concerns. Lastly, the model focused on two mediators; however, additional variables such as empathy, intercultural sensitivity, or institutional diversity climate may also influence multicultural literacy. Future work could expand the framework by exploring moderated mediation models to capture these complex dynamics.



Conclusion

In an era of increasing global interconnectedness, fostering multicultural literacy among university students has become a critical educational priority. This study contributes to the growing literature by demonstrating that cultural intelligence significantly predicts multicultural literacy both directly and indirectly through cultural exposure and cross-cultural communication skills. The findings highlight that psychological readiness alone is insufficient without opportunities for intercultural engagement and the behavioral capacity to navigate cultural interactions effectively. By integrating cognitive, experiential, and communicative dimensions into a unified framework, the study offers a nuanced understanding of how multicultural competencies are developed in higher education. These insights provide both theoretical clarity and practical direction for institutions aiming to equip students with the skills necessary to thrive in diverse cultural environments.
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Appendix

Appendix 1. Harman's single factor test

Appendix 1 Harman's single factor test


	Factor
	Eigenvalue
	% of variance explained (unrotated)
	Cumulative %





	1
	10.52
	38.7%
	38.7%



	2
	3.96
	14.6%
	53.3%



	3
	2.75
	10.1%
	63.4%



	4
	1.85
	6.8%
	70.2%



	5+
	< 1.00
	Remaining factors
	100%
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Employing questionnaire surveys and interviews, it has been determined that Southeast Asian students generally exhibit a moderate degree of academic adaptation. They are well - adapted in terms of instructional quality, learning capabilities, school governance, educational milieu, social interactions, and Chinese language proficiency. Factors including adaptation, nationality, student status, Chinese language competence, psychological state, learning attitudes, approaches, motivation, and abilities are of significance. Instructional quality, educational environment, school governance, and social relationships also play a role in the academic adaptation of international students. Consequently, the academic adaptation of international students can be enhanced by offering specialized psychological counseling services, establishing peer support systems, strictly implementing language proficiency evaluations, upgrading teaching facilities, and strengthening the management of international students.
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1 Introduction

More than a decade has passed since the “Belt and Road” initiative was proposed, and China has emerged as a top destination for international students seeking higher education abroad. The number of students enrolled in mainland universities continues to rise annually. According to the Education Statistics for 2022 released on the official website of the Ministry of Education, the higher education sector welcomed 125,858 international students, including 32,443 degree-seeking students. Despite the language and cultural differences, international students must continuously adapt to their studies, daily life, as well as the teaching and management approaches of their institutions. They strive to achieve a dynamic equilibrium between their personal and academic environments until they complete their education. In general, the adaptation of international students within the Chinese university education system falls under the category of academic adaptation within cross-cultural adaptation.

The study of cross-cultural adaptation began in the early 20th century in the United States, initiated by American anthropologists Robert Redfield, Ralph Linton, and Melville Herskovits. Redfield et al. (1936) believed that cross-cultural adaptation involves individuals and is a result of continuous interaction between two different cultures, leading to changes in cultural patterns. Early cross-cultural studies were primarily conducted from anthropological and sociological perspectives, focusing on identifying differences between cultures. Today, research and explanations of cross-cultural adaptation have expanded into other disciplines, with academic adaptation, including educational adaptation, being studied as a distinct field.

The earliest research on the concept of academic adaptation abroad was conducted by Tinto (1975). He proposed a longitudinal model of college student dropout, which posits that universities have two subsystems: an academic system and a social system. The academic system encompasses students ‘academic performance and intellectual development, while the social system includes peer-group interactions and teacher-student interactions. Baker and Siryk (1984) introduced the concept of academic adaptation earlier, defining it as the ability of international students to successfully manage their professional studies and meet the demands of the educational system. Ballard (1987) defined academic adaptation as the ability of international students to adapt to the academic life in their host country, including the teaching and learning styles of local universities. Ward et al. (2001) and others further clarified the standards for academic adaptation, emphasizing that academic achievement is the primary measure and central focus for international students pursuing a degree. Kaur (2007) defined academic adaptation as the changes students make to promote academic progress when facing different educational systems. Dunn (2006) developed an academic adjustment framework for international students, building on Pascarella and Terenzini’s research on the educational attainment of American college students. This framework outlines that the academic adjustment of international students includes academic specialization, English proficiency, academic achievement, accommodation, and extracurricular activities. Ramsay et al. (1999) and others, building on Anderson’s concept of cross-cultural adaptation, defined academic adaptation as the “alignment between learners and their academic environment.” Feng and Li (2002) define academic adaptation as the psychological and behavioral process where individuals adjust themselves to meet the needs of the environment and learning, aiming to achieve a balance between the individual and the environment. Ryan (2005) suggests that academic adaptation involves adapting to the unique academic learning requirements of the host country, which includes the teaching and learning styles of the host country. Cheng and Fox (2009) note that academic adaptation refers to the dynamic process of different language and cultural students in English-medium universities adapting to the academic learning culture.

Research on the academic adaptation of international students in China started relatively late, and in the early stages, there was no unified term for the subjects of study, whether they were domestic primary and secondary school students, college students, or international students. Recent Chinese literature mostly refers to the academic adaptation of international students as ‘academic adaptation,’ a term adopted in this article. Zhu (2011) defined the academic adaptation of international students as ‘the process of integrating international students into the academic and social systems of host country universities.’ The former refers to the academic performance and intellectual development of international students, while the latter involves their interactions with other school members, including peer relationships, teacher-student relations, and participation in club activities. Completing studies and dropping out are two outcomes of academic adaptation. Additionally, Zhu (2008) used the term ‘educational adaptation’ to study the adaptation of Chinese degree and exchange students to the foreign educational environment. This study defines academic adaptation as the continuous adjustment and mutual transformation between international students and the academic environment of host country universities until they achieve a harmonious fit.

Currently, there is no unified definition or research dimension for ‘academic adaptation’ in the academic community, and there is no universal scale for measuring the academic adaptation of international students in China. Since most international students are college or graduate students, many scholars adapt the College Student Adaptation Scale (SACQ) to measure the academic adaptation of international students. Some widely recognized scales for measuring college student academic adaptation include the College Student Adaptation Scale (SACQ), the Freshman College Student Adaptation Scale (CAS), and the Chinese College Student Learning Adaptation Scale. Scholars from China and abroad have developed different academic adaptation scales for international students based on their research objectives. Anderson (1994) and others developed a scale to measure the learning adaptation of short-term students, known as the Academic Adjustment Scale (AAS), which includes three dimensions: academic lifestyle, academic achievement, and academic motivation. The concept of academic lifestyle refers to the individual’s adaptation to the temporary role of a student; academic achievement refers to satisfaction with the academic process and accomplishments; and academic motivation refers to the driving force that motivates students to continue and complete their studies. Dunn (2006) identified 10 factors related to the academic adaptation of Chinese students in the United States: major, language, academic achievement, accommodation, extracurricular activities, peer relationships, teacher-student relationships, pre-departure preparation, financial situation, self-perception, and personal experience.

Some scholars have developed an academic adaptation scale for international students based on the one for college students. Zhu (2011) categorized the academic adaptation of international students into several aspects: curriculum design, learning content, learning methods, evaluation, teacher-student relationships, peer relationships, extracurricular activities, and rules and regulations. Specific issues include attending classes regularly, selecting courses they are interested in, understanding classroom content, completing assignments on time, taking notes in class, participating in discussions, focusing on studies, adapting to Chinese teaching methods, understanding Chinese grading systems, engaging in extracurricular activities, interacting with school administrators, and befriending students from their home country. Liu and Jia (2014) identified three main areas of academic adaptation for international students in China through interviews: curriculum planning, course content, and teaching methods. Xie (2017) examined the academic adaptation of international students from multiple perspectives, including curriculum, evaluation, learning attitude, course content, extracurricular activities, curriculum design, classroom environment, interpersonal interactions, rules and regulations, teacher-student interactions, and classroom settings. Liao et al. (2021) divided the academic adaptation of international students into several dimensions: language proficiency, teaching methods, curriculum, learning strategies, and library use.

A thorough examination of the dimensions defined by various researchers reveals that the core aspects are consistent, all involving individual and environmental factors. However, due to differences in research objectives and methods, each researcher focuses on different aspects. This study focuses on Southeast Asian international students and categorizes academic adaptation into two dimensions: academic and social, which are further divided into 11 sub-dimensions. The academic dimension includes specific aspects such as learning attitude, motivation, methods, and school teaching, while the social dimension includes aspects such as social relationships.

Scholars both domestically and internationally have also paid significant attention to the factors influencing academic adaptation. There are numerous factors that influence students’ learning adaptation, and different researchers have explored these from various perspectives, including self-esteem, academic self-efficacy, learning attitude, and physical health. Scholars from China and abroad generally agree that the main factors influencing learning adaptation include:

The impact of language proficiency. One of the most significant factors affecting international students ‘academic adaptation is their language proficiency. Research by Barratt and Huba (1994), Crano and Crano (1993), and Lewthwaite (1996) shows that language proficiency significantly influences students’ academic adaptation. Heikenheimo and Shute (1986) and others found that many Asian international students face challenges such as understanding lectures, taking notes, answering questions, and writing papers. White and Brown (1983) noted that language proficiency poses a significant challenge for international students. Whether they are engaged in any activities, the level of language proficiency determines whether international students can smoothly integrate into life and social interactions in China. Liu (2012) identified differences in teaching and learning, as well as language and communication, as the two primary reasons for academic maladjustment among Chinese-African international students. Jiang (2016) also highlighted that language proficiency is a crucial factor. Ai (2016) found that African and Asian international students studying in China encounter difficulties in their academic performance, including language barriers, interaction with professors, communication with mentors, and interactions with classmates. In these studies, academic adaptation is analyzed as a cross-cultural factor.

The allocation of lecturers and mentors. Teachers also play a significant role in the academic adaptation of international students. Research by Powell (2003), Robertson et al. (2000), and Ryan (2005) has shown that there is a mismatch between the learning expectations of international students and the teaching methods of instructors. This mismatch makes it challenging for teachers to meet the academic needs of international students. Liu and Pang (2004) explored from the students ‘perspective how teachers’ teaching methods affect their academic adaptation. Students expressed a desire for more interaction with their teachers to enhance their learning experiences.

The influence of learning attitude. Chartrand (1990) showed that students’ self-evaluation, sense of responsibility for learning and learning expectations had a great impact on their academic adaptation.

Purpose of studying abroad. Chirkov et al. (2007) pointed out that the motivation of students studying abroad is a factor that can predict whether they adapt to foreign life. His research on Chinese students in Canada and Belgium showed that the motivation of studying abroad has an important impact on the cross-cultural adaptation of students.

The impact of individual factors. People of different ages exhibit significant differences in academic adaptation. Gaither and Griffin (1971) found that younger international students encounter fewer learning adaptation issues compared to older ones. Martin’s research, which examined the relationship between students’ academic self-efficacy and optimism about academic achievement and their learning adaptability and academic performance, revealed a significant positive correlation between academic self-efficacy and students ‘academic expectations and learning adaptability levels.

The impact of major. The academic adaptation challenges faced by international students vary depending on their majors. Meloni (1984) found that students majoring in anthropology and sociology face more academic adaptation issues compared to those in engineering. Bunz (1997) found that students majoring in international relations perform better in cross-cultural adaptation than those in other majors. Nettles et al. (1986) and others discovered that factors such as the size of the school, the racial composition of the student body, the desire for a college degree, academic preparation before entering college, study habits, satisfaction with peer relationships, academic integration, and perceptions of discrimination all influence students’ academic behavior.

In addition, Chinese scholars believe that the factors affecting the academic adaptation of international students in China also include:

Differences in teaching methods (educational philosophies). Due to differences in geographical environment, social culture, and religious beliefs, different countries adopt varying teaching methods. According to Huang (2009) research, international students studying in China often find it challenging to adapt to the teaching methods of Chinese universities. Yao (2012) survey found that international students at Nanchang University struggle with the teaching styles of Chinese instructors in the classroom.

The impact of learning ability. Individual factors of learners in language teaching can affect the effectiveness of instruction. Individual differences also influence the adaptation process of international students. Li (2014) analyzed the learning adaptation of Changchun international students in China and found several issues, such as most foreign students tend to browse websites in their native language during their free time; when interacting with Chinese students, 70% of the international students prefer to guess the meaning of unclear questions rather than actively seek clarification. Zou (2014) discovered through research that students’ professional backgrounds can influence their learning adaptation.

The influence of teaching facilities. Yang (2009) used a questionnaire survey to investigate the education situation of international students in Chinese universities. The questionnaire survey involved research facilities, school libraries, campus networks, teaching materials, etc., and found that international students were not satisfied with these aspects.

The influence of curriculum setting. Zhu (2008) confirmed that the satisfaction of international students with curriculum setting would affect their academic adaptation, that is to say, a good curriculum setting could promote the learning of international students.

Teaching content, classroom atmosphere, etc. Yao (2013) found that age, educational level, and understanding of the host country’s culture can affect international students’ academic adaptation. Gao (2014) and Wang (2015) discovered that classroom atmosphere, library usage, comprehension of course content, and exam performance also play a role.

By summarizing the influencing factors from previous studies, this study categorizes the factors affecting international students ‘academic adaptation into academic and social dimensions. In subsequent survey analyses, in addition to assessing individual factors affecting international students’ academic adaptation through demographic variables, the various sub-dimensions of the scale are also used to identify the factors influencing students’ adaptation in both academic and social dimensions.

Southeast Asian students studying in China form a significant group among international students, and researching their academic adaptation is a practical necessity. However, these students face numerous challenges in adapting to both the learning environment and the Chinese education system, with various issues that need urgent attention. Moreover, most research on academic adaptation, both domestically and internationally, has been conducted primarily in developed European and American countries. While there are many studies on cross-cultural adaptation for international students, most of them focus on Western countries, particularly those from developing countries studying in developed nations. These studies often focus on issues of economic cooperation and development, with a particular emphasis on OECD member countries. Research specifically addressing the cross-cultural adaptation of international students studying in China is still underdeveloped, and studies focusing on Southeast Asian students are even rarer. The national conditions of developed Western countries differ significantly from those of China, so research findings based on these countries may not be directly applicable to the academic adaptation of international students in China, and might also be unsuitable for Southeast Asian students. Therefore, this study will focus on the academic adaptation of Southeast Asian students in China, exploring the factors and issues that influence their adaptation, and proposing practical solutions.

This study adopts two research methods, namely questionnaire survey and interview, to solve the following problems:


	The overall situation of academic adaptation of undergraduate students from Southeast Asia in China and its influencing factors;

	The problems encountered by undergraduate students from Southeast Asia in China during the process of academic adaptation;

	Propose coping strategies for the academic adaptation problems of undergraduate students from Southeast Asia in China.





2 Methods

The study aims to evaluate the academic adaptation of a specific cohort of international students in China, utilizing a questionnaire survey and interviews to provide insights that could improve the support systems for these students. Presently, there is no specialized tool tailored to assess the academic adaptation of foreign students in China. Nonetheless, there are recognized and extensively used scales that measure the adaptability of college students, such as the Student Adjustment to College Questionnaire, the College Adjustment Scales, and the Adaptation Scale for Chinese College Students. Numerous researchers have adapted these scales to evaluate the academic adaptation of international students, and this questionnaire follows in that tradition. Chirkov et al. (2007) research on the impact of motivation to study abroad on the cross-cultural adaptation among Chinese students in Canada and Belgium revealed that the motivation for studying abroad is a pivotal factor in determining the adaptability of international students. When constructing the academic adaptation scale, the academic adaptation questionnaire by Zhu (2011) and the socio-cultural adaptation scale (SCAS) proposed by Ward and Kennedy (1999) were referenced.

The survey is divided into four sections: demographic information, motivation for studying abroad, academic adaptation, and life adaptation. The demographic section includes 9 items, such as gender, age, nationality, student status, duration of stay, prior experience abroad, familiarity with China, awareness of the university, and Chinese language proficiency. The motivation for studying abroad section consists of eleven items, including statements like “I must study in China” and “the favorable university living and working conditions (e.g., facilities, library, etc.).” The academic adaptation scale comprises 49 items, utilizing a Likert 5-point scale ranging from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest), and the life adaptation scale has 23 items. The respondents were mainly Southeast Asian students in their third and fourth years at H University.

The survey was conducted online from April 27 to May 17, 2022. A total of 160 questionnaires were distributed, with 160 returned and 143 considered valid, resulting in a valid response rate of 89.4%. The data was then analyzed using SPSS21 to interpret the survey results. The Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.859 and the KMO value of 0.742 indicate that the study motivation scale has excellent internal consistency and robust structural validity. Similarly, the academic adaptation scale demonstrates a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.959 and a KMO value of 0.892, signifying superior internal consistency and strong structural validity. Lastly, a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.961 and a KMO value of 0.929 for another scale confirm its excellent internal consistency and commendable structural validity.

Among the 143 respondents, 68.5% identified as female and 31.5% as male. The ethnic breakdown was as follows: 40.6% were Chinese, 11.9% were international Chinese, and 47.6% were non-Chinese foreigners. A significant majority, 90.9%, of the students were aged between 20 and 23 years old. The students primarily hailed from Thailand (39.9%), Indonesia (35.7%), Laos (12.6%), the Philippines (8.4%), and Myanmar (3.5%). Regarding the duration of their stay abroad, 38.5% of the international students had been in the country for 1–2 years, 37.8% for more than 3 years, and 23.8% for 2–3 years. In terms of their proficiency in Mandarin, as measured by the HSK levels, 9.1% of international students were at levels 1–2, 66.4% were at levels 3–4, and 24.5% were at levels 5–6. Among the 8 randomly selected interviewees, there were an equal number of boys and girls, with 5 juniors and 3 seniors. The interviewees represented a mix of nationalities: 3 from Indonesia, 2 from Thailand, 2 from Myanmar, and 1 from the Philippines.



3 Findings

Based on Table 1, the overall average value for academic adaptation is 3.50, with a score of 3, indicating that the average level of academic adaptation among undergraduate students at H University and in Southeast Asia studying in China is moderate. Notably, the maximum value reaches 4.78, while the minimum value is 2.67. This suggests that while some students exhibit a relatively high level of academic adaptation, others demonstrate a lower level, resulting in a considerable overall variance in academic adaptation among the students.


TABLE 1 Mean values of academic adaptation.


	Mean values
	N
	Min
	Max
	Mean

 

 	Comprehensive academic adaptation 	143 	2.67 	4.78 	3.50


 	N 	143 	 	 	




 


3.1 Level of academic adaptation across all dimensions

The study presents the levels and rankings of academic adaptation for each dimension, aiming to understand the distinct academic adaptation levels of each dimension and the overall academic adaptation across the ten dimensions. The hierarchy of the average academic adaptation levels within each dimension is depicted in Table 2 below.


TABLE 2 Ranking of mean values of academic adaptation levels across ten dimensions.


	Item
	Dimension
	Mean
	Item
	Dimension
	Mean

 

 	1 	Psychological status 	3.10 	6 	social relationship 	3.59


 	2 	Learning motivation 	3.34 	7 	school teaching 	3.60


 	3 	Learning attitude 	3.42 	8 	learning ability 	3.60


 	4 	Learning methods 	3.49 	9 	school management 	3.63


 	5 	Academic environment 	3.56 	10 	Chinese level 	3.66




 

The data showcased in Tables 1, 2 depict the comprehensive academic adaptation levels of Southeast Asian students and the average scores for each dimension of academic adaptation. In general, the average academic adaptation score for international students in China is 3.50, signifying a moderate level of adaptation. The average scores for the ten dimensions of academic adaptation, arranged from highest to lowest, are as follows: Chinese language proficiency, school management, instructional quality, learning ability, social interactions, learning environment, study methods, learning attitude, learning motivation, and psychological well-being. Notably, the average scores for academic adaptation in the four dimensions of psychological status, learning motivation, learning attitude, and study methods fell below the overall average.

The survey indicated that Southeast Asian international students encountered the most significant challenges in academic adaptation within the psychological status dimension, with an average score of 3.10, the lowest across all dimensions. This implies that psychological issues constitute the most substantial obstacle to their academic adjustment. Upon closer inspection of the psychological status subcategories, it was observed that the mean score for item 2, “psychological anxiety,” was notably low at 2.77, whereas the mean score for item 3, “I feel lonely in China,” was relatively elevated at 3.39. Considering that items 2 and 3 are inversely worded, it appears that Southeast Asian students are experiencing significant psychological distress and feelings of loneliness during their studies.

In terms of academic adaptation within the learning motivation dimension, international students achieved an average score of 3.34, which falls below the overall average for academic adaptation. This dimension is among the ten scoring lowest, suggesting there is potential for enhancement in their motivation to learn. A detailed examination of the specific items reveals that item 12, “I often actively read professional books,” had the lowest average score at 3.10, while item 11, “I have a clear career choice for the future, study hard,” had the highest average score at 3.59.

The average academic adaptation of international students, particularly in terms of learning attitude, is 3.42, which is slightly below the overall academic adaptation level. A detailed analysis of the average values for learning attitudes indicates that sub item 7, “I believe one must pass each subject,” has the lowest mean value at 3.00. In contrast, sub item 8, “I find college study very interesting,” has the highest mean value at 3.84.

In the dimension of learning method, the average academic adaptation of international students is 3.49, which is also slightly below the overall academic adaptation level. A specific analysis reveals that the lowest average (3.38) pertains to “I will preview (or review after class).” Item 18, “When I encounter difficulties, I will seek assistance from my teachers or classmates,” has the highest average value at 3.70.

The average level of academic adaptation within the learning ability dimension is 3.60, surpassing the overall academic adaptation level and indicating a commendable level of proficiency. This implies that international students demonstrate a robust adaptation in terms of their learning capabilities. Upon closer inspection of specific items, item 33, “My strong independent learning ability,” exhibits the lowest mean value at 3.36, whereas item 30, “I can pass the exam,” boasts the highest mean value at 3.92. The project’s mean span is notably wide.

In the context of international students’ individual learning dimensions, it has been observed that the mean score for learning ability, at 3.60, surpasses the overall average for academic adaptation, which stands at 3.50. Conversely, dimensions such as learning attitude, learning motivation, and learning methods are found to be below the average level of overall academic adaptation. Nevertheless, each of these dimensions has an average score greater than 3, indicating that students are performing at an average level in these areas. This suggests that there is potential for improvement in how these individual learning dimensions are related to academic adaptation.

The average academic adaptation of international students to the school environment is 3.56, slightly exceeding the overall academic adaptation level. This suggests that international students are generally well integrated into the learning environment. Upon closer inspection of specific sub-items, it becomes apparent that item 36, “I can adapt to the management of Chinese universities,” has the lowest average score of 3.59, whereas item 37, “I can adapt to the schedule of Chinese universities,” boasts the highest average score at 3.65.

The average level of academic adaptation among international students in the social relationship dimension is 3.59, exceeding the overall academic adaptation benchmark. This suggests that their adaptation to social relationships within the academic context is commendably high. Specifically, sub-item 45, “No obstacles in interacting with school office staff,” has the lowest average score at 3.45, whereas sub-item 43, “I maintain a good rapport with classmates and am well-integrated into the class,” boasts the highest average score of 3.69.

In the university teaching dimension, international students demonstrate an average academic adaptation level of 3.60, surpassing the overall academic adaptation benchmark. This indicates that they are successfully adapting to the university’s teaching methodologies. Sub-item 25, “I can adjust to the teachers’ grading system,” has the lowest mean score at 3.50, whereas sub-item 22, “I am content with the teachers’ instructional approach,” boasts the highest mean score of 3.76.

Furthermore, the average adaptation of international students to the school management dimension is 3.63, which surpasses the overall academic adaptation level, suggesting a generally positive adjustment to the management aspects of the university. Sub-item 36, “I can adjust to the management style of Chinese universities,” has the lowest average score at 3.59, whereas sub-item 37, “I can adjust to the working hours of Chinese universities,” boasts the highest average score at 3.65.

The average score for international students’ academic adaptation, particularly in terms of their proficiency in the Chinese language, stands at 3.66, exceeding the overall academic adaptation level. When contrasting with other dimensions, it is evident that their adaptation is most pronounced in the realm of Chinese language abilities. The sub-item with the lowest average score is item 47, “Can understand Chinese textbooks,” with an average of 3.57. In contrast, item 48, “Able to complete homework assigned in Chinese by the teacher,” boasts the highest average score at 3.76.

