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the language barrier is crucial but somewhat inevitable. The 
miscommunication resulting from idioms lost in translation 
creates academic stress and social discomfort.4 In Lin & Betz’ 
(2007) study, 203 Chinese and Taiwanese international stu-
dents were recruited to consider their interactions with fellow 
native language speakers and to imagine themselves inter-
acting in English-speaking settings.4 They found that social 
self-efficacy in the English setting was significantly positively 
related to English proficiency, length of residence in the 
United States, and unconditional self-regard, while negatively 
related to acculturation stress.4 International students usu-
ally report that they tend to find a discrepancy between their 
not-so-satisfying current academic grades and their previous 
academic success, no matter how excellent their grades were 
previously in their home country.8 The discrepancy between 
language and culture also applies to social situations, such 

as perceptions of humor, 
which can be dramati-
cally dissimilar between 
western countries and 
eastern countries.4 Inter-
national students may feel 
frustrated when beautiful 
sentences come out prosai-
cally because of the loss of 
cutural background. 

Another set of substan-
tial risk factors includes 

forbearance coping and acculturative stress, which are often 
practical predictors of students’ physical health. Forbearance 
coping is a common Chinese dealing strategy that refers to 
minimizing problems and troubles by sacrificing oneself in 
order to maintain the harmony of the community.7 However, 
psychological distress accompanies forbearance coping due 
to the sacrifice that is made at times. In the study of Wei, 
Liao, Heppner, Chao, & Ku (2012), a total of 188 Chinese 
international students completed an online survey to explore 
the relationship between acculturative stress, physiological 
distress and forbearance coping.7 They found that for those 
with a weaker identification with their heritage culture when 
acculturative stress was high, the use of forbearance coping 
was positively associated with psychological distress.7

PROTECTIVE FACTORS

In contrast to these risk factors, several protective fac-
tors play an important role in the ability of international 

“... social connectedness and social 
support network satisfaction were 

both significant negative predictors 
of acculturative stress among

international students.”
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IN THE PAST DECADE, THE NUMBER OF COLLE-
ge students studying abroad, especially Asian interna-
tional students, has soared exponentially among North 

American universities. Relocating from half a world away, 
Asian international students face a new environment that dif-
fers from their home countries both culturally and socially. 
For instance, based on personal experience, Asian students 
are taught to be compliant with their teachers’ expectations 
during the first 18 years of their lives. Withholding their 
thoughts and remaining quiet during class is encouraged by 
their teachers. American professors, on the other hand, ask 
them to do exactly the opposite to achieve academic success.5 

In addition, Asian culture encourages people to be humble 
and exhibit emotional restraint under social circumstances, 
while U.S. culture often encourages direct expression of opin-
ions.3 As a result, different social ideologies and moralities 
disconnect many interna-
tional students from their 
previous identities, while 
the different cultural envi-
ronments continue to con-
found them.

Experiencing such a 
cultural clash in adapting to 
the Western environment, 
international students tend 
to react and adapt differ-
ently.2 Some students may 
find an equilibrium between their previous ethnic identity 
and current cultural identity and therefore survive in the new 
environment successfully, while other students may find the 
difference between the two identities confusing and frustrat-
ing; at times they may even reach a dangerous mental health 
state.2 There are a variety of reasons that explain why interna-
tional students fall into one of these two identity-change cat-
egories, particularly for Asian international college students. 
To better understand students who adjust maladaptively to 
college and disengage in social interactions, potential risk fac-
tors must be at the center of discussion; to better understand 
students who thrive in their higher education endeavors, 
protective factors are of primary concern. Protective and risk 
factors of cultural adaptation for international students are 
important to guide educational and psychological consulting 
services in the most efficient manner. 

RISK FACTORS

The process of adapting to North American colleges is 
full of challenges for Asian international students, and 

potential risk factors may interfere with adaptation. First, 
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students to adapt well to 
the new environment when 
they face such pressure. 
First, students who have 
higher self-esteem tend to 
adapt more easily to the 
new environment. Accord-
ing to Wei et al. (2007), the 
interaction effect of racial 
discrimination — a cause of 
acculturative stress — and 
reactive coping on depres-
sion depended on stu-
dents’ self-esteem levels.6 
Having a good amount of 
confidence, students with 
higher self-esteem may 
perceive challenging situ-
ations with optimism and 
find a healthier and more 
effective way to adjust.6 For 
example, when a Chinese 
international student with 
high self-esteem enters a party in college, they may not be 
intimidated by the vastly different manners of socialization. 
They may discard the previous humble way of socialization 
back in their home countries and employ their confidence to 
engage in the party in a more direct and outgoing way. In this 
way, their coping strategy and high confidence is adaptive, in 
terms of integration into the new culture. 

Secondly, social support is an important protective fac-
tor that has been examined in multiple empirical papers. In 
Lee, Koeske, & Sales (2004), 74 Korean international students 
were recruited in the Pittsburgh area.2 They found that social 
support buffered the effect of stress because of symptoms 
related to respiratory disorders, headaches, low-energy level, 
sleep difficulties, and fatigue.2 Students with high levels of 
social support were significantly less likely to report symp-
toms under high levels of acculturative stress compared to 
students reporting low levels of social support.2 For inter-
national students who experience difficulties adjusting to a 
new cultural setting, close connections and networks of social 
support are critical coping methods for stress and mental 
health concerns, especially when students live far away from 
their families.9 Many international students may find this to 
be personally true, because when far away from home, the 
help and the comfort they receive from friends may serve as 
a second home. In addition to the buffer of adjusting to the 
new environment, social support is also a good predictor of 
a decreased level of acculturative stress: social connectedness 
and social support network satisfaction were both significant 
negative predictors of acculturative stress among interna-
tional students.1 

Thirdly, the act of fully integrating into one’s host coun-
try, which includes getting involved in local communities or 
developing personal relationships with American students, is 
protective toward adjustment.5 In Li and Gasser (2005), a total 
of 117 students (aged 18-46 years) from 17 Asian countries  
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were recruited to complete questionnaires about their socio-
cultural adjustment, contact with hosts, ethnic identity, and 
cross-cultural self-efficacy.5 The most significant conclusion 
was that contact with hosts and cross-cultural self-efficacy 
were both related to Asian students’ successful sociocultural 
adjustment.5 A possible explanation could be that the more 
contact students make with the host country, the more they 
develop local connections and understand their host’s culture; 
in turn, this propels them to acquire more adaptive social 
skills to aid adjustment to the new status quo. 

CONCLUSION

In sum, when Asian international students go through the 
process of adapting to North American college culture, 

some students integrate more easily than others. Two poten-
tial risk factors that interfere with adaptation are language 
barriers and acculturative stress.4,7 Three protective factors 
that facilitate adaptation are high self-esteem, social support, 
and fully integrating into the host country.2,3,6 In light of these 
research findings, professionals in the field of psychology 
should take both protective and risk factors into account when 
providing guidance to patients, rather than focusing only on 
risk factors. As suggested by Lin and Bez (2007), therapists 
should give patients guidance to determine their strengths 
and to view their cross-cultural experience as an explorative 
journey.4 International students who have a hard time adapt-
ing to their new environments are often taken for granted by 
the media, but they should be taken seriously. Having a smile 
in every picture on Facebook does not mean that someone 
has adapted perfectly — mental health professionals should 
employ a deeper scope to evaluate their patients in order to 
decrease the number of fatal tragedies in students.
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