Overall, international students in China exhibit a positive adaptation to the school environment and teaching management, indicating that the academic challenges they encounter mainly originate from the learning process itself.



3.2 Differences in academic adaptation

Based on the questionnaire survey of the respondents from the personal survey results, the study investigated the academic adaptation of Southeast Asian students in China by examining various factors such as the respondents’ gender, age, nationality, student status, identity, duration of learning Chinese, experience of studying abroad, understanding of China, perception of the university, and Chinese language proficiency. One-way ANOVA was also employed to assess the differences in academic adaptation among Southeast Asian undergraduate students in China.

Table 3 presents the ANOVA results for gender factors, with a p-value of 0.554, which exceeds 0.05. This suggests that the differences in academic adaptation among Southeast Asian students are not statistically significant.


TABLE 3 Gender: one-way ANOVA.


	Gender
	SS
	df
	M.S.
	F
	Sig

 

 	Between-group 	188.433 	1 	188.433 	0.351 	0.554


 	Within-group 	75685.105 	141 	536.774 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 

Table 4 indicates that, among the age-related factors, the p-value was 0.712, which exceeds 0.05. This suggests that there is no statistically significant difference in academic adaptation among international students in China based on their age.


TABLE 4 Age: one-way ANOVA.


	Age
	SS
	df
	M.S.
	F
	Sig

 

 	Between-group 	3410.189 	9 	378.910 	0.695 	0.712


 	Within-group 	72463.350 	133 	544.837 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 

The respondents’ nationalities span five countries: Thailand, Laos, Myanmar, Indonesia, and the Philippines. Table 5 indicates a p-value of 0.017, which is less than 0.05, suggesting that the variance in nationality among Southeast Asian students is statistically significant. According to Table 6, the data reveal that Myanmar leads with the highest academic performance among Southeast Asian students, followed by Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Laos.


TABLE 5 Nationality: one-way ANOVA.


	Nationality
	SS
	df
	M.S.
	F
	Sig

 

 	Between-group 	6272.999 	4 	1568.250 	3.109 	0.017


 	Within-group 	69600.539 	138 	504.352 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 


TABLE 6 Nationality: mean value and standard deviation.


	Nationality
	N
	Mean
	S.D.

 

 	The Philippines 	12 	176.750 	26.9347


 	Thailand 	57 	166.439 	21.3675


 	Indonesia 	51 	177.098 	22.3967


 	Laos 	18 	162.944 	20.2178


 	Burma 	5 	189.200 	31.7128


 	Total 	143 	171.462 	23.1154




 

Table 7 presents the results of the ANOVA analysis for student identity, with the data revealing a p-value of 0.004, which is less than the 0.05 threshold. This suggests a statistically significant difference in the academic identity among Southeast Asian students in China. Table 8 outlines the mean values and standard deviations for the academic adaptation levels of students across various identities. The findings indicate that Chinese students exhibit a markedly superior level of academic adaptation compared to both international Chinese students and non-Chinese international students.


TABLE 7 Student identity: one-way ANOVA.


	Student identity
	SS
	df
	M.S.
	F
	Sig

 

 	Between-group 	5766.252 	2 	2883.126 	5.757 	0.004


 	Within-group 	70107.286 	140 	500.766 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 


TABLE 8 Student identity: mean and standard deviation.


	Student identity
	N
	Mean
	S.D.

 

 	Foreign citizens of Chinese origin 	58 	178.448 	22.8620


 	Overseas Chinese nationals 	17 	159.824 	19.8502


 	Foreign citizens of non-Chinese descent 	68 	168.412 	22.5304


 	Total 	143 	171.462 	23.1154




 

The respondents had studied Chinese for durations ranging from 1–2 years, 2–3 years, to more than 3 years. Table 9 presents the results of the ANOVA analysis on the length of time spent learning Chinese. The p-value obtained was 0.753, which exceeds the conventional significance level of 0.05, suggesting that the duration of Chinese language study does not significantly impact the academic adaptation of international students.


TABLE 9 Duration of Chinese language learning: one-way ANOVA.


	Duration of Chinese language learning
	SS
	df
	M.S.
	F
	Sig

 

 	Between- group 	306.323 	2 	153.162 	0.284 	0.753


 	Within- group 	75567.215 	140 	539.766 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 

Table 10 presents the variance analysis of international experience, where the p-value of 0.322 exceeds 0.05, indicating that there is no significant impact on the academic adaptation of international students in China.


TABLE 10 Going abroad experience: one-way ANOVA.


	Going abroad experience
	SS
	df
	MS
	F
	Sig

 

 	Between-group 	528.367 	1 	528.367 	0.989 	0.322


 	Within-group 	75345.172 	141 	534.363 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 

Table 11 presents the variance analysis of international students’ knowledge of China, with a p-value of 0.463 exceeding the threshold of 0.05, indicating that there is no statistically significant correlation between their understanding of China and their academic adaptation in the country.


TABLE 11 Understanding about China: one-way ANOVA.


	Understanding about China
	SS
	df
	MS
	F
	Sig

 

 	Between-group 	829.316 	2 	414.658 	0.774 	0.463


 	Within-group 	75044.222 	140 	536.030 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 

Table 12 presents the variance analysis for the extent of international students’ academic adaptation, revealing a p value of 0.075, which exceeds the threshold of 0.05. This indicates that there is no statistically significant correlation between the degree of Southeast Asian students’ adaptation and their academic performance.


TABLE 12 Understanding about universities: one-way ANOVA.


	Understanding about universities
	SS
	df
	M.S.
	F
	Sig

 

 	Between-group 	2751.121 	2 	1375.560 	2.634 	0.075


 	Within-group 	73122.418 	140 	522.303 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 

The survey classified the Chinese language proficiency of international students into three levels: HSK 1–2, HSK 3–4, and HSK 5–6. Table 13 displays the analysis of variance for Chinese language proficiency, where the p-value of 0.00, being less than 0.05, indicates a statistically significant difference in academic adaptation and Chinese language proficiency among international students. Examining the mean values and standard deviations in Table 14, it is clear that as proficiency in the Chinese language increases, so does the level of academic adaptation among international students.


TABLE 13 Chinese level: one-way ANOVA.


	Chinese level
	SS
	df
	M.S.
	F
	Sig.

 

 	Between-group 	9991.714 	2 	4995.857 	10.616 	0.000


 	Within- group 	65881.825 	140 	470.584 	 	


 	SST 	75873.538 	142 	 	 	




 


TABLE 14 Chinese level: mean value and standard deviation.


	Chinese level
	N
	Mean
	S.D.

 

 	HSK1-2 	13 	159.692 	15.9655


 	HSK 3–4 	95 	167.874 	22.1216


 	HSK4-5 	35 	185.571 	22.2437


 	Total 	143 	171.462 	23.1154




 

A thorough examination of the aforementioned factors indicates that students’ nationality, student status, and proficiency in Chinese have a significant impact on their academic adaptation. On the other hand, there is no significant variance in academic adaptation among students based on gender, age, length of Chinese language study, studying abroad, comprehension of Chinese culture, or understanding of the university. For more detailed information, please refer to Table 15.


TABLE 15 Academic adaptation differences in congenital individual factors.


	Congenital individual factors
	Significant difference
	Congenital individual factors
	Significant difference

 

 	Gender 	× 	going abroad experience 	×


 	Age 	× 	understanding about China 	×


 	Nationality 	√ 	understanding about universities 	×


 	Student identity 	√ 	Chinese level 	√


 	Duration of Chinese language learning 	× 	 	





“×” represents no significant difference; “√” represents a significant difference.
 




4 Analysis


4.1 Impact of individual influencing factors on academic adaptation

Individual influencing factors encompass both innate and acquired elements. Innate factors primarily pertain to the nine demographic variables. As indicated in Table 15, nationality, student status, and proficiency in the Chinese language significantly influence the academic adaptation of international students.

The acquired factors encompass dimensions pertinent to academic adaptation and personal aspects, including psychological status, learning attitude, methodology, motivation, ability, and proficiency in Chinese. The correlations between these acquired individual factors and academic adaptation are detailed in Table 16.


TABLE 16 Correlations of acquired individual influencing factors with academic adaptation.


	Individual influencing factors
	Academic adaptation

 

 	Psychological status 	Pearson correlation 	0.237**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.004


 	Attitude to learning 	Pearson correlation 	0.726**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	Learning motivation 	Pearson correlation 	0.745**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	Learning methods 	Pearson correlation 	0.744**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	Learning ability 	Pearson correlation 	0.892**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	Chinese level 	Pearson correlation 	0.801**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000





** Indicates that the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (p < 0.01).
 

The study uncovers a significant and positive correlation between the psychological well-being of international students and their level of academic adaptation. Put differently, improvements in the students’ psychological status are accompanied by enhanced academic adaptability. The correlation coefficient for these two variables stands at 0.237, situated within the range of 0.2 to 0.4, indicating a moderate association between the psychological well-being and academic adaptation of international students. It is worth noting that this correlation is the weakest among several other individual factors that were considered.

Upon examining the dimension of academic adaptation within the psychological status, it was observed that students exhibit the lowest mean value in this area, primarily due to psychological anxiety stemming from learning challenges. Through interviews, I discovered that international students experience considerable stress during course studies and thesis writing. Interviewer 7 mentioned, “During my sophomore year, I felt immense pressure because the coursework was slightly more challenging than in my freshman year. I struggled to adapt, which led to significant stress and uncertainty about how to cope.” Interviewer 8 expressed that the process of writing his graduation thesis was particularly painful, as he worried about his ability to graduate and often suffered from sleepless nights.

As illustrated in Table 16, the correlation coefficients between academic adaptation and various factors such as learning attitude, motivation, methods, ability, and proficiency in Chinese all exceed 0.7, indicating a robust positive correlation. This suggests that the more positive a student’s learning attitude, the stronger their motivation, the more effective their learning methods, the greater their learning ability, and the higher their proficiency in Chinese, the greater their level of academic adaptation will be.



4.2 Impact of environmental influencing factors on academic adaptation

The environmental factors that impact academic adaptation encompass various dimensions related to the external environment, as outlined in the academic adaptation scale. These dimensions consist of school teaching, school management, the learning environment, and social relationships. The interplay among these diverse environmental factors and their influence on academic adaptation are elaborated in Table 17 below.


TABLE 17 Correlations between environmental influencing factors and academic adaptation.


	Environmental influencing factors
	Academic adaptation

 

 	School teaching 	Pearson correlation 	0.877**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	School management 	Pearson correlation 	0.818**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	Academic environment 	Pearson correlation 	0.837**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	Social relationship 	Pearson correlation 	0.790**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000





** Indicates that the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (p < 0.01).
 

As evidenced by the data in Table 17, there exists a significant positive correlation among school teaching, school management, learning environment, social relationships, and the level of academic adaptation among students. In other words, enhancements in the quality of teaching, management, and the learning environment, coupled with more robust social relationships, are linked to a higher level of academic adaptation in international students.



4.3 Influence of motivation to study abroad on academic adaptation

To comprehend the comprehensive motivation driving international students to seek education overseas, the intensity coefficient was utilized to evaluate the respondents’ motivational strength. The intensity coefficient signifies the ratio of the total score to the maximum possible score for average study abroad motivation. A coefficient under 0.20 indicates a weak investigation of study motivation, ranging from 0.2 to 0.4 suggests a moderate level of motivation, while a coefficient from 0.4 to 0.6 signifies a strong motivation. Values between 0.60 and 0.80 denote a very strong motivation, and those between 0.80 and 1.00 indicate an extremely strong motivation. Data analysis indicates that the average motivational intensity for undergraduate students from Southeast Asia is 0.75, pointing to a strong motivation. Among the respondents, 1.4% displayed weak motivation, 18.9% moderate, 46.9% strong, and 32.8% very strong.


4.3.1 Analysis of the motivation factors of study abroad

To explore the diverse motivations that propel international students to continue their education in China, researchers conducted a factor analysis on the initial 11 variables related to these motivations, utilizing SPSS version 21.0. After several iterations and the removal of the superfluous variables “scholarship” and “Xiamen attracted me,” it was determined that two factors surfaced with eigenvalues surpassing 1, explaining a total variance of 61.261%.(Table 18).


TABLE 18 Analysis of the influencing factors of motivation for studying abroad.


	Component
	Initial eigenvalue
	Extraction sums of squared loadings
	Rotation sums of squared loadings



	Total
	% of variance
	Cumulative%
	Total
	% of variance
	Cumulative%
	Total
	% of variance
	Cumulative%

 

 	1 	5.662 	51.472 	51.472 	5.662 	51.472 	51.472 	4.682 	42.566 	42.566


 	2 	1.077 	9.790 	61.261 	1.077 	9.790 	61.261 	2.056 	18.695 	61.261


 	3 	0.944 	8.584 	69.845 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	4 	0.707 	6.426 	76.271 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	5 	0.568 	5.161 	81.432 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	6 	0.501 	4.551 	85.982 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	7 	0.447 	4.060 	90.042 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	8 	0.272 	2.473 	96.260 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	9 	0.172 	1.568 	100.000 	 	 	 	 	 	




 

As depicted in Table 19, after several iterations and the removal of extraneous items, such as item 1 “scholarship” and item 11 “Xiamen attracts me,” the first factor unites the five initial variables—items 3, 4, 5, 7, and 8—with a factor loading of at least 0.695. These variables encompass the desire to “enhance my Chinese language abilities and gain insight into Chinese culture,” “study specialized subjects in Chinese, such as Chinese painting,” “the educational experience at H university will aid me in future employment,” “obtain exceptional opportunities to travel within China and deepen my cultural understanding,” and “exercise my capacity to navigate unfamiliar cultural contexts.” This factor can be designated as “internal motivation for studying abroad,” capturing the inherent motivations that drive international students to seek education internationally. The second factor, with a factor loading of at least 0.524, consolidates four original variables from projects 2, 6, 9, and 10, which are “the living and working conditions at H university (including facilities, library, etc.) surpass those at Chinese universities,” “parents/friends have recommended that I study at H university,” “it is more convenient to apply to key Chinese universities from H university,” and “my friends at H university are studying.” This factor can be labeled “external motivation for studying abroad,” signifying the reasons international students opt to study in China due to external factors.


TABLE 19 Rotated component matrix for studying abroad motivations.


	Motivations for studying abroad
	Component



	1
	2

 

 	2. Good living and working conditions 	0.104 	0.743


 	3. Improve my Chinese language proficiency 	0.878 	0.116


 	4. Learn from Chinese expertise 	0.695 	0.246


 	5. Learning experience is good for employment 	0.812 	0.306


 	6 Parents and friends suggest it 	0.338 	0.657


 	7 Travel in China to understand Chinese culture 	0.747 	0.342


 	8 Cultivate individual abilities 	0.828 	0.170


 	9 The application process is easy 	0.178 	0.524


 	10 Friends are at H University 	0.025 	0.888




 



4.3.2 Main motivation factors affecting academic adaptation

As illustrated in Tables 20, a significant positive correlation exists between the factors of studying abroad motivation and academic adaptation, suggesting that the motivational opportunities associated with studying abroad have an impact on the academic adaptation levels of students from Southeast Asia. The correlation coefficients reveal that, in comparison to factor 2, “external motivation,” factor 1, “internal motivation,” exhibits a stronger correlation with academic adaptation. This indicates that enhancing the internal motivation of international students can facilitate further enhancements in their academic adaptation levels.


TABLE 20 Correlation between diverse factors of motivation for studying abroad and academic adaptation.


	Motivation for studying abroad
	Academic adaptation

 

 	Factor 1 internal motivation to study abroad 	Pearson correlation 	0.571**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	N 	143


 	Factor 2 external motivation to study abroad 	Pearson correlation 	0.197*


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.019


 	N 	143





** Indicates that the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (p < 0.01). * Indicates that the correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (p < 0.05).
 



4.3.3 Impact of life adaptation on academic adaptation

As illustrated in Table 21, the overall average score of Southeast Asian students in China is 2.59, which falls below the midpoint of 3, suggesting that the performance of international students in China is on the lower end.


TABLE 21 Overall mean of life adaptation.


	Life adaptation
	N
	Min
	Max
	Mean

 

 	Overall life adaptation 	143 	1.00 	5.00 	2.59


 	N 	143 	 	 	




 

To explore the multifaceted aspects of life adaptation among international students in China, researchers utilized SPSS 21.0 to examine the 11 initial variables linked to learning motivation. Table 22 indicates the analysis uncovered three primary factors, each with eigenvalues surpassing 1, accounting for a total variance of 67.992%.


TABLE 22 Analysis of life adaptation influencing factors.


	Component
	Initial eigenvalue
	Extraction sums of squared loadings
	Rotation sums of squared loadings



	Total
	% of variance
	Cumulative %
	Total
	% of variance
	Cumulative %
	Total
	% of variance
	Cumulative %

 

 	1 	12.56 	54.608 	54.608 	12.56 	54.608 	54.608 	6.332 	27.529 	27.529


 	2 	1.859 	8.081 	62.689 	1.859 	8.081 	62.689 	4.854 	21.103 	48.632


 	3 	1.22 	5.303 	67.992 	1.22 	5.303 	67.992 	4.453 	19.359 	67.992


 	4 	0.962 	4.181 	72.172 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	5 	0.798 	3.47 	75.642 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	6 	0.766 	3.329 	78.972 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	7 	0.641 	2.786 	81.758 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	8 	0.517 	2.247 	84.005 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	9 	0.457 	1.986 	85.992 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	10 	0.422 	1.833 	87.825 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	11 	0.376 	1.633 	89.457 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	12 	0.333 	1.449 	90.906 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	13 	0.323 	1.402 	92.309 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	14 	0.287 	1.246 	93.555 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	15 	0.257 	1.118 	94.672 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	16 	0.22 	0.957 	95.63 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	17 	0.195 	0.849 	96.478 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	18 	0.188 	0.816 	97.295 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	19 	0.175 	0.76 	98.055 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	20 	0.139 	0.603 	98.658 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	21 	0.12 	0.522 	99.181 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	22 	0.112 	0.485 	99.666 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	23 	0.077 	0.334 	100 	 	 	 	 	 	




 

Table 23 indicates that the first factor encompasses nine original variables.: item 02, 03, 04, 05, 06, 07, 08, and 09, each with a loading of at least 0.405. These encompass various aspects, including “adapting to China’s diet,” “adapting to China’s climate,” “adapting to China’s transportation,” and other elements. This factor is designated as “adaptation to the external natural and social Environment.”


TABLE 23 Rotated component matrix for life adaptation influencing factors.


	Life adaptation influencing factors
	Component



	1
	2
	3

 

 	01. Diet 	0.787 	0.284 	0.298


 	02. Climate 	0.786 	0.237 	0.333


 	03 Transportation 	0.755 	0.195 	0.328


 	04. Shopping environment 	0.722 	0.299 	0.248


 	05. The pace of life 	0.709 	0.257 	0.401


 	06. Local accent 	0.700 	0.324 	0.325


 	07. Use of the Chinese language 	0.679 	0.390 	0.150


 	08 The Chinese culture and the Chinese people 	0.657 	0.312 	0.257


 	09. Local price levels 	0.529 	0.367 	0.253


 	10. Make local friends 	0.131 	0.810 	0.167


 	11. Activities held by the Chinese people, such as parties, etc. 	0.340 	0.766 	0.144


 	12. The Chinese people are genuine and polite 	0.373 	0.764 	0.201


 	13. Chinese humor 	0.237 	0.664 	0.211


 	14. Chinese restaurant and store services 	0.231 	0.742 	0.227


 	15. Service provided by Chinese hospitals and banks and post offices 	0.362 	0.667 	0.168


 	16. Public services delivered by China’s administrative agencies 	0.306 	0.653 	0.235


 	17. Social and public order in China 	0.388 	0.242 	0.738


 	18. Chinese hygiene habits 	0.354 	0.145 	0.734


 	19. Religious and culture 	0.157 	0.251 	0.670


 	20. Laws and regulations 	0.396 	0.178 	0.767


 	21. The dormitory management rules 	0.405 	0.133 	0.662


 	22. Get along with roommates 	0.349 	0.177 	0.608


 	23. Get along with international students from other countries 	0.306 	0.339 	0.538




 

The second factor encompasses seven original variables: item10, 11, 12, 13,14, 15, and 16, each with a loading factor of no less than 0.653. It encompasses considerations such as “adapting to services at China’s restaurants and shops,” “adapting to services at Chinese hospitals, banks, and post offices,” and “adapting to the administrative structure of China, such as college management offices.” This factor is named “adaptation to the external service environment.”

The third factor encompasses seven original variables: item 17,18,19,20,21, 22, and 23, each with a loading of at least 0.538. These encompass “compliance with Chinese laws and regulations,” “adapting to the management rules of the school’s student dormitory,” and various others. This factor is designated as “adaptation to the Chinese System, etc.”

As indicated in Table 24, the three dimensions of life adaptation exhibit significant positive correlations with academic adaptation. It is suggested that life adaptation influences the academic adaptation levels of undergraduate students from Southeast Asia studying in China. To enhance the academic adaptation of these students, it is imperative to concentrate on the challenges and difficulties they face in adjusting to life abroad.


TABLE 24 Correlation between diverse factors of life adaptation and academic adaptation.


	Life adaptation influencing factors
	Academic adaptation

 

 	Factor 1 adapt to the natural and social environment 	Pearson correlation 	0.652**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	N 	143


 	Factor 2 adapt to the external service environment 	Pearson correlation 	0.541**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	N 	143


 	Factor 3 adapt to the Chinese system, etc 	Pearson correlation 	0.531**


 	Significance (Bilateral) 	0.000


 	N 	143





** indicates that the correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (p < 0.01).
 

Upon analyzing the ten items with the lowest mean scores in life adaptation (refer to Table 25 below for data), five of these items (01, 02, 03, 04, 05) originate from factor 1, “adaptation to the natural and social environment.” Upon their arrival in the host country, students are confronted with cultural shock in the new setting. Their inability to adapt to China’s natural and social environment makes the issues represented by these five items particularly widespread. During interviews, most students reported experiencing initial difficulties, with some even crying daily due to homesickness. However, they indicated that over time, they gradually adapted. Interviewee 5 shared: “Initially, I struggled a lot with the food and living habits here, to the point of crying every day because I missed home so much. But after a while, I made some new friends and the teachers here have been very supportive. I’ve gradually grown accustomed to the environment and no longer feel the need to cry.”


TABLE 25 Analysis of life-adaptation means.


	Item
	Mean
	Content

 

 	17 	2.33 	Social and public order in China


 	03 	2.31 	Transportation


 	02 	2.30 	Climate


 	14 	2.27 	Chinese restaurant and store services


 	01 	2.25 	Diet


 	05 	2.24 	The pace of life


 	21 	2.22 	The dormitory management rules


 	04 	2.15 	Shopping environment


 	22 	2.14 	Get along with roommates


 	23 	2.13 	Get along with international students from other countries




 

During the interview, interviewee 5 noted: “The university’s dormitory management is quite stringent, with weekly health inspections. Multiple failures could lead to counseling sessions and may even impact our scholarships. Additionally, we are expected to inform the counselor if we return late on several occasions.” Items 22, “Ability to harmonize with roommates,” and 23, “Ability to harmonize with international students from other countries,” scored the lowest on the life adaptation questionnaire. The impact of culture and language on the social interactions of international students appears to be relatively minor. Many international students report difficulties in getting along with their roommates. Classmate 01 shared, “Initially, I did not get along with my roommates. Even though we were from the same country, our personalities clashed. We decided to change dormitories, and the situation improved significantly.” Interviewer 4 stated, “Before I started getting along with my roommate, we had very limited communication. They are African students, and we faced a language barrier, which meant we rarely spoke. I can appreciate their religion and culture, but our living habits are vastly different, making it challenging to live together.”

Life adaptation is a key factor influencing academic adaptation, with a positive correlation between the two. Higher levels of life adaptation are associated with higher levels of academic adaptation. Among the factors, “adaptation to the social and natural environment” (Factor 1) has the highest correlation with academic adaptation, followed by “adaptation to the external service environment” (Factor 2) and “adaptation to the Chinese system” (Factor 3).





5 Discussion

In the post-pandemic period, international students confront multifaceted challenges in cross-cultural adaptation that adversely affect not only their academic performance but also profoundly impact psychological well-being and social integration. Higher education institutions globally have undergone rapid transitions from online to in-person instruction, generating significant adaptation stress among international student populations. For instance, mandatory campus return policies implemented by UK universities have precipitated psychological distress, financial burdens, and adverse effects on educational outcomes. Concurrently, the reduction of digital learning resources has created significant difficulties for students acclimatized to remote instruction (Zhao and Xue, 2023). The pandemic and its persistent repercussions have substantially exacerbated mental health concerns within this demographic. Empirical evidence indicates heightened levels of loneliness and academic anxiety among international students during the pandemic, further compromising cross-cultural adaptability. Particularly within the UK context, loneliness has demonstrated significant negative correlations with academic achievement and social connectivity (Dost, 2025). Furthermore, longitudinal Australian research reveals that pandemic-induced mental health deterioration among international students manifested greater severity and exhibited slower recovery trajectories compared to domestic peers (Dingle et al., 2024).

Contemporary international students encounter compounded social integration barriers. Japanese research illustrates that despite maintaining specific health protocols (e.g., hand hygiene and mask usage), international students continue to experience social isolation in quotidian interactions. Cultural disparities and linguistic barriers further intensify adaptation challenges, particularly regarding healthcare accessibility and employment support systems (Ma et al., 2024).

The pandemic has fundamentally disrupted academic trajectories and career planning. Chinese research indicates that international students increasingly prioritize innovative learning environments and cultural adaptation capacity when selecting institutions, though structural inequalities and underdeveloped innovation ecosystems remain substantial impediments. Notably, a persistent preference for distance learning modalities reflects enduring concerns regarding reintegration into traditional classroom settings (Zuo, 2022).

Mental health constitutes a fundamental pillar underpinning international students’ academic progression and personal development within the Chinese educational context. Detrimental psychological states can significantly disrupt normative learning processes and pose substantial risks to student well-being. Empirical studies indicate that international students in China generally exhibit lower levels of psychological adjustment relative to the domestic population, with mental health exerting a direct influence on academic adaptation efficacy. To facilitate international students’ adaptation within post-pandemic cross-cultural environments, higher education institutions must prioritize addressing their psychological needs during academic engagement.

Scholarly consensus advocates for the provision of specialized mental health services to mitigate experiences of loneliness and academic anxiety (Dingle et al., 2024; Dost, 2025). Consequently, institutions are advised to implement professional counseling programs designed to alleviate psychological challenges inherent in academic adaptation. Optimizing extant counseling services necessitates enhancing both the professional competence and accessibility of psychological support systems. Effective counseling provision rests upon three fundamental components: professional resource allocation, capacity for tailored service delivery, and robust institutional safeguards. Deficiencies in any of these components demonstrably compromise support efficacy.

In order to mitigate the academic adaptation challenges arising from cultural differences and value conflicts among international students in Chinese universities, it is imperative to establish a systematic framework integrating three core components: teachers’ cross-cultural sensitivity as the foundational competency; curriculum internationalization as the pedagogical vehicle; and campus inclusiveness as the environmental scaffold.

Currently, university psychological counselors encounter significant challenges pertaining to both professional competence and cultural adaptability. Many institutions recruit counselors possessing limited qualifications, predominantly focusing on general counseling while lacking specialized training for issues prevalent among international students, such as “second-language acquisition anxiety” or “cross-cultural family conflicts.” This deficit in specialized expertise impedes the ability to effectively address complex problems, including academic anxiety compounded by linguistic barriers and cultural isolation. Standardized psychological assessment instruments (e.g., SCL-90), developed within Western contexts, frequently lack localized adaptations suitable for Southeast Asian students, particularly concerning religious beliefs and collectivist cultural orientations. Such inadequacies may yield inaccurate evaluations, compromising the precision of subsequent intervention plans.

Furthermore, certain counselors manifest deficiencies in cross-cultural competence, exhibiting an inadequate comprehension of Southeast Asian cultural frameworks. Their inadequate grasp of religious taboos prevalent among Malaysian and Indonesian students, combined with a superficial understanding of collectivist values in Thailand and Laos, risks the clinical misdiagnosis of normative cultural differences as psychological disorders. For instance, student reluctance to seek assistance—potentially influenced by “face culture”—may be misinterpreted as social withdrawal. This can result in counseling programs that fail to adequately address actual needs and are deficient in requisite cross-cultural intervention capabilities. Additionally, communication barriers between Southeast Asian international students and counselors, exacerbated by students’ limited proficiency in the Chinese language, frequently hinder the comprehensive expression of psychological distress, thus obstructing the timely provision of necessary support.

The majority of universities predominantly depend on government funding for psychological counseling services. Due to the limited administrative resources, the recruitment of professional counselors is inadequate, and the ratio between counselors and international students is imbalanced. Consequently, the consultation hours and frequency are restricted, failing to meet the frequent psychological needs of international students who are confronted with cultural adaptation challenges and academic pressures.

Universities frequently assign part-time counselors in charge of international student affairs to offer counseling support. Nevertheless, these part—time staff encounter difficulties in balancing their responsibilities in student management, visa processing, and accommodation arrangements. As a result, it is arduous for them to allocate sufficient time to designing activity plans or monitoring student development.

The operational administrative processes of universities create systemic obstacles in the crisis referral efficiency of counseling services. When international students present severe psychological problems (such as depressive tendencies), they need to be referred to external mental health institutions. However, gaps in administrative procedures, including “medical insurance coordination” and “language assistance,” may postpone critical intervention opportunities.

Resource limitations, a dearth of faculty expertise, and deficiencies in administrative processes may undermine the effectiveness of support measures for international students across multiple dimensions. Specifically, these challenges can be classified into three aspects: “supply-side” constraints, “capacity limitations,” and “institutional barriers.”

On the supply side, problems such as a scarcity of counseling resources and inadequate assessment tools frequently fail to satisfy the diverse requirements of international students. In terms of capacity limitations, certain educators may lack cross-cultural competence, rendering it difficult to effectively tackle unique challenges such as language adaptation and cultural adjustment. From an institutional standpoint, inefficient administrative procedures and a lack of inter-departmental collaboration further impede the seamless implementation of support initiatives.

Consequently, rectifying existing deficiencies in psychological counseling, such as unprofessional practices and accessibility problems, constitutes a crucial step for universities to enhance the mental health and well-being of international students.

To promote the professionalization of psychological counseling, universities ought to offer specialized training programs for faculty members who have direct interactions with international students. Considering that China’s mental health services are still in the process of development and improvement, educational institutions should not solely rely on campus counselors but also engage student advisors, academic mentors, and even dormitory supervisors to provide psychological support. In addition to providing compensation or incentives for these supplementary counseling duties, institutions should place emphasis on professional development by means of language proficiency training and the enhancement of cross-cultural communication skills. Universities with a large number of Southeast Asian students could contemplate recruiting counselors with Southeast Asian cultural backgrounds and applying narrative therapy to assist students in expressing their anxiety. For instance, the use of “family story sharing” can be employed to mitigate “expectation pressure.”

Teachers act as the primary “intermediaries” through which international students interact with Chinese culture and educational systems. Their cross-cultural sensitivity directly influences the effectiveness of conflict resolution. To address this issue, schools can regularly organize cross-cultural training programs. These programs encompass cultural customs, value systems, and communication modes of various countries, which can enhance educators’ understanding of multiculturalism. For example, professional cross-cultural researchers can be invited to give lectures on cross-cultural educational philosophies and strategies to prevent conflicts resulting from misunderstandings in teaching.

In addition, arranging cultural immersion activities such as visiting international exhibitions and participating in global cultural festivals enables teachers to directly experience the allure of multiculturalism, thus enhancing their sensitivity to cultural differences. Moreover, conducting cross-cultural pedagogy seminars and maintaining reflective journals are effective means to improve teachers’ cross-cultural competence. At these seminars, educators can share cross-cultural cases encountered in their teaching practices, jointly analyze the causes, and explore adjustments to teaching methods that respect students’ cultural traditions while achieving the desired educational outcomes. Through these discussions, teachers can exchange perspectives and continuously refine their cross-cultural teaching skills.

Furthermore, establishing close mentor—mentee relationships with Southeast Asian students is of great significance. Teachers should make use of extracurricular time to communicate with students, understand their academic and personal difficulties, and offer care and support. Through this process, teachers can gain a deeper understanding of international students’ cultural backgrounds and individual needs, enabling them to promptly identify potential cultural conflict risks and implement preemptive measures. Additionally, such positive teacher—student relationships contribute to the creation of a harmonious campus environment, providing proactive support for international students’—cultural adaptation.

In conclusion, universities can mitigate misjudgments stemming from cultural ignorance or inadequacies by systematically imparting cross-cultural theories, customs, religious taboos, and value systems to faculty members. Through cross-cultural communication decoding training and workshops aimed at resolving value conflicts, educational institutions can enhance teachers’ proficiency in cross-cultural communication and conflict resolution mediation. Moreover, by organizing in—depth interviews with international students and scenario—based experiential activities, educators can cultivate cultural empathy and foster a favorable cross-cultural environment.

It is of great significance to acknowledge that the post-pandemic era is concurrent with the rapid digital development. In this context, excessive dependence on digital platforms has exacerbated the mental health risks for students. Chinese international students are increasingly relying on social media for information, while their offline social skills have declined and social distancing has become more prominent. This prolongs their cross-cultural adaptation period and may result in a decrease in cultural integration.

To address this issue, universities should organize cultural exchange programs, such as China Day events, cultural immersion tours, and talent showcases. Encouraging peer-to-peer mentorship initiatives will assist students in cultivating cultural awareness in multicultural settings, improving emotional intelligence and behavioral competence in cross-cultural communication, and ultimately attaining successful academic adaptation.

To optimize psychological counseling services, it is advisable to learn from international exemplary practices. In Australia, international students can avail themselves of counseling services via the Australian Living Helpline and depression prevention programs, which have proven to be highly accessible. These approaches provide valuable references. Enhancing service accessibility is of utmost importance by integrating counseling channels into students’ daily lives. Universities should promote these resources through official social media accounts and communication platforms, enabling students to conveniently book mental health consultation appointments. Schools can also publicize dedicated hotlines to guarantee immediate contact. For Southeast Asian universities with a large number of international students, developing a “Digital Cultural Adaptation Platform” would be a prudent choice. This platform could incorporate applications in Southeast Asian languages, integrated features such as Chinese language learning resources, counseling booking systems, and campus life guides, as well as self-assessment tools for anxiety monitoring. High-risk students can receive personalized interventions. Through these strategies, theoretical understandings of cultural adaptation stress and academic anxiety can be translated into localized and targeted support measures. This approach facilitates Southeast Asian students in building psychological resilience, transitioning from passive anxiety management to proactive adaptation.


5.1 Enhance teaching facilities and optimize curriculum design

Research suggests that learning environments and academic instruction exert a significant influence on the academic adaptation of international students. To tackle this issue, universities should adopt specific strategies to improve teaching facilities while optimizing course content. Firstly, institutions are required to establish coherent curriculum frameworks with comprehensive planning, and conduct accurate evaluations of both teaching materials and student capabilities. For advanced courses in the later years, foundational content should be introduced during the freshman and sophomore years to gradually increase the difficulty level while reducing academic pressure. Secondly, addressing psychological adjustment and language proficiency disparities is equally important. Language improvement necessitates integrating specialized Chinese language courses into the curriculum, breaking down learning difficulties into manageable parts to relieve academic stress and enhance adaptation. Beyond core courses, elective programs customized for international students should be expanded to meet their requirements, incorporating culturally relevant content based on their preferences. Promoting cross-cultural adaptation through immersive experiences can expedite academic integration. This may involve offering comparative cultural studies courses and integrating cultural elements into professional subjects, enabling students to perceive Chinese cultural characteristics from foreign perspectives. Additionally, educators should adopt participatory and experiential teaching methods, extending classroom interactions to Chinese society. By involving students in practical activities that reflect Chinese cultural values, abstract conceptual barriers can be effectively overcome.

Moreover, academic performance anxiety exerts a significant influence on international students’ adaptation to the Chinese academic environment. Disparities in language proficiency directly impede access to academic support resources, including tutoring sessions and thesis guidance. To tackle this issue, educational institutions ought to implement inclusive assessment criteria and adopt flexible evaluation approaches. For example, Southeast Asian students could gain advantages from a “multidimensional assessment system”: permitting bilingual thesis outlines during the initial writing stage before progressing to full Chinese submissions, and providing culturally relevant topics such as “practical reports” and “cross-cultural comparative studies” to enhance academic confidence through familiarity with the academic field. Institutions should eschew one—dimensional evaluations and reinforce process—oriented assessments to alleviate anxiety stemming from language barriers that may lead to expression distortions or errors, which could potentially impact academic grades. Additionally, academic departments could establish “academic adaptation mentors” who conduct weekly small—group sessions to address specific challenges, such as “critical thinking development” and “literature search techniques.” Qian and Yu (2023) revealed that when international students in China encounter intense academic anxiety, their campus adaptation and psychological resilience decline, while depression levels rise. Higher academic grades are associated with lower anxiety levels. Campus adaptation and academic resilience manifest significant mediating effects, along with a notable chain mediation effect between these two factors.



5.2 Efforts will be made to enhance the education of international students and standardize student management

An analysis of the influence of living adaptation on academic adaptation indicates that Southeast Asian international students in China generally encounter varying degrees of adjustment difficulties in terms of climate, transportation, dietary patterns, and service systems. They also exhibit dissatisfaction with dormitory management regulations. Orientation programs play a pivotal role in facilitating their smoother adaptation to local circumstances and university settings. As a crucial transitional stage for international students as they assume their new roles, these programs act as a bridge linking them to Chinese universities. Effective orientation measures can substantially improve students’ academic adaptation by assisting them in integrating into the learning environment and accomplishing their studies successfully.

To cultivate a sense of belonging among international students, universities are required to implement human—centered approaches in student management. Prioritizing the needs of students should serve as the foundation of institutional care.

Prior to enrollment, schools ought to offer comprehensive living guidance via email and telephone communication. Upon the students’ arrival, orientation programs are crucial in enabling newcomers to seamlessly integrate into campus life. These orientation sessions should encompass the utilization of libraries, digital resources, and teaching facilities. Educators are also obligated to elucidate China’s educational framework, learning methodologies, and academic attitudes.

Throughout the entire process, spanning from initial enrollment to graduation procedures, administrative staff assume a significant role. Counselors act as key intermediaries, handling daily affairs while closely monitoring the mental well-being of students, especially during their initial adaptation phase. They organize class activities that promote cultural exchange between Chinese and international students and strengthen the sense of community.

To assist international students in addressing daily life and academic challenges, counselors can arrange for senior students to share their experiences. The guidance provided by upperclassmen not only helps new students establish a stronger connection with the campus environment but also offers practical advice for a more seamless adaptation.

These measures aid students in surmounting adjustment barriers, adapting to campus management, making mental preparations, minimizing cultural shock, and ultimately facilitating their academic success.



5.3 Establish student mutual-assistance clubs to offer peer support

The academic adaptability of Southeast Asian undergraduate international students in China is significantly affected by learning competencies, which include elements such as motivation and study methodologies. Internally—driven motivations for overseas study also play a pivotal role in academic adaptation. Strengthening these internal motivations can effectively enhance students’ academic integration. Student organizations serve as essential platforms for enhancing international students’ learning capabilities and reinforcing their intrinsic motivation. Scholars stress the significance of creating social integration opportunities for international students. By organizing cultural exchange activities and language courses, interactions between international and local students can be promoted (Ma et al., 2024; Dost, 2025). The establishment of student support groups enables students to share academic and daily—life experiences while addressing challenges. These groups cultivate a more relaxed atmosphere where students are at ease discussing academic and personal matters. Specifically, specialized academic clubs can hold problem—solving sessions, and regular student organizations, especially those with high international participation, can occasionally organize study exchange events. Through peer-to-peer sharing of adaptation strategies, academic and personal experiences, such collaborative approaches directly fulfill the goals of mutual assistance.

The establishment of student mutual-aid clubs can enhance the social interactions of international students. As social entities, individuals acquire a sense of belonging through social activities and connections. Positive interpersonal relationships can even serve as essential support and motivation for international students during their study in China. Through club activities, international students can interact with more Chinese peers in social settings and improve their communication skills, which is of great significance for their adaptation to Chinese social interactions.

The creation of student mutual-aid clubs also deepens cultural understanding and strengthens study motivation. With the encouragement of relevant policies, Chinese university students currently establish a variety of clubs that play a crucial role in uniting international students and promoting Chinese culture. On one hand, educational institutions could encourage students to form clubs related to Chinese culture, such as the Kung Fu and Tea Art Society or the Pear Garden Opera Club. During the recruitment process, actively attracting foreign students to join these clubs enables them to better experience and understand Chinese culture, thereby enhancing their motivation to learn about China.

Moreover, schools should encourage students to establish cultural clubs that showcase the traditions of their home countries, which facilitates cultural exchanges between Chinese and international students. This approach also contributes to strengthening cultural confidence. When international students perceive that their country’s culture is appreciated and respected by others, they develop a greater sense of recognition and belonging towards the current social norms and events.



5.4 Rigorous language level evaluation and emphasis on the enhancement of students’ professional Chinese proficiency

In our investigation of individual influencing factors, it was found that Chinese language proficiency exerts a significant influence on the academic adaptation of international students. Wilczewski and Alon (2023) also indicated that language competence is a critical variable for international students’ adaptation in digital learning settings. Proficiency in a second language (e.g., English) plays a vital role in cross-cultural adaptation, especially during interactions with local students and faculty. Through interviews, it was further revealed that many international students encounter no substantial difficulties in daily Chinese communication. Nevertheless, the more specialized Chinese proficiency necessary for academic adaptation remains the key constraining factor. Therefore, universities should concentrate on initial language proficiency evaluations and subsequent development of professional Chinese skills. This strategy will effectively elevate the academic adaptation levels of Southeast Asian international students in China.

Since the inception of the “Belt and Road” Initiative, a growing number of international students have opted to pursue their studies in China. With the broadening scope of government scholarships and provincial-level grants, language proficiency assessment has emerged as a crucial criterion for university admissions. The HSK Chinese Proficiency Test continues to be the predominant approach for language evaluation in Chinese universities. Generally, applicants for undergraduate and postgraduate programs are required to attain HSK Level 4 and Level 5, respectively. Although most Chinese institutions place significant emphasis on HSK scores when assessing language proficiency, this standardized test mainly evaluates communicative competence rather than specialized academic skills. While such criteria may facilitate students’ adaptation to daily life, they often pose substantial obstacles to academic pursuits due to the discrepancies between students’ language proficiency and the difficulty levels of courses. To comprehensively evaluate language abilities and support professional development, universities should conduct both HSK assessments and subject-specific Chinese proficiency tests during the admission process.

Upon the enrollment of international students in Chinese academic programs, the cultivation of their professional Chinese proficiency ought to be accorded top priority. Distinct from communicative Chinese competence, professional Chinese proficiency is specifically tailored to support specialized learning within academic disciplines, signifying students’ capacity to acquire technical knowledge via the Chinese language. The research conducted by Di (2022) indicates that cultural adaptation showed a moderately significant positive correlation with Chinese language proficiency (p < 0.05), and a significantly positive correlation with enrollment management, teaching management, differentiated management, recognition of administrative staff, and teaching satisfaction (all p < 0.01). However, no significant relationship was found with age, educational background, or length of stay in China. Consequently, throughout the student development process, educational institutions should devise professional Chinese courses that are in line with disciplinary requirements. This strategy enhances students’ technical language capabilities, promotes effective engagement in courses, and mitigates anxiety associated with academic adjustment.

In summary, international students encounter multi-dimensional academic adaptation challenges in the post-pandemic era. Reinforcing psychological counseling and offering mental health support has become especially significant. Educational institutions, governments, and society are required to cooperate to provide comprehensive support services, which can assist international students in better integrating into new cultural environments and attaining academic and personal development.
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Enhancing socio-cultural adaptability (SCA) is critical to improving the educational quality of international students. Guided by cultural adaptation theory, this study tested whether teachers’ caring behavior (TCB) promotes SCA in online education and examined the mediating roles of perceived social support (PSS) and resilience (RS). A sample of international students (N = 872) completed validated scales for TCB, PSS, RS, and SCA; data were analyzed with SPSS 27.0 and AMOS 21.0 using stratified linear regression and mediation models. Results showed that TCB significantly and positively predicted SCA, RS partially mediated the TCB–SCA association, and PSS affected the TCB–SCA relationship only indirectly through RS. These findings clarify the interplay among TCB, PSS, RS, and SCA in online settings and provide theoretical and practical guidance for interventions that enhance international students’ SCA by strengthening resilience and supportive environments.
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1 Introduction

In the 2020–2021 academic year, amid the global disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the international students registered in China came from 195 countries and regions, with 76% of them pursuing academic degrees—a significant increase of 35 percentage points compared to 2012 (Ministry of Education of PRC, 2022). As the world’s largest source country for international students and the leading destination for higher education in Asia, China has demonstrated vast potential in developing its “Study Abroad in China” initiative. In line with this trend, the Ministry of Education issued a policy in 2020 emphasizing the need to strengthen the “Study Abroad in China” brand and improve the quality and management of education and training for international students (Ministry of Education of PRC, 2020). Enhancing the global competitiveness of China’s higher education system relies not only on institutional reforms but also on the engagement of teachers and the socio-cultural adaptability (SCA) of international students. Prior research has shown that SCA plays a crucial role in fostering international students’ personal development and academic achievement in cross-cultural learning environments (Fong, 2020; Shadiev et al., 2021).

Cultural adaptation theory, rooted in behavioral science, provides a foundational framework to explore how individuals adapt to new cultural contexts. It defines SCA as comprising both cultural and psychological adaptation, underpinned by mechanisms such as cultural learning and stress-coping processes (Fanari, 2025). Communication is central to this adaptation process, and teacher–student interactions are recognized as vital to international students’ behavioral adjustment in unfamiliar cultural environments. Cross-cultural adaptation is influenced by a range of variables that evolve over time, with cultural learning experiences emerging as a major predictor (Ward, 2001; Searle and Ward, 1990). For international students, the pressures of adjusting to different academic systems, educational norms, and cultural values can lead to heightened stress, affecting both mental health and subjective well-being (Bethel et al., 2020). Empirical findings from Turkey further confirm a strong positive correlation between SCA and psychological adaptation (Gibbs et al., 2020).

In the Chinese context, factors such as students’ learning styles and psychological states (Li et al., 2023), teacher–student relationships (Liu, 2025), and the buffering role of social support in enhancing well-being (Bethel et al., 2020) have all been shown to influence SCA. According to self-determination theory, individuals are more likely to regulate their behaviors autonomously when motivated by intrinsic values and personal goals (Yang et al., 2023). Furthermore, studies have established that perceived social support (PSS) and resilience (RS) can alleviate stress and improve psychological outcomes, thereby facilitating better adaptation (Tang, 2024; Almukdad, 2024; Tol et al., 2013). Teachers, as primary figures in students’ academic and emotional lives, play a significant role in this process. Teachers’ caring behavior (TCB)—reflected through emotional, instructional, and moral support—has been shown to reduce anxiety and enhance learning outcomes (Hou, 2024; Sutton and Wheatley, 2003). Moreover, educational interactions can foster cross-cultural competence (Shadiev et al., 2021), while strong teacher–student relationships offer critical social support that enhances international students’ SCA (Cifuentes-Faura et al., 2021). However, despite these insights, few studies have examined how teachers’ caring behavior influences socio-cultural adaptability in online contexts using a chain mediation model, especially in Eastern cultural settings (Yu et al., 2019).

Therefore, this study integrates the cultural adaptation theory from Ward et al. with self-determination theory to investigate the mechanism through which TCB impacts international students’ SCA. Specifically, it explores the mediating roles of PSS and RS, aiming to provide empirical evidence and practical guidance for educators to enhance the adaptive experiences of international students in digital learning environments. This research also contributes to practical applications in academia and student support, providing insights into meeting the unique needs of international students in educational environments. Grounded in cross-cultural adaptation theory and self-determination theory, the proposed model establishes theoretical foundations for the hypothesized relationships. Cross-cultural adaptation theory posits that individuals experience behavioral and psychological adjustments when adapting to a new cultural environment, emphasizing the importance of cultural learning, stress-coping, and interpersonal interactions (Ward, 2001; Fanari, 2025). Teachers’ caring behavior (TCB) serves as a key interpersonal factor that facilitates international students’ adaptation by providing emotional and instructional support, thereby reducing acculturative stress and enhancing socio-cultural adaptability (H1). Furthermore, TCB enhances perceived social support (PSS), a vital external resource in adaptation processes (H2), and fosters resilience (RS), a personal trait that supports coping with cultural stressors (H3). Self-determination theory further explains how TCB satisfies students’ basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2000), thereby promoting internal motivation that contributes to greater resilience and stronger perceptions of support. By integrating both theories, this study proposes a chain mediation mechanism (H4) in which PSS and RS sequentially mediate the relationship between TCB and socio-cultural adaptability, offering a comprehensive framework to understand how external care translates into internal adjustment capacities.



2 Literature review


2.1 SCA and TCB

SCA refers to the ability to adapt to the local socio-cultural environment and whether individuals can effectively communicate with the local people (Ward and Kennedy, 1992). Ward and his colleagues distinguish SCA from psychological adaptation (Fanari, 2025), and this distinction has been widely recognized in contemporary cultural adaptation research (Khazhgaliyeva, 2023). It integrates knowledge and skills, including not only proficiency in basic communication and social interaction skills but also adaptation to new environments, norms, values, and worldviews, emphasizing the pivotal role of communication in cross-cultural encounters (Fanari, 2025). Sam and Berry (2010) also agree with the importance of communication, stating that whether cross-cultural learners can achieve good cross-cultural communication mainly depends on how individuals change themselves, and divides cultural adaptation into four levels according to the degree to which they can change themselves, namely integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. Bhawuk (1998) believed that the opportunity to learn and acquire specific cultural knowledge is a prerequisite for SCA. Due to the fact that SCA refers to behavioral skills and is set within the framework of cultural learning, research on its antecedents or predictive factors mainly focuses on contextual variables related to the learning process, such as general knowledge about a new culture (Fanari, 2025). As cultural learning is largely a form of social learning, the role of cross-cultural interaction in the process of SCA is also emphasized (Searle and Ward, 1990).

In Bronfenbrenner’s “ecosystem theory,” schools act as vital living and learning contexts for international students, providing crucial social support beyond their families (Zhang, 2025). The main and most typical cross-cultural interactions happen in school settings for international students, namely interactions with Chinese teachers and international students, a largely overlooked area of SCA influence.

TCB refers to the many teacher activities aimed at building good teacher-student relationships, ensuring the expected education results, fulfilling teaching tasks with due diligence in the education or teaching process, investing sufficient time and energy to support students development, and providing a tolerant attitude toward students (Hou, 2024). These behaviors include encouraging students to express their own opinions, providing rich extracurricular course selection content, treating each student with patience and respect, and other interactions during teaching. Teachers’ inclusive professional attitude plays an important role in the educational process and teacher-student interactions (Barnová et al., 2022). The quality of a teacher is one of the most essential environmental factors that affect the growth of young people in schools as they can help students actively cope with various challenges and adapt to society better (Sutton and Wheatley, 2003). According to the social learning theory of Albert Bandura, students learn relevant interpersonal relationships and conflict resolution strategies by observing teachers’ behavior and consequences. What’s more, successful teachers will not only enable students to achieve greater academic achievement but also help them learn better emotional reactions and enjoy a more positive classroom atmosphere (Goodenow, 1993; Teven, 2007). Some research results indicate that the reciprocal and guided discovery teaching style can help students master knowledge, enhance adaptive cognition, and achieve emotional reflection (Chaliawala, 2025). Also, students can gain more confidence and interest in a subject based on teacher skill. Indicating that teachers’ behavior is related to students’ performance (Gabrhelová and Čepelová, 2022).

Participation, interaction, and mutual assistance is precisely what TCB emphasizes (Zhang, 2024) and shows that TCB is a factor that may affect the adaptability of international students. Due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, international students around the world have been attending online classes for nearly 3 years. Although the Chinese government’s policy changes on the COVID-19 pandemic at the end of 2022 revitalized the education of international students, online teaching as a gradually familiar teaching method had penetrated into the hearts of teachers and students. Online teaching relies on a degree of digitization, including the digital equipment of universities and the degree of teachers’ digitization level (Soekamto et al., 2022). There are currently only a few empirical studies on the TCB of online instruction. The first aim of the current study is to verify the relationship between TCB and the SCA of international students and to prove the effect of on-line teaching activities for SCA of international students. Combined with the previous findings and theoretical basis above, we hypothesized that:


H1: TCB is positively associated with the SCA of international students.




2.2 The mediating role of PSS

PSS refers to the subjective perception and evaluation individuals feel when they are supported, understood, and respected by the outside world (Sarason et al., 1991). Discussed in a large deal of literature in the form of mediation or moderator variables, social support plays a vital role in psychology, education, clinical medicine, and other fields (Tang, 2024; Wilcox et al., 2005). The existing research results show that PSS has a directly negative predictive effect on social anxiety (Lyu C. 2024; Lyu Y. 2024). Steese et al. (2006) found that PSS can protect college students from psychological distress and plays a role in buffering pressure. Recent research has also shed light on how adaptability is significantly related to PSS (Burns et al., 2018). When an individual arrives in a new environment, social support can stabilize the individual and enhance the relationship between the individual and SCA (Jyoti and Kour, 2017). At the same time, Chavajay (2013) illuminated that social support from the host culture plays a vital role in helping international students adjust their lives and study in new cultural context. Research has found that international students who lack PSS have the worst adaptability and tend to be marginalized (Holliman et al., 2021). Still, TCB allows students to perceive the positive attention of the teacher toward themselves, generating an emotional experience of being respected, supported, and understood; in other words, TCB can affect students’ PSS (Almukdad, 2024). Teachers act as “important others” for international students in the school environment, and the self-determination theory suggests that important others influence people’s motivation and behavior (He, 2024). When important others hold a caring and encouraging attitude toward an individual’s behavior, the individual can fully tap into their inner potential and actively improve and develop themselves (Ye et al., 2017). Consequently, due to the positive influence of TCB, international students are likely to consider teachers as a source of social support and positively associated with their SCA. In summary, the research review fully demonstrates the pivotal role of PSS in SCA, yet more validation is required to ascertain whether PSS can mediate the relationship between TCB and SCA. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is put forward that:


H2: The PSS plays a mediating role in the influence of TCB toward the SCA of international students.




2.3 The mediating role of RS

RS is the effective response and adaptation of individuals facing loss, difficulty, or adversity and is related to the interaction between their internal forces and external support factors obtained from the social environment. It is generally considered a protective factor to decrease the level of distress (Gundogan, 2021). In this study, more attention is paid to the qualitative definition of RS, which is regarded as a characteristic of an individual (Yu, 2024).

Self-determination theory proposes that once individual comprehend their own needs and environmental information, individual behavior becomes autonomous, accentuating a proactive personal role (Yang et al., 2023). When international students recognize cross-cultural environmental information and the need to adapt to the environment, they will modify their RS because of self-protection to help themselves adapt to the environment and overcome the difficulties brought about by cross-cultural communication (Tan et al., 2021; Gabrielli et al., 2022).

Although researchers have clearly shown a direct connection between RS and cultural adaptability (Tol et al., 2013), the exact mechanism by which RS affects international students’ SCA in school settings is still unclear. International students face more daily challenges due to cross-cultural environments, minor yet persistent. The daily interactions between teachers and international students, such as meticulous attention to life and learning, support, and respect for their perspectives, all have a significant impact on their happiness, and there may be significance to defining the basic rules of the school’s routine, potentially impacting the RS of international students (Dong et al., 2024). Previous studies clarified that RS is a crucial intermediary factor of SCA, which is associated with reduced psychological pressure, and also individuals with strong RS can adjust their own state and cognition more actively and effectively to cope with sudden changes in the environment and setbacks, thereby improving their SCA (Liao et al., 2019).

Furthermore, in the process of school education through interaction with teachers, students can maintain a positive attitude when facing difficulties if they can obtain satisfactory emotional support from teachers, thus learning effectively (Larcombe, 2024). These caring behaviors help students resist adversity and setbacks and overcome difficulties quickly, which benefits RS. Students with high RS actively seek teacher support and care and are more likely to successfully overcome school-related pressures, maintain optimal motivation levels to enhance their participation in learning, and achieve high performance, including exceptional grades and adaptation (Romano et al., 2021). We suggest exploring whether RS plays a mediating role in the relationship between TCB and the SCA of international students, and the following hypothesis is put forward that:


H3: The RS plays a mediating role in the influence of TCB toward SCA of international students.




2.4 The chain mediating role of PSS and RS

It is worth mentioning that good teacher-student interactions can make international students feel more social support (Wilcox et al., 2005). This kind of social support can act as an external protective factor for RS, helping international students alleviate the negative impact of the cross-cultural context on RS (Wilks, 2008). Empirical studies have also shown that PSS can positively predict RS (Sippel et al., 2015), and RS is also an important predictor of individual SCA (Tol et al., 2013). Thus, it is reasonable to assume that PSS and RS are mediating variables between TCB and SCA. However, although these two variables have been included in cross-cultural studies (Khawaja et al., 2017; Wang and Zhang, 2020), the chain mediating role of PSS and RS remain unexplored among international students in the framework of cross-cultural adaptation theory. Based on the above empirical findings and theory, we hypothesized that:


H4: PSS and RS act as chain mediators in the relationship between TCB and SCA of international students.




2.5 The present study

The present study examined the relationship between TCB and the SCA and possible mediating factors among international students studying in China. However, there is no model that directly describes the relationship between the two variables. Based on the cross-cultural adaptation theory (Berry et al., 2006; Sam and Berry, 2010) and previous literature (e.g., Chavajay, 2013; Khawaja et al., 2017; Fanari, 2025; Larcombe, 2024; Sippel et al., 2015; Steese et al., 2006; Teven, 2007), we constructed a chain mediation model to test our hypotheses (see Figure 1). This model assumed that TCB is an independent variable, SCA is the dependent variable, and the mediators are the PSS and RS of international students studying in China. This study attempts to explain the relationship between them and reflect on incorporating these relationships into models that can be applied in the future as well as into some feasible intervention strategies. The aim is to provide support for international students to cope with their cross-cultural adaptation problems and promote their mental health and academic development.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual mediation model.





3 Methods


3.1 Participants and procedure

The study was conducted at five comprehensive universities in the Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Shanghai regions of China. A total of 994 international students filled out the scales, and 872 questionnaires remained after deleting invalid ones (incomplete responses, blank questionnaires, etc.), and the effective response rate was 87.73%. The participants (N = 872) were aged between 18 and 33 years (M = 23.14, SD = 3.21), and 54.2% were female. They came from 38 countries, with the majority originating from Asia (48.8%), Africa (28.5%), and Europe (12.6%). Regarding learning formats, 62.5% reported engaging in fully online learning, while 37.5% participated in a hybrid mode combining online and in-person courses. To assess the constructs of this study, we employed well-established and reliable instruments. Table 1 summarizes the measurement scales, their dimensions, item counts, and reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s α). Stratified regression analysis was conducted to examine the mediation effects while controlling for age, gender, student category, region of origin, and learning format. Furthermore, to address potential common method bias, Harman’s single-factor test was performed. The first factor accounted for only 26.7% of the total variance, suggesting that common method variance was not a serious concern in this study.


TABLE 1 Summary of measurement instruments, dimensions, item counts, and reliability.


	Scale
	Dimensions
	No. of items
	Cronbach’s α

 

 	Teachers’ Caring Behavior Scale (TCBS) 	Clarity, inclusiveness, participation, accessibility 	17 	0.908


 	Perceived Social Support Scale (PSSS) 	Family support, friend support, other support 	12 	0.833


 	Connor–Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC) 	Tenacity, self-improvement, optimism 	25 	0.916


 	Socio-Cultural Adaptability Scale (SCAS) 	Cultural adaptation, psychological adaptation 	29 	0.945




 

The participants came from various countries in Asia, Europe, America, and Africa, having enrolled in Chinese universities before 2021 and continuing their studies into the spring semester of 2023. Following the adoption of the open-door policy by the Chinese government in early 2023 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, international students who were quarantined outside of China were allowed to decide when to return to their universities based on their individual circumstances (e.g., financial situation, study duration, etc.). During the transitional period from fully online to offline teaching, Chinese universities continued to offer online instruction, and international students residing in China could also opt for online learning due to factors such as internet access or classroom composition. All international students who participated in this study chose to engage in online learning for all or part of their courses. Contact teachers at each university, responsible for managing international student affairs, distributed the questionnaire link and explained the purpose of the study. All participants voluntarily completed the online survey and were informed of their right to withdraw at any point. Confidentiality of the data was strictly maintained. Among the 872 participants (male = 397, 45.5%), there were four categories of international students: 151 (17.3%) were preparatory students, 304 (34.9%) were undergraduates, 241 (27.6%) were master’s students, and 176 (20.2%) were doctoral students. This constitutes a convenience sample suitable for statistical analysis (Putri, 2024).



3.2 Measures


3.2.1 Teachers’ caring behavior scale

Li et al. (2021) developed the teachers’ caring behavior scale (TCBS) in Online Teaching on the basis of the previous scale; the Cronbach’s alpha of the entire scale is 0.952. The 17-item scale is composed of four parts: clarity (0.880), inclusiveness (0.902), participation (0.883) and accessibility (0.890). Some items of the scale include “Encourage and allow students to share different opinions or experiences from the teacher” and “Provide rich elective content online to facilitate students to expand on their own.” Participants gave their answers on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not applicable to me) to 5 (very applicable to me). In the present study, the retest Cronbach’s alpha is 0.908, and the 4-factor load coefficients are 0.768, 0.853, 0.812, and 0.844, indicating that the scale is suitable for international students studying in China and also suitable for TCB in online and offline mixed teaching. Wu et al. (2024) validated the reliability of this scale.



3.2.2 Perceived social support scale

The perceived social support scale (PSSS) used in this study is developed by Dahlem et al. (1991). The scale has 12 items in total and consists of three subscales: family support (relatives), friend support (classmates), and other support (teachers). Some items of the scale include “There is a special person who is around when I am in need” and “I can talk about my problems with my friends.” Participants answered on a 5-point Likert scale where 1 indicated “Did not apply to me at all” and 5 indicated “Applied to me very much.” The Cronbach’s alpha of the full scale and the three subscales are 0.91, 0.90, 0.94, and 0.95, respectively. In this scale, the main change is from “leaders, relatives, and colleagues” to “teachers, relatives, and classmates.” Such adjustments have shown reliable results, as shown in previous studies (Hefner and Eisenberg, 2009). The reset Cronbach’s alpha by perceived social support sources is full scale, 0.833. The result indicates that this scale is suitable for measuring the SCA of international students in China.



3.2.3 Connor-Davidson resilience scale

In this study, RS was measured using the Connor-Davidson resilience scale (CD-RISC) (Wong, 2024); the scale consists of 25 items divided into three sub-factors: tenacity, self-improvement, and optimism. Some items of the scale include “Able to adapt to change” and “Pride in your achievements.” Answers were given on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated “Never” and 5 indicated “Always.” The Cronbach’s alpha of the full scale and the three subscales are 0.91, 0.88, 0.88, and 0.60, respectively. According to the realities of the respondents, the scale was slightly adjusted and the respondents were asked to answer questions according to the overall situation of the past month. The Cronbach’s alpha of the full scale in the present study is 0.916. Previous research has proved this scale’s robust reliability (Liu et al., 2020).



3.2.4 Socio-cultural adaptability scale

This study adopted the socio-cultural adaptability scale (SCAS) compiled by Ward and Kennedy (1999) to measure the adaptability of international students. Specifically, they responded to 29 questions on a scale anchored from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), where high scores indicated high cultural adaptability. Some items of the scale include “Adapting to local accommodation” and “Being able to see two sides of an intercultural issue.” The Cronbach’s alpha of this scale is 0.75–0.91 (M = 0.85). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.945, and the factor load coefficients of cultural adaptation and psychological adaptation were 0.792 and 0.814, the results, respectively, indicating that this scale is suitable for measuring the SCA of international students in China. Sam and Berry (2010) also demonstrated the high reliability of this scale.




3.3 Data analysis

Data analysis was performed with the SPSS Statistic Software version 27.0 and AMOS Software version 21.0. Based on a literature review, a hypothetical model was constructed. In this model, we considered the international students’ gender, age, family income, student category, learning style, and residence as control variables. The hypothesis is that TCB can directly predict the SCA of international students and the PSS and RS can serve as mediating variables to influence the relationship between TCB and SCA. Firstly, we conducted CFA testing on the model, and the results are shown in Table 2. According to Thompson’s (2004) suggestion, the fit of the model is acceptable. Based on this hypothetical model, correlation analysis was conducted on all variables in the study, and the results are shown in Table 3. According to the correlation results, the model fit was recalculated by adding three control variables (gender, student type, and learning style) to the existing model. It was found that χ2/df = 3.084, CFI = 0.959, RMSEA = 0.056, and the model fit was significantly better than before. Then, stratified regression tests were conducted on the influencing factors in the model to determine which factors have a greater impact on the SCA of international students during their cross-cultural learning process. Finally, the hypotheses of this study were validated by calculating the model path using Bootstrap in AMOS.


TABLE 2 Discriminant validity.


	Model
	Factors
	χ2/df
	RMSEA
	CFI
	GFI
	IFI
	TLI

 

 	4 factors 	TCB/PSS/RS/SCA 	3.638 	0.076 	0.946 	0.923 	0.952 	0.945


 	3 factors 	TCB+PSS/RS/SCA 	10.174 	0.151 	0.914 	0.905 	0.905 	0.911


 	2 factors 	TCB+PSS+RS/SCA 	23.114 	0.204 	0.798 	0.687 	0.798 	0.750


 	1 factor 	TCB+PSS+RS+SCA 	28.560 	0.241 	0.723 	0.652 	0.752 	0.520





TCB, Teachers’ Caring Behavior; PSS, Perceived Social Support; RS, Resilience; SCA, Socio-cultural Adaptability; N = 872.
 


TABLE 3 Correlation results.


	Variable
	M (SD)
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

 

 	1. Gender 	1.54 (0.49) 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2. Student category 	2.20 (1.09) 	−0.270** 	1 	 	 	 	 	


 	3. Learning style 	1.96 (0.81) 	−0.090** 	−0.032 	1 	 	 	 	


 	4. TCB 	4.06 (0.78) 	0.081* 	−0.05 	−0.014 	1 	 	 	


 	5. PSS 	4.06 (0.77) 	0.099** 	−0.043 	0.008 	0.637** 	1 	 	


 	6. RS 	4.08 (0.70) 	0.024 	0.112** 	0.026 	0.627** 	0.653** 	1 	


 	7. SCA 	4.09 (0.76) 	−0.016 	0.066 	0.065 	0.600** 	0.570** 	0.760** 	1





TCB, Teachers’ Caring Behavior; PSS, Perceived Social Support; RS, Resilience; SCA, Socio-cultural Adaptability; N = 872; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
 




4 Results


4.1 Confirmatory factor analysis test

This study used AMOS software and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the discriminant validity of the four variables in the research model, namely, TCB, PSS, RS, and SCA. Results in Table 2 demonstrate that the 4-factor model shows a good fit (χ2/df = 3.638, RMSEA = 0.076) and that the four variables have good discrimination validity, significantly better than that of the other three competition models. At the same time, the analysis results confirm that there is no obvious common method bias in the data of this study.



4.2 Pearson’s correlation analysis

In this study, SPSS27.0 was used to analyze the correlation of various research variables, and the results are shown in Table 3. At first, TCB, PSS, and RS were significantly positively correlated with the SCA of international students. TCB, PSS, and RS were also significantly positively correlated. In the end, there was a significant positive correlation between TCB and PSS. In the demography variable test of international students, it was found that students’ gender, student category, and learning style show various degrees of correlation with the independent and dependent variables, while age, residence, family income, and other factors do not show a correlation, so they are not shown in Table 3. Thus, the gender, student category, and learning style (online or mixed learning) of international students will be listed as control variables in the following research. To facilitate interpretation, Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficients among the key variables. The results indicate that teachers’ caring behavior (TCB) is positively correlated with perceived social support (PSS, r = 0.58, p < 0.001), resilience (RS, r = 0.52, p < 0.001), and socio-cultural adaptability (SCA, r = 0.49, p < 0.001). These significant correlations support the hypotheses and lay the foundation for the mediation analysis.



4.3 Direct effects

In the study, SPSS was used to standardize all variables. Linear regression was then used to analyze the direct effects with all variables including control variables. The result is shown in Table 4. In Step 1, TCB significantly predicted SCA (β = 0.49, p < 0.001). In Step 2, the inclusion of PSS and RS as mediators reduced the direct effect of TCB on SCA (β = 0.18, p < 0.01), while both PSS (β = 0.28, p < 0.01) and RS (β = 0.32, p < 0.001) showed significant predictive effects, suggesting a partial mediation effect. While some of the control variables cannot significantly affect the SCA of international students in China, the regression results of student categories show that (β = 0.072, p < 0.001) they significantly and positively affected the RS of them. Meanwhile, the regression results of gender show that (β = 0.155, p < 0.001), which indicates a significant gender difference regarding PSS but no difference regarding SCA. TCB has a significant positive impact on the SCA of international students studying in China (β = 0.589, p < 0.001), so the H1 was supported. Moreover, through the calculation results of the linear regression, we know that TCB has a significant positive impact on RS (β = 0.691, p < 0.001) and PSS (β = 0.633, p < 0.001). The results also support the subsequent path analysis research of this study to verify further the hypotheses.


TABLE 4 Direct effect.


	Independent variable (control variable)
	
	Dependent variable
	β
	S. E.
	r(Var.)

 

 	1. Gender 	→ 	PSS 	0.155*** 	0.086 	0.099**


 	→ 	RS 	0.034 	0.048 	0.024


 	→ 	SCA 	−0.025 	0.052 	−0.016


 	2. Students category 	→ 	PSS 	−0.031 	0.024 	−0.043


 	→ 	RS 	0.072*** 	0.022 	0.112**


 	→ 	SCA 	0.046 	0.024 	0.066


 	3. Learning style 	→ 	PSS 	0.008 	0.033 	0.008


 	→ 	RS 	0.022 	0.030 	0.026


 	→ 	SCA 	0.061 	0.032 	0.065


 	4. TCB 	→ 	PSS 	0.633*** 	0.026 	0.637***


 	→ 	RS 	0.691*** 	0.029 	0.627***


 	→ 	SCA 	0.589*** 	0.027 	0.600**





TCB, Teachers’ Caring Behavior; PSS, Perceived Social Support; RS, Resilience; SCA, Socio-cultural Adaptability; N = 872; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
 



4.4 Indirect effects

This study utilized a structural equation model to test the mediating effect of PSS and RS on TCB and SCA. The present study used the Bootstrap method of repeated sampling 5,000 times in AMOS to calculate the mediating role of PSS and RS between TCB and SCA. According to the hypothesized model, the values of 4 paths within a 95% confidence interval were calculated to validate H2, H3, and H4. The specific results are shown in Table 5.


TABLE 5 Indirect effect.


	Model pathways
	Estimate
	95%-confidence interval
	p
	S. E.



	Lower
	Upper

 

 	TCB → SCA 	0.168 	0.05 	0.293 	0.006 	0.062


 	TCB → PSS → SCA 	0.039 	−0.008 	0.087 	0.105 	0.024


 	TCB → RS → SCA 	0.210 	0.155 	0.273 	0.000 	0.030


 	TCB → PSS → RS → SCA 	0.161 	0.125 	0.207 	0.000 	0.020





TCB, Teachers’ Caring Behavior; PSS, Perceived Social Support; RS, Resilience; SCA, Socio-cultural Adaptability; N = 872.
 

The results indicate that TCB cannot affect SCA through PSS, as the 95% confidence interval is [−0.008, 0.087], and the interval includes 0 (Parlak, 2025), p > 0.05, which means the mediating role effect is not tenable and H2 was not supported. However, TCB can significantly positively affect SCA through RS, as the 95% confidence interval is [0.155, 0.273], and the interval does not include 0 (p < 0.000), which means the independent mediating effect of RS is established and H3 was supported. Although TCB cannot affect SCA through PSS, PSS can have an impact on SCA through the mediation of RS, with a 95% confidence interval result of [0.125, 0.207], where the interval does not include 0 (p < 0.000). Therefore, the chain mediating effect of PSS and RS is established and H4 was supported. Meanwhile, the direct impact of TCB on SCA is 0.168 (p < 0.01), indicating that PSS and RS play a partial mediating role in the relationship between TCB and SCA (see Figure 2). In the structural equation model (Figure 2), all standardized path coefficients and significance levels are presented to provide clarity. The path from TCB to PSS is significant (β = 0.60, p < 0.001), as is the path from PSS to RS (β = 0.45, p < 0.001) and from RS to SCA (β = 0.34, p < 0.001). These results confirm the chain mediation model.
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FIGURE 2
 Results of the study model (***p < 0.001).





5 Discussion

This study investigates the relationships among socio-cultural adaptability (SCA), perceived social support (PSS), resilience (RS), and teachers’ caring behavior (TCB) experienced by international students studying in China. The findings validate several hypotheses through the construction of a chain mediation model that explores how TCB influences SCA in the context of online teaching, as well as the mediating roles of PSS and RS.

First, based on the cultural adaptation theory proposed by Ward et al., the study examined the SCA of international students who participated in online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results help refine the objective factors influencing SCA and contribute to a deeper understanding of cultural adaptation theory. The study found no significant differences in SCA based on gender, student category, or learning style among international students in China, which differs from the findings of Fong (2020) but aligns with those of Kwak and Berry (2001). This discrepancy may be attributed to the Chinese government’s efforts to help international students integrate into Chinese life and better understand Chinese culture. Notably, “Overview of China” is a compulsory course required for all international students across Chinese universities, and passing this course is a prerequisite for graduation regardless of the student’s academic level. To ensure optimal learning outcomes, universities offer the course in bilingual formats and tailor the content according to the academic level of different students. Additionally, as part of the “Study Abroad in China” initiative, the Chinese government has prioritized enhancing the quality of teaching and international student satisfaction, which may also serve as an objective factor contributing to improved SCA.

Second, the results indicate that, even in online teaching environments, TCB is significantly and positively associated with SCA among international students in China, thereby confirming H1. This finding enriches the theoretical scope of cross-cultural adaptation, extends its application to online education, and underscores the crucial role teachers play in enhancing the SCA of international students. The study provides practical insights for fostering optimal teacher-student interaction. Furthermore, it affirms the positive psychological impact of educators and supports the effectiveness of online teaching in promoting teacher-student engagement, consistent with prior research (Osterman, 2023; Zhan et al., 2021). Such effective teacher-student communication plays a key role in supporting the SCA of cross-cultural learners (Fanari, 2025). Although online education creates physical distance between students and teachers, instructors are encouraged to adopt diverse interactive teaching strategies to deliver course content effectively, gather feedback, and maintain student engagement. This increased interaction aligns with the principles of TCB and is central to cross-cultural communication. Previous studies have confirmed that communication with locals enhances SCA (Ward and Kennedy, 1992), even in virtual contexts. Moreover, compared to face-to-face instruction, the frequency and diversity of teacher-student communication tools have significantly increased in online settings, facilitating deeper engagement and feedback.

Finally, the study further confirms that both PSS and RS play a partial chain mediating role between TCB and SCA. While PSS alone does not independently mediate the relationship between TCB and SCA, RS does function as an independent mediator. Therefore, PSS and RS jointly form a partial chain of mediation. As such, H2 is not supported, while H3 and H4 are validated. These findings enrich the understanding of the psychological mechanisms underlying SCA in international students, particularly in Eastern educational contexts, and add depth to cross-cultural adaptation theory. In addition to language proficiency and communication skills, the psychological experiences of cross-cultural learners play a pivotal role in SCA, offering a theoretical foundation for cross-cultural educational practices. The results also reveal that RS varies across student types and that gender differences exist in levels of PSS, consistent with previous research (Antonucci and Akiyama, 1987; Lyu C. 2024; Lyu Y. 2024; Winfield, 1991). Mediation analysis shows that RS significantly enhances SCA, suggesting that teachers’ caring behavior is linked to improved adaptability among international students in China, in line with prior studies (Liao et al., 2019; Romano et al., 2021; Tol et al., 2013). Although online communication, social interaction, and the provision of teaching resources (as aspects of TCB) offer social support for students (Cifuentes-Faura et al., 2021), this support was not significantly associated with improvements in SCA. These findings carry practical implications for fostering SCA in international students and offer further insight into the limited role of PSS in online contexts, supplementing previous findings (Burns et al., 2018; Chavajay, 2013; Jyoti and Kour, 2017). While the study confirms the feasibility of enhancing SCA through online instruction, it also emphasizes the need to strengthen students’ RS, as social support systems were not significantly correlated with SCA in an online learning context. For prospective international students preparing to study in China, early-stage training via online platforms could be beneficial in enhancing their SCA.

One notable limitation of the present study lies in the lack of measurement invariance testing across cultural subgroups. While all international students were treated as a single sample, differences in cultural interpretations of key constructs may exist. Due to the limited sample size, multi-group CFA by region or language of instruction could not be conducted. Future studies should incorporate such analyses to verify the consistency of factor structures and ensure cross-cultural comparability of findings.

The non-significant mediating effect of perceived social support (PSSS) in the relationship between teacher caring behavior (TCB) and socio-cultural adaptability (SCA) warrants further discussion. One possible explanation lies in cultural variation in how international students recognize or respond to perceived support. In some collectivist cultures, social support may be interpreted as implicit or indirect and not always consciously acknowledged. Furthermore, the widespread use of online and hybrid learning models during the pandemic may have reduced opportunities for students to engage in direct support-seeking behaviors from peers or teachers. These contextual and cultural factors may have weakened the role of perceived support as a psychological bridge between TCB and SCA.



6 Conclusion

The current study describes the relationship mechanism between TCB and SCA of international students studying in China and explores and details the mediating role of RS and PSS. The results identify RS as a partially independent mediator that can affect the relationship between TCB and SCA, and RS must mediate PSS to impact SCA. The current findings not only validate existing adaptation theories and increase our understanding of the relationships between TCB, PSS, RS, and SCA but also offer practical strategies for universities aiming to better support their international student populations. Meanwhile, these factors together could explain the relatively high SCA among international students in China compared to other contexts. Furthermore, the findings suggest that educators should pay more attention to the RS of international students because RS can not only directly promote international students’ SCA but also intervene in international students’ SCA by developing PSS, thereby improving RS and forming a virtuous circle.

This study provides theoretical contributions by extending the traditional cross-cultural adaptation framework into the context of online education. While most prior research focused on physical immersion in host cultures, our findings demonstrate that online teaching modes can also facilitate socio-cultural adaptation through mechanisms such as teacher caring behavior and resilience development. This reveals that the processes of adaptation are not limited to face-to-face interactions but can occur within virtual learning environments, which broadens the applicability of adaptation theory in a post-pandemic world.

From a practical standpoint, our findings offer actionable insights for universities aiming to improve the experience of international students. Specifically, institutions should emphasize the development of students’ resilience through both formal programs and informal support structures. Teacher training programs can also integrate modules on intercultural sensitivity and emotional support strategies to enhance the effectiveness of online instruction. Moreover, while perceived social support did not directly mediate socio-cultural adaptation in our model, it can still contribute to resilience and should be considered as a part of comprehensive support strategies.

It must be pointed out that online teaching is positively linked to international students’ SCA. The spread of the COVID-19 pandemic has been a severe blow to international higher education, but it is also a huge opportunity for online education. During the 3 years of the pandemic, online education has experienced unprecedented development, from refining online courses’ details to the check-in for classes, simulation experiments, online evaluations, exam systems, etc. And various communication apps have been used more frequently. The communication between teachers and students is not limited to small classrooms but extends to various parts of the world. Although separated by distance, the Internet helps teachers and students remove barriers, allowing them to have more communication channels and making it easier to open up and understand each other truly. This process facilitates students’ cross-cultural learning and is associated with higher levels of SCA. This extends the scope of cross-cultural adaptation research into hybrid education formats and provides timely insight post-pandemic. Therefore, developing online teaching is one way by which the internationalization of education in China can be achieved to effectively promote the improvement of the quality of education for international students.



7 Limitations and future directions

This study attempted to infer causality through path analysis, yet the cross-sectional design fundamentally limits any causal interpretation. Future longitudinal studies could further deepen the understanding of the impact mechanisms of SCA., such as measuring the effect of study time in China on SCA. Not only that, this study focuses on cross-cultural learning groups in China, but foreigners in China include too many other groups, so our study cannot cover all of them in the study subjects. Therefore, more in-depth exploration can be conducted from the following aspects in future research on SCA. Longitudinal research can be carried out further to deepen the understanding of the impact mechanism of SCA. Then, there is a need to expand the research object to other cross-cultural groups, provide a more comprehensive understanding of SCA, and propose feasible and targeted educational opinions. At the variable level, this study also fails to consider the duration of stay in China, Chinese language proficiency, cross-cultural experience, and other factors of the research subjects, which need to be further expanded in subsequent studies. A potential limitation of this study is the use of self-reported data from the same respondents, which may lead to shared-method variance. Although we conducted CFA comparisons to initially test for common-method bias, the risk of inflated correlations due to method effects cannot be completely ruled out. Future studies may benefit from incorporating multi-source or longitudinal data to mitigate this issue. Another limitation lies in the omission of potentially relevant covariates in the model. Factors such as students’ length of stay in China, previous cross-cultural experience, host language proficiency, and program level may influence their perceived social support, resilience, and socio-cultural adaptability. Future research should consider including these variables to better control for individual differences and improve the precision of model estimation.
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Background: While several studies have examined issues affecting international students in various settings on a global scale, there is a notable lack of evidence about international students in Hungary, and few or no studies have involved these students to better understand their needs. This study aimed at exploring the perspectives of international students on their self-assessed health status, access to healthcare services, and difficulties encountered in Hungary by distilling existing information on how studying in a foreign country has influenced their mental health and general wellbeing.
Method: The study was conducted to extract useful information relevant to the phenomenon from participants in video-recorded focus group discussions (FGDs). Six (6) FGDs were held, hosting students from two universities. A total of 21 international students were purposively sampled. International students aged between 22 and 38 years got featured [

x
¯

 = 27 years, standard deviation (SD) = 4.322]. In general, questions were asked in relation to participants’ stay in Hungary and their experiences while engaging with clinic and hospital staff. Themes that emerged from discussions were analysed by thematic analysis of the transcripts.
Results: Although a comprehensive health insurance covered international students—Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship holders, some had difficulty accessing healthcare services and paid for medications prescribed to them when they thought otherwise. Other related challenges included linguistic barriers to effective communication with service providers, insensitivity, and a lack of empathy from some care providers toward the plight of migrant students. Additionally, there were negative attitudes from some service providers and a tendency toward cold abandonment, as well as concerns about the host nation’s perceived unpreparedness to receive them. This followed pockets of inconsistencies in the form of rigid bureaucracy, delays in responding to email requests for appointments with general practitioners (GPs), long waiting times, and issues of privacy and confidentiality.
Conclusion: Essentially, participants demonstrated they were aware of the guidelines for hospital consultations with a general practitioner (GP). The majority of international students, especially Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship holders praised the healthcare package that was advanced them. However, access to healthcare, which is central to Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG3), may be an illusion for some of these students, as the study revealed several obstacles hindering the smooth flow of processes in their quest for satisfactory healthcare. Therefore, this study emphasizes the need for improved systems (infrastructural and human resource capacity building) for a more efficient service.
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1 Introduction

The presence of international students has become a global phenomenon. The growing numbers of this category of migrants have, according to available statistics, increased within a space of 9 years (2013 and 2022), irrespective of the ravaging effects of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic that disrupted an otherwise busy world (1). Recent reports have highlighted that there were over 6.4 million international students globally in 2021—a 3-fold jump from 2 million in 2000 (2).

In the 2021–2022 academic year, the United Kingdom singularly hosted an astounding 680,000 international students, a figure reflective of a 45% rise over word those recorded 4 years earlier. It has also been confirmed that there is a strong positive relationship between global economic growth and global outbound student mobility. On the flip side, a projection has been made that a decline in global economic growth will occasion a moderate slowdown in the growth of international student flows by 2030, and the continent of Europe has been influential in expediting the short-term mobility of students following the rollout of the European Union’s Erasmus scheme (3). According to the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, in year 2015, an estimated 244 million international migrants, and significantly more people were said to be moving out of their country of origin (4) for various reasons including schooling abroad, thereby creating an urgent need for stakeholders to engage with migration at all levels to support progress toward achieving global health and development targets (5). As of June 2019, the number of international migrants was projected to be almost 272 million globally (6).

In Hungary, the Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship package opened the door for over 11,000 beneficiaries to pursue and actualize their academic exploits (7). The number of international students in its institutions of higher learning continues to grow in significance within the framework of the Stipendium Hungaricum Programme. Ever since the Tempus Public Foundation initiated its take-off project in 2013, it marked the watershed of a convergence ground for student mobility in Central Europe with a prime objective of scaling up the number of international students in Hungary (7). More than 90 countries have partnered with Hungary from across five continents of the world in crystallizing this goal for mutual benefits (8). Applicants at all levels (bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral) stand a chance of benefiting from the package in addition to part-time and preparatory courses that entice tens of thousands of students each year. In the face of these huge numbers, proactive steps were aligned with the call from global consultations on migration to expedite discussions on the role of research in supporting evidence-informed health responses connected to migration (9).


1.1 Figures and trends of student mobility in Hungary

Overall, the number of international students in Hungary increased from 15,000 to 32,000, and their rate among all students increased from 6.9 to 17% between the academic years 2010–2011 and 2020–2021. By the academic year of 2023–2024, their number increased to 37,000.5 (10). The ratio of all international students in Hungary is 14.4% while the ratio of the same group of students on Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship holders is 4.4%. International students are motivated to study in their host nations for several reasons. First and foremost, they are eager to experience new ways of thinking and acting in their field of study. Next, studying abroad enhances career opportunities by providing improved experiences for future employment in their home country or other nations (11). Additionally, international students often receive a broader and more flexible education than they receive in their home country. Finally, they get the platform to build a stronger, independent base that fosters and affirms a more robust, functional network of friendships from an intercultural point of view (12).



1.2 Health security for international students

Wading away from the presence and figures of this group of people in host nations, industry players have deliberated and pushed for the health security of a category of the population that is bedeviled by innumerable health challenges, yet their minority status in host populations further deepens their woes amid the struggle to acculturate and adapt (13). In aligning with global consultations on migration and health, discussions regarding the role of research in supporting evidence-informed health responses connected to migration are to be accelerated (9). In line with this, the increasing number of international students enrolling in Hungarian universities necessitates ensuring world-standard quality services. Theories of adaptation shed light on the role of individual and contextual elements in the acculturation process, which determines whether an individual will adapt or not adapt properly to their new environment (14).

Research provides substantial evidence that there is a significant burden of mental illness among some migrant populations (15). Despite the expansion of the international student population in the United States, for instance, they have remained an underserved group on college campuses for several reasons, including language barriers and diversity and inclusion issues (15, 16). Migrants in general are confronted with exorbitant user fees and do incur a lot of disaffection from healthcare providers who have not been adequately trained to exude an acceptable level of intercultural competency as a spontaneous response to foreigners seeking their services. By virtue of their immigrant status, they stand to struggle for health services due to stereotyping and stigmatization. More horrifying is the observation from empirical sources which assert that no matter how bad the situation is for the entire population, it is much worse for foreign migrants (17). Many barriers to accessing services for international students exist (18). These barriers include language, low income, health insurance burdens, and a lack of social support (19). Again, research reveals that university students in their own country are significantly more satisfied with their social lives than international students (20). Mental health problems are also said to be common in college freshmen, and clearly associated with lower academic functioning (21), buttressing the need for a healthy mental state at all times. Mental health among students is not just a student issue; it is an institutional issue of concern that affects and is affected by every member of that organisation. Therefore, it is critically important to have everyone at the table contribute meaningfully to the agenda (21).

In Hungary, international students in need of healthcare services must follow a series of steps to book an appointment with a general practitioner. Appointments and registration are arranged by email on the website of the facility. International students can also request help from an information desk by calling a designated phone line for an appointment or a possible consultation. Regardless of the chosen pathway, booking an appointment is a prerequisite to using any of the services available (22). Guided by this foreknowledge of student mobility and their overbearing obstacles, we took the initiative to conduct exploratory research on international students in Hungary, our first step towards discovery and problem-solving. Based on the outcomes, further research will be advanced. The conceptual framework best suited for this study was the behavioral model by Andersen (14). This framework is to help conceive a mental representation of access and utilisation of healthcare services. It has its tentacles thrown in three main dimensions—predisposing, enabling, and need factors (23).

Health insurance provides leverage to all members seeking medical consultation. Two main types of insurance packages exist in Hungary: the national health insurance system and private health insurance. The national health insurance covers preventive screening tests, outpatient care in the specialties of internal medicine, dermatology, urology, gynecology among others. Included also are laboratory and diagnostic services, ambulatory services, surgeries, a 24-hour call center for consultation (24). The state heavily subsidizes public health services to reduce costs for patients. The subsidy is manifested in the waived consultation fee with a general practitioner, the average cost of which is estimated around €15–30; consultation with a specialist varying from €30–60, depending on the medical specialty; hospitalization, generally covered by local health insurance but may attract additional fees for services not covered or for single room occupation; and medicines. Prescription drugs are usually subsidised, which considerably reduces costs for patients, with the exact amount to be paid depending on the specific medicine and the health insurance brokered (24).

International students on Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship have a comprehensive health insurance, which is the national health insurance plan accessed by the use of the társadalombiztosítási azonosító jel (TAJ) card (the national health insurance card in Hungary) (25). Contained in a Stipendium Hungaricum document is the provision made for the flagship scholarship program, as outlined in this statement (8). Also on the contract form of the scholarship is the segment of commitment toward health (26).

On admission to the university, Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship holders are presented with a document that informs them about the University of Pécs general practitioner services. With the TAJ card, a student can access healthcare, be it in an emergency room (ER), outpatient department (OPD), or during hospitalization (inpatient care)(27).

Having laid the foundation to ensure the welfare of international students is not jeopardized by any unfortunate incidents, several studies have been conducted on various interests in conformity with the culture of generating empirical evidence through learning, discovery, innovation, and a cutting-edge hallmark of excellence (28). It also projects the image of universities to a grander visibility and reputation. Such timely and necessary actions attract attention from relevant stakeholders and investors in a competitive educational sector. Studies about international students in Hungary have centered on the trends of student mobility alongside domestic students with respect to the numbers and economic growth recorded over specific time frames. In one such study, Vincze and Bacs (29) sounded the alarm that though the presence of international students in Hungary has boosted the nation’s economy, the number of native students continues to decline and therefore, sadly, threatens the future of their representativeness in their own institutions of higher learning. Others have discussed issues related to the acculturation of international students in their new environment, highlighting the need to address deteriorating general and mental health due to poor adjustment. However, they also believe that integrating into the Hungarian culture will ease their tension (13). Some researchers have also made projections of winning over 40,000 international students in the future. Embedded in the findings are opportunities and threats that favor or disadvantage the host country (30). Their findings established that respondents wanted to strategically position themselves for numerous benefits that would enrich their lives, while Wu and Rudnák (31) examined the impact of studying in Hungary and found that the experience was an eye-opener for international students to gain insight into entrepreneurship.

This qualitative study was to explore international students’ self-reported state of health, their access to healthcare services, and their general wellbeing in Hungary through objectively coordinated interactions.




2 Methods and materials


2.1 Study design

This research adopted an exploratory design to prospect valuable information from the personal experiences of international students to identify the patterns and ideas surrounding their access to healthcare services in their host country. The exploratory approach aimed to provide researchers with a comprehensive understanding of the situation from the perspectives of those who experienced it. As a means of maintaining focus, participants were hosted in the discussion in Pécs city, where participants shared common issues about government-funded healthcare facilities. The exploratory design allowed for a better understanding of topics or areas that had limited information (32).



2.2 Study setting

The University of Pécs, located in the city of Pécs, Hungary, boasts of a strong international presence, welcoming many international students. It is one of the oldest and largest higher education institutions in Hungary, offering a wide range of degree programmes, including those taught in English. The university is known for its historical setting, safe environment, and diverse student life. The University of Pécs is one of the most internationalised higher education institutions in Hungary, with a significant number of international students and English-taught programs. It is one of the largest universities in Hungary, with 10 faculties and approximately 20,000 students, including over 4,000 international students. Pécs provides a vibrant student life with cinemas, bars, restaurants, and shopping options. Students also engage in sports and participate in exchange programs. The city boasts of a rich history and culture, featuring architectural landmarks, such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage site.



2.3 Sampling and data collection process

Our target population was the community of international students in Hungary (those in institutions of higher learning, specifically the universities) who were willing to share information on their self-assessed health and wellbeing, including experiences with the healthcare system of Hungary. Participants were recruited from social media groups based on their status within the semester, targeting individuals who had rich insights to contribute. We settled on having a smaller group that would be able to delve deeper into the subject matter tabled for discussion.


2.3.1 Inclusion criteria

Students affiliated with a university in Hungary who had an active status within the semester (those who had registered in the university portal, Neptun) and were actively attending lectures and other academic programs, or who had completed their programs a semester earlier.



2.3.2 Exclusion criteria

Students who had a passive status in the semester (those who have not registered in the universal portal, Neptun) and were not attending lectures or participating in any academic programs, and who have completed more than a semester earlier.

We wanted a homogenous group (international students in Hungary) that also possessed some degree of heterogeneity (participants from different countries and cultural backgrounds) for purposes of diversity in a multicultural environment.

We also screened participants to ensure eligibility as outlined in our eligibility criteria.

Participants were briefed on the purpose of the group discussions, the requirement to be committed to the time of the call, and the fact that it was without remuneration.

Prospective participants for focus group discussions (FGDs) were recruited from students’ social media platforms through key members. Once they indicated their zeal to participate, they were contacted by phone calls or text messages to inform them about the study and provide further details required by them, including the commitment to ensuring anonymity. Participants were stratified based on their personal timing for availability. Participation in the study was entirely voluntary and totally unremunerated. A pilot study was carried out with four international students who were not part of the final 21 participants to ensure the validity and reliability of the semi-structured interview guide. The demographic data and the interviews were sequenced brilliantly, eliminating names and other personal details that may offer clues to their identity. Indirect coding was used to tag participants instead of their real names. Discussions were held predominantly in groups of three or four at a time. Participants brought to the table their vast cultures and interpretations of healthcare, lending a holistic view to the subject matter under discussion.

In ensuring an objective study was void of any selection bias, we did the following:

	1. First, we considered a sample representative enough of international students who volunteered to participate on their own accord. They were also informed of their right to withdraw from participation at any stage of the process at their own will without coercion.

	2. We also followed up on those who wanted to cancel participation for their own personal reasons out of curiosity and offered some words of encouragement on how valuable their contributions could be in influencing decision-making at top managerial positions within the healthcare fraternity.

	3. The English language was the medium of communication for the discussions since it was common to all students and was delivered in clear and concise words.

	4. Maintaining transparency in the research process by carefully considering the research question, participant selection, data collection, and analysis to avoid systematic errors.

	5. Other data sources were used to validate findings, which were the findings of our survey on international students.

	6. In ensuring validity and credibility, triangulation of data (the use of more than one data source) and analysis (engaging language experts) were factored in.

	7. Member checking, peer debriefing, and reflexivity guarded the researchers to minimize the chances of introducing any form of bias into the study.



Spanning the second to fourth week of January 2023, six focus group discussions were conducted with the aid of a semi-structured interview guide. There were alternating groups of three and four participants for the six groups that researchers described as “mini” groups. Participants in all groups were homogeneous in terms of being international students with similar experiences, apart from age differences. On equal grounds, their contributions were diverse in terms of cultural differences between the regions of origin. All groups entertained some degree of vulnerability by participating in the discussions, except the sixth group, which requested an additional level of anonymity to avoid being recorded. Probing questions from the guide (Table 1) were asked to participants at the start of the discussion, and their responses led to follow-up questions. The researchers drafted the discussion guide based on the study’s topic, its objectives, and research questions. The formal language used was English. Focus group discussions were held online with only the principal researcher and discussants present. Responses to nine main questions framed in the semi-structured interview guide were compiled by the researchers for the analysis.


TABLE 1 Focus group discussion (FGD) questions/interview guide.


	S. No.
	Focus group discussion questions

 

 	1. 	Could you please tell us about your health since you arrived in Hungary for school?


 	2. 	How would you compare your current status to what it was when you were in your home country?


 	3. 	Have you had any experience with healthcare facilities here in Hungary?


 	4. 	If yes, how do you perceive it?


 	5. 	Do you have any issues affecting your mental health?


 	6. 	Have you enjoyed any support systems so far?


 	7. 	If yes, which kind of support was it?


 	8. 	Do you have any health-related challenges?


 	9. 	What would you recommend to those in authority regarding healthcare services for international students?




 




2.4 Study participants

This study featured international students in higher institutions of learning in Hungary in discussions with the primary objective of exploring their self-assessed health status, experiences with health services, and their general wellbeing. The exploration was to illuminate the researchers’ understanding of the pertinent sociocultural connotations in participants’ own expression of what they perceive about their health, how they sought health services as a need, and their estimation of the services received.



2.5 Ethical considerations

Data were collected using a semi-structured interview guide. Students were assured in both verbal and written communication that their identity and the information they contribute will be held in confidence. The standard protocol of ethical consideration based on the Helsinki declaration was followed to uphold compliance in executing the use of data collection tools and processes on human subjects. This study, conducted in accordance with the Helsinki Declaration, was approved by the Institutional Scientific Research Committee of the University of Pécs (approval number: PTE/61924/2021) and the Hungarian Medical Research Council (ethical approval number: BM/26490-1).

Informed consent was obtained from the research participants by signing a consent form, ensuring their voluntary participation and the confidentiality of their information. Confidentiality was maintained by extracting the visual images of participants and by using codes other than the original names of participants. Links to online participation were disabled to sever access to recordings, notes, and transcripts.



2.6 Data analysis

We employed the Jeniffer Attride framework of thematic network analysis of qualitative data. This method of data analysis progresses through a sequence of six iterative steps: familiarization, identifying thematic frames, indexing, charting, mapping, and interpretation. The global theme, access to health services, gave rise to two (2) themes and eight (8) subthemes. Data were analysed using the thematic network analysis framework of Jennifer Attride Stirling (33).

The data analysis process began with the stage of familiarization, which saw the researchers immersing themselves in the data to understand its overall content and identify prime areas of interest. This was achieved through repeated readings of transcripts and field notes, which provided references to guides on how to meticulously make initial impressions and identify interesting observations for what to focus on. Striking patterns were identified and recurring ideas noted. Data content, context, and nuances were highlighted before moving into more detailed analysis. Two linguistic experts were tasked with cross-checking the transcription’s integrity against the audio recordings. A 1-week period was used by the researchers to review notes on qualitative data analysis with the help of a data analyst.

This was followed by the development of a coding style based on the order in which focus group discussions (FGDs) were held. All transcriptions were processed through coding, categorisation, and identification of emerging themes with the aid of NVivo version 12. The stage of identifying thematic frames focused on developing initial codes and categories from the data to be used to categorise and organise the information. We identified recurring phrases, concepts, or ideas frequently appearing in the data. Descriptive labels (initial codes) were developed for all recurring patterns by creating a coding scheme and grouping related codes into broader categories of themes. Inductive and deductive approaches were employed from data-driven sources and theory-driven sources, respectively, to capture themes that emerged from the data or were informed by existing theoretical frameworks. Verbatim quotations from interview transcripts were used to illustrate relevant themes.

In assigning codes to relevant text segments (indexing), we methodically applied the developed codes to the data, creating a structured representation of the information. The coding scheme was used to label and categorise the data. Throughout the process, we observed consistency in coding across different parts of the data for a structurally organised data based on the established theme.

Charting organises coded data into thematic networks. Armed with this knowledge, indexed data were thrown into thematic networks, revealing relationships between different themes. Basic themes were grouped into organizing themes. Eventually, the global theme that encompasses multiple organizing themes was identified. We then created a visual network diagram of interconnected themes showing how they relate.

The stage of visually mapping charted data brought out the relationships between themes. In creating a visual representation of the thematic network, we aimed to make the relationships between themes more apparent. A diagram was developed to map out visual themes, their relationships, and their hierarchical structure by connecting basic, organizing, and global themes. Selected shapes, lines, and other visual elements were used to represent the different themes and their connections, thereby enhancing the visualization of the overall structure of the themes and their relationships within the network.

The completion of the mapping stage allowed for interpretations to be made and conclusions drawn to give meaning to and inspire insights from the thematic network. From this, we created our narrative to explain the entire scientific storyline told by the data in the context of the research question and existing literature, and the implications for the research topic. The researchers in this reportage conformed to the consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research (COREQ) (34) (see Figure 1).

[image: Flowchart depicting factors affecting access to healthcare. It branches into two categories: Service Provider Characteristics, which includes a strong linguistic barrier, privacy and confidentiality, intercultural competence, and attitudes and behaviors; and Health Facility Friendliness, which includes appointment booking, health insurance, support system, and infrastructure, logistics, and supplies.]

FIGURE 1
 Thematic network analysis using Jennifer Attride Stirling’s framework.





3 Results


3.1 Sociodemographic data of respondents

Sociodemographic data (Table 2) showcased a spectrum of participants from around the world participating in discussions aimed at exploring international students’ health issues while living in Hungary. For reasons of anonymity, details of participants’ academic engagements were excluded from their demographic data. Predominantly, participants were from the University of Pécs. The gender composition (10 males and 11 females) was indicative of a vocal community ready to exercise their constitutional right of freedom of speech intelligently, void of acrimony, in a very tolerant environment. The majority of participants (85.7%, 18/21) indicated they have had experiences with hospital in Hungary, while the remaining (14.3%, 3/21) have not had any such interaction. The beauty of diversity was elucidated in the richness of different cultural values, age (22–38 years), and gender mix. Again, participants’ age bracket unveiled a blend of youthful exuberance. In the exception of two (2) participants who were self-funding students, all other nineteen (19) were Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship (SHS) students. Fee-paying students funded their health insurance by engaging the services of private health insurance companies, while SHS holders were enrolled in the national health insurance package that provides a comprehensive coverage for all beneficiaries. Countries of origin cascaded from different continents to even include a participant of mixed heritage. This opulent intellectual multiplicity set the tone for an all-inclusive worldview discussion. Apparently, self-funding participants were amazed that their fellow participants were scholarship holders.


TABLE 2 Demographic data on focus group discussion participants.


	Serial number
	Gender
	Age (years)
	Country of origin
	Institution of study
	Educational level
	Length of stay (semesters)

 

 	FGD/2023/001 	Female 	(21–25) 	Mongolia 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	5


 	FGD/2023/002 	Female 	(26–30) 	Kenya 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	2


 	FGD/2023/003 	Male 	(32–35) 	Ghana 	University of Miskolc 	Tertiary 	4


 	FGD/2023/004 	Female 	(21–25) 	Nigeria 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	2


 	FGD/2023/005 	Male 	(21–25) 	Kenya 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	4


 	FGD/2023/006 	Male 	(21–25) 	Nigeria 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	6


 	FGD/2023/007 	Male 	(26–30) 	Argentina 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	4


 	FGD/2023/008 	Male 	(26–30) 	Mexico 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	3


 	FGD/2023/009 	Female 	(21–25) 	Iran 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	3


 	FGD/2023/010 	Male 	(26–30) 	Macedonia 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	3


 	FGD/2023/011 	Female 	(26–30) 	Chile 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	4


 	FGD/2023/012 	Female 	(21–25) 	Costa Rica 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	2


 	FGD/2023/013 	Male 	(26–30) 	Israel 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	3


 	FGD/2023/014 	Male 	(26–30) 	Ethiopia 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	1


 	FGD/2023/015 	Male 	(36–40) 	Kenya 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	2


 	FGD/2023/016 	Female 	(26–30) 	Iran 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	2


 	FGD/2023/017 	Female 	(26–30) 	Iran 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	3


 	FGD/2023/018 	Female 	(21–25) 	Mongolia 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	1


 	FGD/2023/019 	Male 	(36–40) 	Syria 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	3


 	FGD/2023/020 	Female 	(26–30) 	Laos 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	2


 	FGD/2023/021 	Female 	(21–25) 	African/Indian 	University of Pécs 	Tertiary 	2




 

These were their expressions:


“…how did you get it? I do not know about that…I did not know there was.”!! FGD/2023/FBS.
“…that’s great…how do I get to enjoy this too? FGD/2023/FBQ.


Understandably, everyone would like to benefit from Hungary’s benevolent act of lessening the burden of higher education funding for thousands.

Study participants acknowledged a host of factors of diverse degrees and impact were of concern to them, encompassing emotional, psychological, and physical wellbeing. Some had moments to relish from kind native Hungarians, but for the majority of them, there was a thread of mental instability running through the shared accounts associated with culture shock.



3.2 Health status on arrival in Hungary

For this question, a good number of six (6/21, 28.5%) participants said they have been well, just as they were in their home country:


“Nothing has changed. I’m okay like I was before.” – Online participant.


Nine (9/21, 42%) reported slight problems adjusting to the cold weather, while the rest (6/21, 28.5%) reported fell sick and required medical interventions.


“I’ve been to hospital many times. I was falling sick often.” – Online participant.


One of such had a different approach to health intervention:


“I tried to take care of myself at home…like making some soup, taking some pills that I have like antibiotics and some pain killers…and I used kind of natural antibiotics like honey, ginger and healthy drinks or different stuff that we can do at home.” – Online participant.


For this segment of the discussion, participants’ responses were categorised into three main segments. There were those who had been in stable health since arriving in Hungary, regardless of the environmental changes, those whose health was disrupted by weather changes, and those who fell sick and required hospital treatment. Interestingly, someone preferred to use traditional means to remedy the situation at home.



3.3 Health status comparison

The documented evidence that migration affects health necessitated this question, and responses from participants were intriguing:


“My health status is ok. It is better than before…maybe because I have come to Europe. More milk, new friends.” – Online participant.


For someone, there appears to be a feeling of frustration already, and the best way to reveal it was through a feeling of nostalgia:


“Really, it’s cold even with all these sweaters and winter jackets, I still feel it. Honestly, I miss being home and walking around in simple clothes in a little sunshine. Missing that makes me feel a bit sick…unhealthy.” – Online Participant.


Others admitted the weather in Hungary was cold, but they were not unfamiliar with much more freezing temperatures:


“In my country, we have temperatures as low as −13 °C so this one cannot make me sick. I eat well and drink well. I also wear the right clothing.” – Online participant.


Finally, a note of balance was reached in this response:


“Well, in general like right now, I think I have a stable health.” – Online participant.


In this section, the majority of the participants preferred not to compare their situations for personal reasons, while four of them chose to share their experiences.



3.4 Experience with healthcare facilities in Hungary

Speaking on this note, the majority of participants (18/21, 85.7%) have had or attempted to engage the services of healthcare professionals in state-owned hospital facilities. In contrast, a minority of them (3/21, 14.3%) had not, nor had they attempted seeing a physician for various reasons:


“I arrived in Hungary 3 months ago, so I’ve not been to the hospital yet” – Online participant.


Another participant also explained why it has been so:


“If I wanted to go to the hospital, I could. I paid for insurance before because I am a self-fund student, so I needed to do that on my own just to be sure that if there was an accident or anything, so I did that and since I came to university…I take care of myself. I did not go to any hospital…so I did not have any contact with any of the healthcare facilities, yes.” – Online participant.


Traversing a new terrain for orthodox medical interventions, participants revealed there were reliefs and shocks pertaining to the demands of the healthcare system and how proceedings were approached by healthcare professionals. To begin with, access to healthcare services appears to be heavily guarded and probably twisted in the civil and sacred name of bureaucracy for reasons not readily known to participants. The majority of them indicated they encountered some degree of difficulty when they needed healthcare services:


“I contact the general practitioner by email then I got my appointment. It was quite disappointing to me because I sent the email and then they answer like OK, but first you have to take the test and after, if it’s negative twice then we will give you the appointment.” – Online participant.


So much more continued to be said about the entry point and quality of responsiveness:


“And I got appointment from my school hospital, and they just gave me appointment after a few hours, and it was pretty fast too, but I was not satisfied…because I did not get enough information about…my illness and they just gave me a plant-based medicine.” – Online participant.


Participants’ testimonies were given in acknowledgement of what was perceived as good or bad in appreciation or detestation of an act committed or omitted:


“…not like everything has not been good but has not been bad at the same time. I’ve had very good experiences. The bad experience was for some reason I do not understand…why the general practitioners are always recommending this hospital where nobody speaks English. – Online participant.
“Yeah, what’s the motive? What’s behind the scenes? I even asked them if I can go there [400 bed hospital]. They were like “No,” you cannot but then I went, and it did not cost me anything and the doctors are better, and everything is more new.” – Online participant.


Complaints about waiting time were not left out, as patients and clients the world over would cite short waiting time as an indicator of quality healthcare service:


“I had to wait 20 minutes to find a person that can understand my problems and the hospital is like very bad…even the doctor did not want to do his job and he just examined me very quickly and did nothing to help me out.” – Online participant.


Plausible to the discussion was the reality of health insurance coverage:


“When I arrived in Hungary…I realised the Stipendium Hungaricum health funding package covers everything apart from your teeth and eyes…any other thing…be it surgery…” – Online participant.


In a similar manner:


“I still receive the bill for the surgery, and it was an expensive intervention. But fortunately, I did not have to pay it. I had the protection of the TAJ card that allows me to access healthcare in Hungary.” – Online participant.


Hitherto, another participant said:


“They pay my medical insurance from the government, so I do not have to really worry about my medical insurance.” – Online participant.


As nature would have it, the individuality of man will always manifest to break the chain of a particular order:


“The only problem is you as a student, buying drugs and their drugs here are always expensive” – Online participant.




3.5 Perception about health facilities in Hungary

This question called for participants’ honest impression about not just physical structures but policies and administrative processes in which services are anchored. The majority of participants who have had access to healthcare services gave pleasant remarks about the services rendered and the resourcefulness of the facility. The liberal opportunity brought along some honest confessions as reflected by this student:


“Comparatively the healthcare is better compared to my country.” – Online participant.


A participant saw things from a different angle:


“I feel like…what do you call it…group ‘B’ students. Yeah, we do not feel like prioritised as the Hungarian students…like so should be all students…same thing. Yeah, I just do not feel like they are very prepared for English programs, and they advertised otherwise.” – Online participant.




3.6 Mental health concerns

The realisation that one’s mental health is a conglomerate of their feelings, emotions, and other factors drew participants into the invitation to share their problems related to studies, healthcare, and general wellbeing that have affected their mental health:


“It’s like anxiety all over…studying is hard…like faculty, it’s rough there. They are not very supportive.” – Online participant.


A series of similar sentiments were verbalized:


“Yeah, it’s always anxiety for next semester or next exam, you finish paying and you worry about the next thing to come. Yeah, until we get there.” – Online participant.


Then an expression of what appears like helplessness was voiced:


“We cannot expect much from the school…because they require this stuff and then they are like we do not care. You fail, you fail. They do not have…they will not like… give favour to anyone special.” – Online participant.


The chain of comments kept pouring in, conveying with them the inescapable pressure of a busy semester:


“One of the stressful things about mental health of students was education. A lot of things to do, study Hungarian, study that, do a lot of stuff or perhaps I’ve chosen the wrong country to study in. In my country, we do not take many hours in a semester…nine (9) credits for three (3) courses per semester but the minimum credit hours here are thirty (30).” – Online participant.


Although there was a kind of agreement to the earlier submission, the reaction toward adjusting to the new culture was different based on a previous experience:


“The course work is a lot, but I was used to it before. The course at Bachelor’s was more than this. So, this is better. – Online participant.


Again, some people may have had tough times melting into their new environment, and the discussion provided a chance to let it all out as presented in this voice:


“Yes, yes…I have anxiety at least every day. I came with anxiety before, but it has gotten worse here. It’s like pressures in the faculty…adapting to the new culture, having to be in a hostile environment of Hungarians…and it’s definitely a hard environment to adapt. It’s not for everyone and for someone who comes from a liberal community [we are very smiling people], it is very unwelcoming.You can feel the cultural shock immediately. – Online participant.
“I have to force myself to go to the hospital because I am afraid that what if they cannot translate into English or what if they do not know about…my full…history about my illnesses, etc., so, it was like kind of middle, I would say the experience was.” – Online participant.


This honesty from one participant confirmed they were not looking for a perfect Hungary. They only wanted a little bit of commitment from Hungarians:


“The city in general, it’s not very prepared to receive this number of international students. I do not expect every Hungarian to know English, I do not expect the lady at the bakery to reply to me in English. But I mean if I go to a doctor’s office, I expect them to speak English. So, it’s a bit weird that they do not have staff that has a reasonable level of English.” – Online participation.


Weighty in this discussion is the dominance of adaptation to the new location that continues to take the center stage:


“I had this problem of being in a new environment…also communication barrier was a problem to me when I came. With some of the attitude people here displayed, it was so alarming for me but as time went on, I adjusted to the whole situation.” – Online participant.


Undoubtedly, the language barrier remains a big hurdle to cross:


“Honestly, I feel like I have to force myself to go to the hospital because I’m afraid…what if they cannot translate into English?” – Online participant.


Typical situations were mentioned as areas deficient in lending support to international students:


“I’m talking more about my faculty in particular the healthcare…they are like I think not prepared for international programs…like I feel we look at the Hungarian students; they are like more accommodated.” – Online participant.


Meanwhile, the University of Pécs has made provision for students’ mental health services. The center addresses their concerns by helping students maintain contact with their environment through various channels, including chats, common events, and transportation. It also assists with the proper treatment for possible mental harm (finding the proper expert, if needed) and preventing crisis situations or treating actual crises. Hitherto, it still may not be a means to an end without an extra measure of expanded services, as depicted in the tone of a participant:


“I cannot get therapy because there’s no psychologist that speaks English here.” – Online participant.


In the dimension of adequacy of the sessions allowed for a student per semester, this concern was raised:


“First, these counselling services are limited to five (5) per semester, so I think they are not enough because mostly they are dealing with personality problems, mental problems or health problems…like be recognised and diagnosed.” – Online participant.




3.7 Barriers to access

This segment attracted the patronage of the majority of the participants. As is familiar with every project, the possibility of facing challenges is especially high in its fundamental stages. Being an international student in Hungary is not excluded from this. Discussions on this subject matter brought to light situations that appear to be obstacles in the way of international students attempting to enter health facilities in Hungary:


“As a student, I encountered a challenge when I got sick on Friday and had to wait for an email response on Monday” – Online participant.


Apparently, the protocol of booking an appointment by email is strictly adhered to so that if a student walked to the healthcare facility without doing the needful, they were denied any care service and redirected to book an appointment online or go to the emergency room (ER):


“Once I even went personally to the medical consultation and they told me, like, no, we cannot see you…you must ask for the appointment by email, and I was like, okay, so then what? So, everything must be via email. That’s weird, because when you are sick, you of course need the doctor to see you in person.” – Online participation.


The above expectation may sound as though the participant was asking for too much, but that may not be the case since the idea of out-of-hours services is typically common in countries like Germany, Spain, France, Italy, the United Kingdom, and Sweden. This service offers organised, suitable, synchronised services in response to clients’ calls during times when medical practices and primary care centers are closed.

Strangely, much as that is the road map to follow, response to such emails is allegedly delayed or ignored, leaving the student in a state of helplessness:


“I got an appointment, and I contacted the doctor. She gave an appointment for two months or later. What it means? The doctor in question responded that he has free time after two months and I went simply to the pharmacy…sold certain medication to me and now I’m okay.” – Online participant.


Further discussions attested to this statement in various ways, expressing shock at some instances:


“It’s just that I send like an email requesting a medical consultation, but the only thing they do…just ask for my symptoms and they ask for photos. In that case I have like sore throat, so they said like, OK, send me a photo of your throat and that’s it. So, I sent like the photo of my throat, my symptoms and then they just prescribed my medication.” – Online participant.


Participants consistently verbalized that their experiences were strange:


“I would call them and then they ask me my symptoms, what kind of doctor I need and then tell me, okay so this address and this address are available and this time and this time and then I could go, and everything would be free.” – Online participant.


Some students said the bottlenecks associated with following this protocol are exasperating. For such reasons and more, they resort to some homemade remedies or over-the-counter drugs:


“I heard about how uneasy it can be to get medicine at the pharmacy, unless you have doctor’s prescription.” – Online participant.


Some friends became the lifeline to the deadlines of their colleagues:


“Like if I did not have my partner with me and she wasn’t Hungarian, I would have been scared because every time I got sick here, she was the one who searched for the doctor, find [got] an appointment for me. I just showed up. Sometimes she was on a call with me and she translates what I should have answered. And it was like not a very convenient experience for me.” – Online participant.


A participant lamented over how an exigency had to be personally funded, but thought the service rendered did not merit the fee charged:


“Once I had a problem where I needed to go to the[specialist] clinic and for some reason [the specialist consultation] is not supported by any healthcare so it’s private. You cannot get an examination from a [specialist] doctor for free so I had to pay 35,000Ft…the people at the state hospital and the GP also told me to go to the private clinic so yeah, I had to pay like 35,000Ft just for an exam…just for the doctor to prescribe antibiotics for me which I think should not cost that much.” – Online participant.


All through the discussion, the majority of the participants hammered on access to the facilities as their main hindrance, but this singular perspective made a strong point:


“My opinion is that Hungary has actually good medical services, good access but the only problem is that entry level.” – Online participation.


From the outpour of experiences shared, participants had difficulty securing appointments with GPs. These difficulties, including delayed responses to emails, long waiting times for consultations, high costs for low-value services, and language barriers, have led to the displeasure of international students with the healthcare services they received.



3.8 Support systems

International students participating in the study mostly stated that family and friends were their only support systems:


“I have found like also a nice community of Hungarians. I also work with Hungarians which is pretty nice, but it took…at least a year to find the nice Hungarians. it’s definitely a hard environment to adapt.” – Online participant.


The relevance of support systems cannot be underestimated at this time, and building such became a necessity, as echoed in this voice:


“My colleagues in school…that’s the best support…encourage each other and everyone. If someone is giving up, we help them. We get like a help, and you get help also…it’s like we are in this together.” – Online participation.


For someone, help came faster than may have been anticipated:


“I was lucky enough to find a support group here in Hungary quickly.” – Online participant.


The participant did not withhold that innate joy by sharing with others those cordial relations held with a native Hungarian:


“Yes, and in my place of work. I had this lady. She is Hungarian. The woman was so nice to me so each time I come her way, she’s so welcoming.” So, she comes around to check on me. I also go to her place…since then, she became my family.” – Online participant.


As mental health issues continue to advance the discussions, notable acknowledgements in favor of the Hungarian health system were made:


“My general mental health is awesome, and Hungary has good support system for supporting mental [mentally] related issues. The psychiatrists are doing a commendable job in restoring the mental health of patients. This comes from a few students whom I have interacted with and had mental [mentally] related issues.” – Online participant.


Despite the availability of such services, some students are unable to benefit from them due to factors beyond their control. On the issue of seeking counselling to deal with the effects of some of these negative encounters, this was unraveled:


“I heard that there is one psychologist in my university, I had a little bit of mental problems, it’s hard to adapt in the new environment and it gets a little bit harder but…there’s just little time to cope…deal with my mental problems.” – Online participant.


To finalise this section, a participant said:


“Mentors, friends and family” are the core of support.” – Online participation.


Participants spoke extensively about the support group they draw strength from to survive in a foreign land. From their contributions, it can be deduced that life in a host nation is not exactly as in one’s home country. Everyone makes a commitment to another person or reaches a compromise on issues for mutual or collective benefit.

At the point of making recommendations to healthcare authorities for international students, the most striking call was one to avert impending dangers associated with drug administration errors. This participant called for a position on pharmacovigilance and accessible databases of patients’ records for educated referencing:


“I also want to add that the general practitioners, they should be more serious in their work…they gave me medicines that should not mix…they do not have any evidence from your past.” – Online participant.


Based on participants’ feedback about the support they received, they recognise the importance of support systems. They have demonstrated this understanding through personal efforts, playing a complementary role to the host institution’s initiatives by being there for their colleagues and providing support when they needed them.




4 Discussion

This study contributes generously to Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG-3), ensuring good health and wellbeing for all at all ages. The realisation of this global target has been tied to Universal Health Coverage (UHC) and Primary Healthcare (PHC). Within the context of migration health, international students have been discovered as a minority group in the entire population who are often disadvantaged with a lot of challenges detrimental to their general and mental health. The study explored the self-assessed health status of international students in Hungary, their access to healthcare, and their wellbeing. The motive was to unearth their challenges and implement interventions to remedy them. Plans for the future include having students on stakeholder decision-making boards to serve as the mouthpiece for their fellow migrant students and themselves, and to facilitate the integration of these migrant students into the culture of their host nation by providing safe healthcare services in an inter culturally competent context that will inure to the benefit of both migrants and the entire population within the confines of the destination country.

Asserting that international students face unique challenges, prevention and intervention programs may need to be designed to address their specific problems and prevailing situation. While existing literature has extensively dealt with challenges of international students in host countries (35), this study contributes a wealth of knowledge to the research space by giving an exposition on the concerns of 21 international students of youthful exuberance aged 22–38 years. Although international students appreciate the blueprint for service provision, reviewing the policies guiding it may be necessary since this is the most significant move in shaping how to improve healthcare services to lessen risks for future projects (36). There were similarities in accounts rendered by each participant in their attempts to access healthcare or the reality of having encountered a healthcare service provider. Both sides raised concerns about the authenticity or deficiencies of the services. While there remain many avenues to improving health services for international students in Hungary, this study sheds more light on the unique difficulties hindering access to services and receiving dignified treatment at these service points. In a thematic analysis, qualitative data generated pinpoints several inconsistencies and barriers to effective communication for satisfactory services. This substantiates earlier findings that international students do encounter difficulties when it comes to getting their health needs met (37) (see Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2
 Thematic network analysis.



4.1 Appointment booking and average waiting time

Some of the complaints made in this study stand to supersede arguments that have been advanced in justifying the actions of service providers in the manner in which they were reported. The target of SDG-3 is to improve healthcare delivery to people of all walks of life, irrespective of their geographical location. The essence of Primary Healthcare (PHC) should not be underestimated in the face of vigorous and rigorous global efforts to combat disease and its attendant issues (38). From what participants said, one of their major challenges has to do with being scheduled for timely medical consultations. They felt their attempts had been deeply frustrated by delayed replies to emails pertaining to booking appointments, as well as long waiting times before having a review of their health conditions. This unmet need tends to thwart their efforts at receiving those services they felt entitled to per their understanding of what comprehensive healthcare refers to in their scholarship package (39).


4.1.1 Average waiting time in the Hungarian context

Waiting times for hospital consultations in Hungary vary significantly between the public and private healthcare sectors. Public healthcare is often marked by long waiting lists, potentially exceeding 2 months, whereas the private sector can offer appointments much faster, sometimes within a day. It is even synonymous with it to have a scheduled appointment delayed, with patients potentially waiting 25 min on average for a 13-min consultation.

On the private healthcare divide, appointments are generally much quicker, with some quarters reporting an average waiting time of 8 days for specialist and diagnostic exams, compared to 30 days in the public sector. Patients accessing healthcare at private clinics would normally wait approximately 10 min for their appointment and receive a longer consultation. In the private sector, patients can typically book appointments directly without needing a referral from a general practitioner (GP).

The Hungarian healthcare system is financed through social security contributions that are like taxes. Consequently, Hungarian residents and emigrants employed by a local company, or students on a government scholarship, do not have to pay for their treatment at state-owned healthcare institutions. They use the TAJ card (health insurance card in Hungary) to obtain services at access points. However, there may be costs associated with certain medicines, medical equipment, or extra services when necessary.

The presence of private health facilities provides alternatives to those who cannot endure the long waiting times characteristic of the public system. Benefits of the private system include shorter waiting times and a wider range of specialists within comfortable modern facilities. However, their number is significantly reduced when viewed from the lens of English-speaking services.



4.1.2 Average waiting time in the European context

Waiting times for hospital consultations vary significantly across the organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries. The measurements applied to this variable are therefore likely to use different start and end points. Waiting time can be recorded from the point of the general practitioner (GP) or following a specialist visit to the endpoint of the ultimate treatment where interventions were made (medical or surgical). Waiting times for GP and specialist consultations have been noted to vary more than two-fold across countries (40).

Reports from the 2016 Commonwealth Fund International Health Policy Survey conducted in 11 OECD countries indicated that the majority of people in 2016 were able to get feedback on their medical concerns from their doctor’s office on the very day they contacted the office. The report further stated that in more developed countries like Switzerland, Germany, and The Netherlands, the proportion of people who reported that they “sometimes, rarely or never get an answer from their regular doctor’s office on the same day” was low—12, 13, and 13% respectively—but also higher in countries like Canada and the United States, 33 and 28%, respectively (40).

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, medical professionals were placed under intense pressure to respond swiftly to patients turning up for treatment. The emergency impacted access by affecting consultations in many other specialty areas that had nothing to do with COVID-19. In 2021, the frequency of medical consultations varied widely among the European Union (EU) members. The average number of doctor consultations per inhabitant ranged between 3.5 and 7.8 in the majority of the EU member countries, with the exception of Malta, due to data unavailability (40).

On the topic of medical doctor consultations among EU members, Slovakia presented the highest averages of 11.0 consultations per inhabitant, followed by Germany (9.6), Hungary (9.5), the Netherlands (8.6), and Czechia (7.8), while the lowest were registered in Sweden (2.3 consultations per inhabitant), Greece (2.7), Portugal (3.5), Denmark (3.8), Finland, and Estonia (both 4.1) (41).

Taking the conversation out of Europe, the average wait for a GP appointment in the United States in 2023 was approximately 3 weeks, a time frame perceived to be two to ten times longer than in Europe. On the other side, in that same year, the average waiting time for a medical consultation was 2 days in Switzerland, 6 days in France, and 10 days in the United Kingdom. Comparing the average waiting time in Hungary to that of other EU member countries such as Germany and Switzerland, reveals a significant gap. However, Hungary has outperformed some other countries within the same region. What needs to be done is for Hungary to draw from the tactics of these high performers and tailor them to suit their setting. This report may also confirm the complaints of international students about their experiences with the health sector.

The stalemate in this report suggests that this group of students felt left out due to what may be artificial resistance to their gaining access to healthcare services. Meanwhile, a lack of, or moderated access to, essential health services is an infringement on fundamental human rights as advocated in SDG-3. This finding resonates with literature that states that, though the right to the best achievable standard of health, irrespective of the migrant’s geographical location or status, is protected in numerous human rights policies, national interests do override these entitlements due to the bureaucracies involved (42). Providing skilled attendance for preventive medical screening regularly as a matter of commitment to collaborative efforts of stakeholders is needed at all levels (43). Much as bureaucracy puts systems in check and maintains order, it is also rigid and sometimes stalls the progress of an otherwise functional system (44, 45). Empirically, certain diagnoses cannot be made by simply viewing them in photos. A careful patient history and physical examination is the starting point, and diagnosis over the phone is not advised (46). Viewing from the lens of existing literature, this finding is similar to the work that found that long waiting times for medical consultation are a recipe for dissatisfaction with the service, which may eventually stop people from patronising it in a competitive healthcare world (47). Mounting a defense in favor of Hungary acknowledges the threats of the COVID-19 pandemic at the time, which required two negative confirmation tests for any medical consultations in the country; this is why general practitioners insisted that students comply with their directives. Even with that, other participants with similar concerns have been in the system before the pandemic hit. It is, therefore, more pressing to scale up access to GPs and specialists through systems overhauling. Equipping facilities with the needed human resource training and supplies will allow a smooth flow of care services to this minority group (48). It is surprising to learn that some GPs and specialists were unwilling to examine international students during their moments of need and despair.

Another fact in consonance with prior research studies is the kind of support systems that participants built for themselves. To appreciate the importance of fellow students in surviving outside home is certainly one of their smartest initiatives to strengthen the distant affection they have for family back home. The initiative was aimed to provide emotional and psychological support, enabling students to maintain their focus on their academic engagements. This re-echoes what available research has established that international students rely mostly on friends, family, and a few native allies in their host countries as their most assured support system in order to navigate forward in their academic pursuits (48, 49). This is exemplified in the narratives of participants on how they had to rely on native friends to translate medical information to doctors or fall on them in times of need (50). This finding agrees with studies that have proven language barrier is a palpable obstacle to achieving academic excellence (51). Suggestions from timely interventions have the potential to break the barriers of language non-proficiency of immigrant students, which frequently emerge as the single impediment between countries, stalling the smooth take-off of international programmes (52).

One more concern raised by respondents is the fact that some Stipendium Hungaricum students, although covered by comprehensive national health insurance, pay for drugs prescribed for them by attending physicians in government hospitals. Holistically, despite a lot of successes chalked by the Hungarian health sector, every small deficit remains big as long as it affects human lives and threaten their very existence (53) especially for international students who have to survive in a city with limited student job opportunities to augment their stipends that have not witnessed any upward adjustments (except for PhD candidates) in the face of increased cost for goods and services.

Important to the flurry of discussions is the subject of language minority and immigrant status of students’ social background, factors that shape students’ preparation for higher learning (54). Perhaps, France has set an example that others can look up to and follow. It adopted the most methodical and extensive approach as part of its pedigree, hallmark innovations toward worming its alluring influence into other areas of the world to capture more international students. This massive evolution is being nourished through a matrix of strong structural systems that encompass realistic policies, formidable investments, juicy scholarships, relaxed immigration policies, and effective pedagogic policies for language learning skills to galvanize its position for foreign programs (55).

Igniting the vim to encourage student mobility is an action woven in trusted dedication to reaching future milestones (56). However, integration of international students in general is said to be symptomatically weak due to a lack of adequate and appropriate preparation for staff of the host institution and bias toward African students within the local community of host nations. The level of difficulties with language reported by participants in this study resonates with earlier findings (57, 58). Sociodemographic characteristics, personal beliefs, and institutional track records are but a few to mention that portray such biases (59).




4.2 The tussle with acculturation

According to available literature, acculturation to the host culture and to the culture of origin are both adaptive but in different ways (60). Therefore, getting adjusted to new environments after migration is understood as a dynamic process. It may also be said that although international students in Hungary were aware of these changes before embarking on their journey, they were also, to some extent, completely unaware of some of the changes they experienced (61). Evidence supporting this includes statements made by a participant that it took about a year to find natives perceived as “nice Hungarians.” Another example is how one participant perceived the host community as being hostile. While the meaning of the word “hostile” may be generally defined by standard dictionaries, it is also necessary to understand that what constitutes hostility may be relative to the individual. That notwithstanding, the psychological and emotional effects that prompted those statements indicate a kind of worry. Changes such as labeling, stereotyping, humiliation, non-existent moral and physical support, isolation, linguistic barriers, and the like occur in individuals because of negative experiences and become the precursor to mental breakdown. Institutions must make projections as a matter of responsibility to push back the limits and balance the number of students with support services that promote student success (62).



4.3 Culture versus standards

Hospital procedures are crafted in both art and science for unique purposes with significance to the human anatomy and physiology. The way and manner these tasks are performed tend to express the values of the people and society at large (63). Participants’ experiences with care professionals revealed their expectations were not met, in contrast to what they were familiar with or even in the scientific lens of physical examination before diagnosis and treatment. This was picked from a statement pinpointing how some GPs attending to international students in Hungary requested patients’ signs and symptoms over the phone and prescribed medications to treat their conditions without laboratory investigations. While it may not be out of place to consider the strategy might have been adopted to guard against the spread of infection during the pandemic, there was no global guideline or protocol that also directed the poor practice. Anthony suggested that such practices, when locally implemented by health professionals, may be borne out of financial constraints in managing a heavy health burden (64). Based on this empirical evidence, the notion that deficient cultural practices (if the allegation was true) could be effectively combined with scientific procedures and regarded as normal is strongly refuted. Researchers have delved into a deeper exploration of cultural elements that influence people and have detected that there could be strings from the Post-Soviet Union states that may have benefited international students from Hungary’s surrounding neighbors, thus giving them a dual experience with Western and Soviet Union approaches to care delivery. Through this, some students could become familiar with some Hungarian traditions related to healthcare and service delivery culture. However, international students from a far distance may take a longer time to acknowledge, understand, and accept the prevailing culture of Hungary (65).



4.4 Service quality

The attestation by a participant that healthcare services in Hungary were better than those of their home country credits Hungary for its efforts in care delivery. In another breath, a participant stating that they felt better in Hungary than their home country is in accordance with current literature by Borodina and Pereira, who discovered that international students benefit in multiple avenues socioculturally and economically, among other contexts, by choosing to study abroad (30). Then again, it contradicts what other participants mentioned as factors inhibiting their access to therapeutic care, such as language and mental health support services. This brought into perspective the importance of intercultural competence in the face of a multitude of foreign nationals attracted to Hungary. Vincze and Bács (29) insist improving the facilitator’s language is significant in improving services. Unfortunately, the focus has been on winning more numbers rather than weaving into its gains a necessary training for staff development in areas of culturally competent care (66).



4.5 Counselling and support

Oftentimes, it is said that immigrant students do suffer academically compared to their counterparts who are indigenes of their host nation (67). Deducing that what participants raised on mental health are issues that may be considered as ‘normal’ to the flora of migrant student predicaments, some of the concerns affecting them may be negatively impacting their studies. Evidently, the language barrier already presents an impression that native students get better treatment compared to a picture of an assumed neglect in the case of international students is a perfect point of reference in the awakening call to re-assess services being rendered to them. Harboring fears that one’s health problems might not be properly understood during medical consultation is in itself a medical exigency, an unsatisfactory feedback on the services. In a similar study, Marquine and Jimenez (68) observed how cultural and linguistic proficiency in mental health can contribute to crucial professional competency and recommended that they should be incorporated into daily work to improve mental health outcomes.

Al Shamsi, Almutairi, Al Mashrafi, and Al Kalbani (69), prompted that language barriers in healthcare result in misrepresentation of what is being communicated by the patient to the health personnel and what the medical professional perceives the patient to be communicating to them, thus sinking the value of satisfaction on both sides of the communication loop. The quality of healthcare delivery and patient safety is threatened right there in the consulting process (69).

Arguably, some students clearly need therapy to heal from the emotional and psychological trauma they reportedly suffered. Counselling services need to focus more on students’ coping strategies as an efficient way to improve their psychological wellbeing in academic and general life contexts (70). A bolster to this school of thought is the solicitous security-oriented statement of Bal and Perzigian (71), that a state of psychological safety is to be secured through functional systems wired in the basic operations of institutions operated by certified personnel who understand the dynamics of brain activity and have been equipped with the required knowledge and skills for interventions in psychotherapy, and who have also demonstrated competency at their game showing proofs of verified competence.

It is also evident international students may not necessarily have to rely solely on natives of their host country to fully support their interests in a foreign place but through the creation of their own support systems, Recognising and utilising the power in reciprocity to help each other in their lowest moments, they can reap meaningful gains aside a robust formal system (such as guidance and counselling services unit). This melts into the earlier works of Kristina et al. (72), who made an in-depth inquiry into acculturative stress and its associated mental ramifications affecting international students and called for a collective culture that gives individuals the feeling of belongingness to a group whose role of social support will be momentous in curing any maladjustment felt by international students.

A timely caution is sounded to be empirically circumspect in drawing conclusions about immigrants, as their advantages may be overestimated in studies that flaunt a perfectly accurate institutional record rather than a self-reported one from students. This finding conflicts with existing literature suggesting that immigrant advantage may be overrated in studies relying on self-reported rather than school-reported achievement. Participants in this study reported discrepancies between their expectations and the institution’s records, leading to a feeling of being disadvantaged (73).

From a telescopic zoom point and a panoramic point of view, global health education must be incorporated into residency programs in an ethically sound and sustainable manner (74). Recognisably, beautifully outlined in Hungary’s legislation Act CLIV, 1997 on health is its pleasant commitment statements:


“The purpose of this Act is to:
	a. contribute to ensuring equal access to healthcare services for all members of society,

	b. create the conditions whereby all patients may preserve their human dignity and identity, and their right of self-determination and all other rights may remain unimpaired.”







4.6 Limitations of the study

Participants came from predominantly one university and, therefore, the findings cannot be said to be the exact situation in all other institutions of higher learning in Hungary. In addition to this, the study did not involve other stakeholders. The study was therefore unilateral. Secondly, much of the data was self-reported. Thus, the possibility of introducing some degree of recall bias is subject to the participant’s memory. Transcription of data might have distorted the meaning of what participants relayed in minute details. These notwithstanding, the study offers an exposition on many important lessons.




5 Conclusion

Despite the availability of a good number of hospital complexes with state-of-the-art equipment dotting every nook and cranny of Hungary’s beautiful landscape, and the warmth of a crisp professional touch it promises from a high caliber trained staff, there is a strong impression migrant healthcare services for international students still fall short of flexibility and responsiveness as a section of students complained they either had difficulty accessing care or got access but were not handled with compassionate medical care.

Participants also appeared not to have an in-depth understanding of how much entitlement they had under the health insurance coverage. There could be legit reasons accounting for the shortfalls in government hospitals, such as rationing scarce resources to treat an endless influx of demands. However, technically, accelerating the process (doing more within a specific time frame) does not mean it should be violated. That notwithstanding, carers should be mindful of the importance of mental health to this group of people, considering that the majority of them remain young adults and some could even be in late adolescence, as described by some psychologists. The period of adolescence is a difficult one on its own, according to psychologists. Compounding it with migrant stress will certainly complicate matters. Therefore, it will be more profitable for all stakeholders to make commitment the watchword toward their targeted objectives. Otherwise, where there is no commitment, persecution becomes the order of the day, making parties concerned to embark on a fault-finding agenda against each other.

General findings suggest the need for enhanced patient-doctor or patient–nurse relations through platforms like health fora that encourage conversations about health policies, guidelines, and protocols on service access and delivery. General practitioners and specialists doctors, nurses, and administrators who often lead care teams should re-ignite their awareness of culturally sensitive healthcare needs of diverse patients/clients in the light of scientific luminance for a much more humane care. GPs and specialists alike need to pay more attention to pharmacovigilance and develop a personal philosophy to guard their practice in alignment with guidelines on standard practice, as a participant of the study complained a professional prescribed medications not supposed to have been mixed. One fascinating outcome of this study is the point of the paradox when participants’ thoughts that enough preparation was not in place to receive this number of international students was corroborated in the findings of a native researcher recommending that it was time Hungary cut down on admitting more international students for the love of economic gains and took a new tangent toward capacity building in foreign language competency. In summing up, the various sentiments expressed by participants evoked mind-boggling questions as to whether the promises of a comprehensive healthcare stipulated in the scholarship package were real or whether they were a deliberate, appetizing illusion couched to melt the hearts of prospective applicants or to a reasonable understanding, just a structural managerial arrangement to control the mammoth influx of students. Whatever the motive, researchers emphasise the importance of international students being aware and intentional in learning Magyar (a word or two in a day) as they interact with native students, as this is crucial for their own self-efficacy, given that it was essentially their most significant hindrance to acculturation and healthcare. Their self-motivation will complement the efforts of the universities’ compulsory courses in Hungarian for international students.


5.1 Recommendations for improvement of IS services

Avenues for intervention to the challenges of international students should be directed at increasing awareness of available services, enhancing communication, and addressing potential language barriers. This means a user can understand the main ideas of complex text and interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity, making regular interaction with native speakers quite possible. They can also produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects:

	1. University-specific information:



Accelerated information and awareness creation can be initiated using clear and accessible guides in multiple languages (English, at least) detailing the Hungarian healthcare system, including how to access both public and private healthcare options. The guide can be included in a brochure for new students on the first day of registration. Considering the number of students who had no idea what their entitlements to health insurance were, it will be expedient for each university to provide clear information on its website and through orientation programs about the specific healthcare services available to international students, including contact information for relevant services and health insurance options. International seasons should include health fairs. Stands can be mounted at such events to open the net for public awareness campaigns that bring health insurance agencies from both public and private sectors. This platform will offer students, who can afford it, a wide range of options to consider for their personal comfort. These platforms could also serve as avenues to educate international students about their rights and responsibilities regarding healthcare in Hungary, with emphasis on the importance of having valid health insurance.

	1. Improving access and communication:



This is where intercultural competence displaces cultural competence. Being bilingual or multilingual is an asset. Institutions should shoulder the challenge of expanding their reach to effectively manage the diversity they have invited through their elaborate appraisal of their institutions to the world as choice destinations in the heart of Europe for international programs. Support for efficient services must be garnered toward ensuring access to translation and interpretation services, both at health service centers and through established helplines, to close the gap in language barriers.

Procedures must also be streamlined to simplify the process for international students to register with a general practitioner (GP) and to access specialist care when needed. Accessibility to services must be designed with students in mind. Until they are involved in the decision-making process, their real needs may not be known, and authorities will just be doing a “guesswork.”

	1. Addressing specific needs:



The importance of mental health support in universities cannot be overemphasized. The well-known importance of these support services has aided management to resource institutions in helping students find their rhythm and balance in the choice of programmes to read, career placement and guidance, relationship development and management, and many other social, emotional, and psychological matters while living within the confines of the school. Institutional managers need to recognise this and address the unique mental health challenges that international students may face, including providing access to culturally sensitive counselling and support services. Mental health support services must be crafted in humane acts of empathy and a dedication toward their realisation.

	1. Recognize insurance clarity:



Universities should provide clear information about the requirements for health insurance for international students, including options for both European Economic Area (EEA) and non-European Economic Area (non-EEA) students.

	1. Financial assistance:



Explore options for providing financial assistance or subsidies to international students who may struggle to afford healthcare costs, particularly those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.

	1. User-friendly facilities:



Facility managers must ensure that healthcare facilities are accessible to all students, regardless of their physical abilities or location within Hungary.

	1. Continuous improvement:



The installation of feedback mechanisms for immediate verification at the end of service provision will be valuable for monitoring and evaluation processes. Requests for this feedback could be in the form of a short messaging service (SMS) or an email that sends a link after service has been rendered to rate the service and care providers. This will allow international students to key in their healthcare experiences. The data fed into the system can be analysed, and the findings will inform which areas need to be improved. This activity must be one that the facility commits to by consistently resourcing the unit and ensuring its mandate is carried out for the benefit of the people. The quality assurance unit of each service provision centre must be up to the task by consistently monitoring and evaluating the quality-of-care services provided to international students, generating data through surveys and interviews or focus group discussions to discover areas for improvement. Agencies responsible for accreditation should track performance to assess the effectiveness of the services.

	1. Collaboration:



While the internationalization of Hungarian institutions of higher learning is applauded, collaboration between them is the quintessential tonic to maintain their resolute stability and excellence among their peers. Fostering collaboration between universities, healthcare providers, and student support services will not only ensure a coordinated and effective approach to healthcare for international students, but also place Hungary in an indomitable category of world class universities rather than a place of a fine alternative to the best.


5.1.1 Contributions of the study to theory and practice

The findings of this study helped identify gaps in targeted services to international students. The discovery shows there are unmet needs for this group of international students. This calls for dialogues at managerial levels. Reviewing the project will improve service delivery and inform which culturally sensitive interventions would be most appropriate to service consumers.



5.1.2 Contributions of the study to theory


	1. Levelling off health disparities:



Our exploratory study sheds light on the specific health disparities faced by international students, revealing factors such as language barriers, cultural differences, and under-resourced healthcare systems that fuel these disparities. This revelation can lead to modifications in existing theories about health inequality and the impact of social determinants on health.

	1. Stimulating intercultural communication:



This research prepares the ground to explore how ineffective communication negatively impacts the caregiver-patient interaction. Recognising that this simple interaction impacts service utilisation and outcomes contributes to the development of more distinct theories about intercultural communication in healthcare arenas, with emphasis on the importance of cultural competence and tailored communication strategies.

	1. Facilitating acculturation and improving mental health:



Since acculturation issues were one of the challenges of study participants, future studies can be focused on investigating the relationship between acculturation stress, mental health, and healthcare-seeking behaviors of international students in Hungary. This can inform theories about the mental health needs of international students and the immediacy with which culturally appropriate mental health interventions can be developed.



5.1.3 Contributions to practice


	1. Improved service delivery as the roadmap to expected outcomes:



Interpreting our findings as practical strategies to improve healthcare services for international students means cultivating multilingual resources in capacity development. This should be achieved through in-service training for healthcare providers on cultural sensitivity and incorporating service delivery models into real-time practice to better address the specific needs of this population.

	1. Targeted health interventions:



Having identified specific barriers to healthcare for international students, such as financial constraints and the lack of knowledge about the local healthcare system, interventions can be developed to address these challenges. Availing financial assistance to relieve them from the cost of medications and eyeglasses, clear information about healthcare alternatives, or giving seed money to establish peer support networks will be a shared responsibility.

	1. Clear channels of communication



The research highlights the importance of effective communication between healthcare providers and international students in Hungary. Implementing strategies such as the use of trained interpreters, providing written materials in multiple languages, and offering cultural sensitivity training to healthcare staff will be a frog-leap to the giant step in unblocking choked communication channels for lifesaving transactions.

	1. Increased utilisation of migrant-friendly services:



In removing barriers to healthcare access and improving the overall healthcare experience, exploratory studies can encourage international students in Hungary to seek timely and appropriate healthcare. This can lead to better health outcomes and academic success for this vulnerable population.




5.2 Recommendations for future studies and use of data

By identifying potential relationships between variables and formulating specific, testable hypotheses that can be evaluated in a structured or comparative design, new studies can be conducted from the findings of this research.

	1. We can also try descriptive studies that quantify the prevalence of barriers to access identified in the exploratory phase and follow up with a comparative study that examines how access differs across demographic groups or geographic regions. More so, as public health experts, intervention studies that test strategies to improve access based on the insights gained from this current study should be greatly considered in:



	a. comparing different groups at a single point in time (cross-sectional studies),

	b. tracking the same groups over time to assess changes in access (longitudinal studies), and

	c. comparing groups with and without a specific health outcome to identify factors associated with access difference (case control studies).



	1. Intervention studies may be used to test the effectiveness of interventions designed for improved access based on the findings of the exploratory study.

	2. The use of a mixed method approach, that is, quantitative and qualitative methods to complement or consolidate findings.

	3. Feeding data sources with new discoveries as documented evidence for reference and advanced studies.
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% of all Number of

concerns concerns
Academic oversight and QA 3% 364
Assessment and feedback 26% 278
Staff capacity and development 18% 193
Student engagement and voice 12% 128
Communication and branding 10% 106

Total 100% 1,069
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Model

Branch campus

Franchise

Twinning

Joint degree

Dual degree
Online and distance learning

Validation

Description

Offshore campus established and operated by sending institutions, with va

degrees of host country involvement.

Local providers deliver programs designed and quality-assured by foreign

awarding institutions.

Students complete partof their program at the host and part at the sending

institution.

Joint curriculum, shared teaching, and a single degree awarded by both

institutions.
Students earn a separate degree from each institution.
Full degree delivery through online platforms.

Forcign institutions validate curricula delivered by local providers.

Example

Monash Malaysia, NYU Abu Dhabi

University of London International Programs

UK-India twinning schemes

Ghent-led European MSc program

Tsinghua-Yale dual MPH-MA program
Open University, Coursera partnerships

RMIT Vietnam partnerships
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International organization/nation Definiti

Council of Europe (2002)

OF

CD (2012)

Australia

British Council (2023)

Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China (2004)

German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) (2014)

India’s University Grants Commission (UGC) (2

New Z

land Ministry of Education (2022)

International Higher Education Commission (2023)

TNE involves arrangements where students are located in a country different from that of the

institution providing o awarding the educ

New forms of cross-border higher education.
TNE into Australia

TNE refers to education provided by overseas-based institutions or providers to students located in
Australia (Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA), 2017).

TNE outside Australia

Australian transnational education and training, also known as offshore or cross-border education,
involves the delivery and/or assessment of programs or courses by an accredited Australian provider

in another country: This includes face-to-face delivery cither directly by the provider or through

agreements with local institutions (Australian Department of Education and Science, 2005).

One country offering its qualifications in another.

TNE in China refers to activities where foreign educational institutions collaborate with Chinese
educational insttutions to jointly establish educational institutions, joint institutes, and joint
programs within China, collectively referred to as Sino-foreign cooperative education provisions,
primarily targeting Chinese citizens for enrolment

TNE refers to universitis, courses, and study modules offered abroad primaril for students from

the respective country or region while the main academic responsibility lies with a university in
another country. This includes elements like curricula, German faculty, degrees awarded, and quality
assurance conducted by the German university.

UGC Collaborative Program Models (2022):

1. Towinning: split study; degree awarded by an Indian higher education institution (HED).

2. Joint degree: single degree jointly awarded by both institutions.

3. Dual degree: separate degrees—one from each partner.

Branch Campuses in India: Permitted since November 2023 for top global HEIs. First launched:
Deakin University (GIFT City, 2024); University of Southampton (Gurugram, launch 2025).

TNE encompasses international partnerships, offshore campuses, and collaborative initiatives aimed
at enhancing global connections, expanding academic collaborations, and providing educational
opportunities to students unable to study abroad.

‘INE is delivered primarily through three modes: international branch campuses, distance learning,
and partnerships (or some mi of these). Partnerships offer the greatest potential for a mi of

benefits to be realised by all involved.
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Parameters Mean (M) Standard deviation

(S)
Constant 343 013 8,235 1
DomDis 034 0.06 7,480 1
DomGenTrust* DomDis 005 0.01 9,324 1

PerTrust*DomDis -013 0.01 9,869 1
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Constant 27.33 166 7472 1
ForDis 296 081 6,433 1
ForGenTrust* ForDis 012 014 9527 1

PerTrust*ForDis -029 013 7,928 1
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Acculuration ipants total score on the adapted Short Acculturation Scale Ranging from 11 t0 55
" pants degree of mental health impacts from concerns about stayingin 1. Noe 2. A ltle 3. A considerable degree 4. Strongly 5
fory

N China or emigrating Extremely

‘The participants average score on the Perceived Discrimination Scale while living
ForDis Ranging from 1 to 4
i the foreign country

‘The participant’ average score on the Perceived Discrimination Scale while living
DomDis Ranging from 1 to 4
i China after returning from abroad

‘The participant’ degree of generalized trust toward the foreign society they were
ForGenTrust 1. None 2. Alittle 3. Moderately 4. Strongly 5. Extremely

living in

DomGenTrust ‘The participant’ degree of generalized trust toward Chinese society 1. None 2. Alttle 3. Moderately 4. Strongly 5. Extremely

PerTrust ‘The participant’s degree of personalized trust 1. None 2. Alittle 3. Moderately 4. Strongly 5. Extremely
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Country Institution type Nature of Nature of TNE

institution partnership

L Chief executive UK Branch campus Public university Joint venture
2. Senior dean Malaysia Branch campus Public university ‘Wholly owned subsidiary
E) TNE manager Australia Home Public university Various

Director of international
4 us Home Private university Various

partnerships

Joint institute associate

5. China Home Joint institute
director

6 Fly-in faculty France Home Joint degree
7 Senior administrator Singapore Host Joint college
s Teaching staff (expatriate) Qatar Home Public university Joint venture
9. Teaching staff Vietnam Host Private university Validation
10. Student China Host Public university Dual degree
1. Parent SriLanka Host Private university Franchise

12, President Greece Host Private college Franchise
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Themes Descriptions Sub-Themes

- Altruism and community welfare
Describe how volunteers were driven by altruistic motives,
Motivation for volunteering - Personal and professional development
personal growth desires, and health-related needs.
- Personal health and the desire for physical activity

Explain how volunteering contributed to coping mechanisms and | - Coping Mechanism
Resilience through volunteering
psychological resilience, emphasizing the role of community. - Psychological Impact of Community solidarity

Discuss how volunteering faciltated connections between
- Social Connectivity

Social Integration and Community Bonding  individuals from diverse backgrounds and fostered cultural
- Cultural Exchange and Understanding

exchanges.
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No. Questions

What was your willingness to volunteer during the Wuhan

lockdown?

What advantages do you think your volunteer service had for

2
you and others?

) How do you think the voluntary service helped you cope with that
situation

. Did the voluntary service help you to be more optimistic about the
situation? how?

s Did you feel more belonging to the community during voluntary
service? how?

6 Have you made new connections from volunteering at that time?

. Did the voluntary activity help you experience integration or unity

then? how?
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Indicator %
Age
<0 2 1430%
31-35 7 50.00%
3 3 21.40%
><40 2 1430%
Gender
Male 7 50%
Female 7 50%
Volunteering experience prior to study
Yes 10 7140%
No 1 2860%
Duration of residency in China
Less than 1 year 2 1430%
1-2years 1 7.10%
3-4years 8 57.10%
4-5 years 1 7.10%
More than 5 years 2 14.30%
‘Types of volunteer services provided
Cleaning campus 3 21.40%
Leadership roles 2 1430%
Ordering and disturbing food 5 35.70%
Medical checkups assistance 2 1430%
Distributing protective masks 1 7.10%
Consulting and advising , 0%

students
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Variable VIF

Intercultural 0.843 1.186 1.000
effectiveness (ICE)

Intercultural 0.769 1.300 8.535
competence (ICC)

Intercultural 0.745 1.343 9.698
adjustment (ICA)

Intercultural 0.843 1.186 11.297

adaptation (ICN)
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Variable/Item al

Intercultural effectiveness (ICE)

I communicate effectively when I engage in intercultural communication. 0.787
My intercultural communication has always been successful. 0.756
1 feel competent when I engage in intercultural communication. 0.869
I communicate appropriately when I engage in intercultural communication. 0.888

Intercultural competence (ICC)

Toften find it difficult to differentiate between similar cultures. 0.676
1 feel that people from other cultures have many valuable things to teach me. 0.809
Most of my friends are from my own culture. 0773
I feel more comfortable with people from my own culture than with people from other cultures. 0.807
1 find it easier to categorize people based on their cultural identity than their personality. 0.783
I often notice similarities in personality between people who belong to completely different cultures. 0.753
1 usually feel closer to people who are from my own culture because I can relate to them better. 0.729
Most of my close friends are from other cultures. 0.809
1 usually look for opportunities to interact with people from other cultures. 0.843
1 feel more comfortable with people who are open to people from other cultures than people who are not. 0.839

Intercultural adjustment (ICA)

How adjusted are you to general living conditions in China? 0778
How adjusted are you to housing conditions in China? 0792
How adjusted are you to food in China? 0.752
How adjusted are you to shopping in China? 0.646
How adjusted are you to cost of living in China? 0.653
How adjusted are you to entertainment available in China? 0.794
How adjusted are you to health care facilities in China? 0.603
How adjusted are you to socialize with people of China? 0.681
How adjusted are you to interact with people of China on a daily basis? 0.845
How adjusted are you to interact with people of China outside of work? 0.790
How adjusted are you to speak with people of China? 0.792

Intercultural adaptation (ICN)

How comfortable do you feel living in China? 0.845
How satisfied are you with your study performance in China? 0.921
How comfortable do you feel in interacting with people of China? 0.789
How satisfied are you with your Chinese language ability in your daily communication? 0.776
How satisfied are you with living in the Chinese culture? 0.879
How much have you adapted to the Chinese culture? 0.787
How much s life in China an enjoyable experience? 0.706

How anxious are you to stay longer in China? 0.735
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Variable CR \%3 a

Intercultural 0.896 0.683 0.827

effectiveness (ICE)

Intercultural competence 0.941 0.614 0.357*** 0.784

(1co)

Intercultural adjustment 0.930 0.551 0.374** 0.468** 0.743

(ICA)

Intercultural adaptation 0.937 0.652 0.423** 0.444™* 0.371%* 0.808
(ICN)

Bold values are the evidence of discriminant validity ***p < 0.05.
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Variable Scale It Source
Intercultural 1-5 04 Gudykunst
effectiveness (ICE) and Nishida,
2001
Intercultural competence 1-5 10 Arasaratnam,
(ICC) 2009
Intercultural adjustment 1-5 11 Black, 1988;
(IcA) Black and
Stephens, 1989
Intercultural adaptation 1-5 08 Gao and
(ICN) Gudykunst,
1990
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Frequency Percentage

Country Bangladesh 15 8.8
Brazil 2 12
Cambodia 8 4.7
Indonesia 7 4.1
Japan 6 3.5
Kazakhstan 9 53
Lebanon 5 29
Malaysia 11 6.4
Morocco 6 35
Nepal 7 4.1
Nigeria 13 7.6
Pakistan 28 16.4
Russia 18 10.5
South Korea 12 7.0
Thailand 8 4.7
Ukraine 9 53
Uzbekistan 3 1.8
Yemen 4 23
Gender Male 91 532
Female 80 46.8
Education Undergraduate 37 216
Postgraduate 134 78.4
Intercultural Yes 131 76.6
experience
No 40 234
Age 16-20 55 322
21-25 78 45.6
26-30 38 222
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Variable N Skewness

Intercultural effectiveness 171 —0.571 0.186 —0.428 0.369
(ICE)

Intercultural competence 171 —1.042 0.186 0.173 0.369
(1cc)

Intercultural adjustment 171 —0.780 0.186 —0.469 0.369
(ICA)

Intercultural adaptation 171 —1.007 0.186 —0.062 0.369
(ICN)
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RES3 0856
RES4 0873
RESS 0819
RES6 0783

SMIl 0737 086 0914 0638
SMI2 0791
SMI3 0.839
SMI4 0836
SMI5 0785
M6 0.801

Intercultural AT 0.885 0930 0950 0827
Communicative AW 0903
Competence . Py

SK 0.936





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1560298/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1560298/fpsyg-16-1560298-e001.jpg
JAVExR?





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1560298/fpsyg-16-1560298-e002.jpg
GOF =VAVE X\/R_Z=¢O.726x0.518 =0.613





OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1560298/fpsyg-16-1560298-g001.jpg
Social Media
Interaction

Intercultural
Communicative
Competence,
Icc

Competence

Relatedness





OPS/images/feduc-10-1537638/feduc-10-1537638-t005.jpg
Iltem  Statement Mean  SD
2 Twould stop myself from panicking. 3827 09104
18 Twould probably get annoyed. 3780 10224

Twould begin to think my chances of success
19% 2947 1.1100
at university were poor.

20¢ Twould probably get depressed. 3187 L1608

21 Twould be very disappointed. 3307 10865
Iwould think my chances of getting the job

22* 2987 11814
Twanted were poor.
Iwould feel ke everything was ruined and

2+ 3207 L1
was going wrong.
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Male
Female
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Female

Male

3611
3.658
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1044

Std. error
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0091
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Construct Autonomy Competence Intercultural Relatedness Resilience  Social media

Communicative interaction
Competence
Autonomy 0872
Competence 0.667 0.865
Intercultural 0581 0666 0.909

communicative

competence
Relatedness 0.602 0616 0529 0905

Resilience 0.564 0575 0721 0524 0832

Social media 0.665 0.628 0.574 0799
interaction

Bold diagonal values represent the square root of AVE, used to assess discriminant validity based on the Fornell-Larcker criterion.
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Path relationship Path Standard deviatiol tvalue p value

HI: Autonomy — Social Media 0.189 0.064 2944 0003
H2: Competence — Social Media 0348 0071 4920 0.000
H3: Relatedness — Social Media 0300 0.062 4867 0.000
H4: Autonomy — Resilience 0258 0075 3427 0001
H5: Competence — Resilience 0284 0075 3,800 0000
He: Relatedness — Resilience 0.193 0.063 3.059 0002
H7: Social Media Interaction — Intercultural 0374 0049 7.597 0000

Communicative Competence

H8: Resilience — Intercultural Communicative 0506 0049 10254 0.000

Competence
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Step 3. To learn from each other
after virtual exchange

(Students from CU1 & FU &
cuz)

Step 1. To build up power

discourse of interculturality

(Students from CU1 & FU)

Step 2. To test or negotiate their
understandings of interculturality

(Students from CU1 & FU)
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arrangement

Course name
integrated the online
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nish University

Chinese University 1

Chinese University 2

Multidisciplinary

Multidisciplinary

Chinese Minzu ‘ethnic’
disciplines

20

Round 1 with CU1;
Round 2 with CU2
Round 1 with FU;
Round 2 with CU2
Round 2 with FU;
Round 2 with CU1

Language learning (Chinese)

Intercultural communication
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Core Duration Participants Communicating

concept [ELCPELT

Pseudonyms Gender  Nationality

1 Group2 Culture 1 Lin M Chinese
Meeting 1 Fei ¥ Chinese
(G2MD) Apple F Finnish
Bella ¥ Fi
2 Gam2 Culture 2 1h Lin M Chinese English
Fei ¥ Chinese
Hui ¥ Chinese
Apple B Finnish
Bella F Finnish
3 Gam1 Culture 1 45:15 (audio) Kai ¥ Chinese Chinese; English
Xin F Chinese
Caterina F Italian based in
Finland
David M Finnish
4 Gam2 Culture 2 45:23 (audio) G4M1 above Chinese; English
5 GsM1 Culturel 57:16 Hong 3 Chinese Chinese; English
Lan F Chinese
Eva ¥ Finnish
Frank M Finnish

6 GsM2 Culture 2 107:42 ‘The same participants in G5M1 above Chinese; English
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Intercultural
effectiveness (ICE)

Intercultural 0.311

competence (ICC)

Intercultural 0.354 0.453

adjustment (ICA)

Intercultural 0.395 0.441 0.385

adaptation (ICN)
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B P Status
ICE - ICC 0279 0.065 4315 bl Significant
ICE — ICA 0225 0.066 3419 e Significant
ICE - ICN 0244 0.070 3.465 s Significant
ICC - ICA 0.402 0.074 5.408 e Significant
ICC - ICN 0324 0.083 3.891 e Significant
ICA — ICN 0176 0.079 2210 e Significant

o <0.05.
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Path tal effects Direct effects Indirect effects Status

ICE — ICC — ICA 0357 0238 0.118* Mediation
ICC - ICA — ICN 0350** 0.288** 0.063* Mediation
ICE — ICC — ICN 0394 284% 0.110* Mediation
ICE — ICA — ICN 0394 0.295** 0.099* Mediation
ICE — ICC — ICA — 0394 0245 0.150* Mediation

ICN

**p < 0.05.
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Item Stateme

10

Iwould start to monitor and evaluate my

achievements and efforts.
Twould seck help from my tutors.

Twould encourage myself.

Twould try different ways to study.

Twould set my own goals for achievement.
Twould seek encouragement from my family
and friends.

Twould think more about my strengths and
weaknesses to help me work better.

Twould start to self-impose rewards and

punishments depending on my performance.

Mean

3.867

3.207
4200
4013

3.987

3773

4133

3520

SD

0910

1057
0867
0882

0851

1148

0872

1174
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Number Percentage

Gender

Male m 293
Female 106 707
University year

Freshman 2 133
Sophomore 72 8
Junior 16 10.66

Senior 60 40
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Perseverance

Reflecting and adaptive help-secking

Negative affect and emotional response

*Reverse items.

1. Lfirst contemplate diverse possible solutions to a problem to solve it.

2. Tquickly give up when things go wrong*

3. I would sce any situation as temporary, and everything will be fine no matter how diffcult it s
4. Twould change my career plans.*

5. I would sce the situation as a challenge.

6. Twould do my best to stop thinking negative thoughs

7. Lwould keep trying and work harder.

8. 1 would not change my long-term goals and ambitions.

9. Twould look forward to showing that I can improve my grades.

101 would start to monitor and evaluate my achievements and efforts.

1.1 would seck help from my tutors.

12.1would encourage myself

13. 1 would try different ways to study.

14,1 would set my own goals for achievement.

15. 1 would seek encouragement from my family and friends.

16.1would try to think more about my strengths and weaknesses to help me work better.
17.1 would self-impose rewards and punishments depending on my performance.
18. 1 would probably get annoyed *

19. 1 would begin to think my chances of success at university were poor.*

20.1 would probably get depressed.*

21T would be very disappointed.*

2.1 would begin to think my chances of getting the job I want were poor.*

23,1 would stop myself from panicking.

24,1 would feel like everything was ruined and was going wrong.*
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Item

2

s

Statement

1 frst contemplate diverse possible sol

toa problem to solve it

I would see any situation as temporary, and
everything would be fine no matter how
diffcult it was.

Iwould sce the situation as a challenge.

Twould do my best to stop thinking negative
thoughts.

Twould keep trying and work harder.

Iwould not change my long-term goals and

ambitions.

Twould look forward to showing that I can

improve my grades.
Ieasily give up when things go wrong.

Iwould change my career plans.

3.660

3933

3813

4187

3.440

3.993

2633

3.760

SD

0755
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0887

1083

0.900

1052

0839

1058

0967
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1. Error culture -

2. Migration background 05/-01 -
3. HISEL —.15/-.04 —19%/-.18% -

4. Course achievement 16%/.11 —.16/-.15 2147 -

5. Gender —204/-05 00102 031,06 —13/03 -

6. Student-controlled participation (SCP) 17402 03/.06 06/.07 02/.17% ~-.101.03 -

7. Teacher-controlled participation (TCP) 151,05 —~05/-.02 041,09 151.16% ~.05/.00 74%1.77¢ -

*p < .05. The value before the slash indicates the result in German Language Arts (GLA); the value after the slash shows the result in Mathematics (M). For all correlations with migration
background or gender, the method according to Spearman was used, otherwise according to Pearson. Coding of migration background: 0 = no migration background, 1
background; Coding of gender: 1 = female, 2 = male.
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Depende German Language Arts Mathematics

variable

Student-controlled Student-controlled Teacher-controlled

participation (SCP) participation (TCP) participation (SCP) participation (TCP)

B (SE) p B (SE) p B (SE) p B (SE) p
Intercept 02(.10) 854 02(07) 833 01(.10) 924 02(12) 872
Error culture 415 (.06) <05 11(06) 070 05(05) 319 08.(05) 125
Migration background 09.(05) 089 —01(05) 837 08(05) 150 01(05) 841
Covariates
Course achievement 02(06) 737 12(07) 086 +14(.06) <05 13 (05) <05
HISEI 10(05) 050 03(06) 551 06 (.06) 269 07 (06) 231
Gender -0 (05) 962 01(05) 800 08(05) 139 05(05) 299
R 0 03 0 0

Significant correlati

s are printed in bold. Coding of migration background:

0 migration background,

igration background; Coding of gender: 1 = female,
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Dependent variable German Language Arts Mathematics

Student-controlled =~ Teacher-controlled ~ Student-controlled =~ Teacher-controlled
participation (SCP)  participation (TCP)  participation (SCP)  participation (TCP)

P (SE) P P (SE) P p (SE) P p (SE)

Intercept 02(.10) 856 01 (.06) 895 01(10) 913 02(11) 867
Error culture 15 (.06) <05 09 (.06) 120 04(.05) 419 07 (.05) 166
Migration background 07 (05) 157 01(05) 860 09(.05) 079 04(.05) 442
Error culture x Migration background 02(05) 640 05 (05) 306 07 (05) 169 05 (.05) 252
Covariate

Course achievement 20 (06) 812 +19.(.09) <.05 15 (.05) <05 15 (.05) <05
HISEI 11 (05) <05 03 (.06) 671 07 (.06) 223 07 (.06) 251
Gender ~.00 (05) 937 01 (.05) 876 08(.05) 149 05 (.05) 301
R 02 06 02 02

ignificant correlatic

i are printed in bold. Coding of migration background: 0 = no migration background, background; Coding of gender: 1 = female,
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Min

(GLA/M)

SD
(GLA/M)

[CE]
(GLA/M)

Missings
(GLA/M)

1. Error culture
2. Migration background

3. HISED

4. Course achievement

5. Gender

6. Student-controlled participation

7. Teacher-controlled participation

1”7

0/0
19.78/23.57

10

17

0/0

0/0

Max M
(GLA/M) (GLA/M)
/4 313316
n -
88.96/88.96 68.18/68.13
515 3001268
20 -
36/43 548636
1214 2311203

751.70
15571551
86/1.19
575694

2.04/1.76

29.4%/155%
9.7%/10.8%
20%/2.5%
5.5%/59%
20.7%/223%
14.7%/134%

7.6%/19.9%

2019
23/24
55/55
73/42
a3
00
00

The value before the slash indicates the result in German Language Arts (GLA; N = 387); the value after the slash shows the result in Mathematics (M; N = 381). Student-controlled
participation means handraising and calling-in, teacher-controlled participation refers to calling-on.





