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Abstract

The purpose of the study was to examine the main sources of acculturative
stress and their associations with sociodemographic factors and depression. A
descriptive cross-sectional research design was employed to investigate the
study. International students (V= 506) volunteered to take part in the survey
and completed two self-report questionnaires: Acculturative Stress for Inter-
national Students Scale and a Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression
Scale. Descriptive statistics, Pearson’s product moment correlation, t-test, and
analysis of variance were performed in data analyses. The study delineated
that homesickness, culture shock, and discrimination were the leading stress
causing factors among the students. Participants’ age, marital status, Chinese
language proficiency, friendship with local students, educational level, prior
travel experience and source of financial support also appeared to have a sig-
nificant association with their acculturative stress scores. The study also ex-
plored a significant positive relationship between acculturative stressors and
depression. Findings of the study could apply to host universities to better
engineer programs or services that accelerate and promote the psychological
positive acculturative process and outcomes of their international fellow stu-
dents and subsequently safeguard them from exacerbating mental health
problems.
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1. Introduction

Higher education internationalization has increasingly been growing in the last

few decades diminishing the necessity for strict national educational context [1].
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Consequently, millions of students around the globe travel from their home
countries to other countries to pursuing their higher education. Therefore, in-
ternational education exchange programs provide many reciprocal advantages
for both the international students and the host country. International students
get the chance of becoming part of the international learning environment, at-
taining higher levels of personal development and independence, and greater
cultural awareness and competence. The diverse nature of the international stu-
dents’ population also enriches the multicultural awareness and appreciation of
the host country [2]. Besides, the full range of multidisciplinary skills and know-
ledge of the students significantly enhances the intellectual capital and workforce
and thereby the national economic development of the host country [3] [4].
However, international students also experience a wide range of challenges re-
lated to the process of acculturation in the new host culture that may lead to ac-
culturative stress and tension [5] and depression [6]. Although acculturative dif-
ficulties seem to be a natural aspect of adjustment to the new environment, they
can even develop into devastating mental health problems especially if there is a
lack of clear understanding of the major acculturative stressors and their psy-
chological impact. It is for this reason that the international students’ population
has been continuously drawing the attention of many researchers with the aim
of establishing an accurate and comprehensive understanding of the adjustment
issues of the students. Besides, for personal characteristics of individuals are
claimed to compound their acculturative experiences, giving due consideration
to sociodemographics in the acculturative studies could contribute to noticeably

figuring out the acculturative circumstance of the students.

1.1. Acculturative Stress

Acculturation is a process in which an individual undergoes psychological
changes as a result of unceasing first-hand contact with people of different cul-
tures [7]. International students who experience accumulated pressure to adjust
to a new language, to cultural values, as well as to social norms and the pressure
may put a significant demand on individuals, increasing their feelings of stress
or fear [8]. The reaction to those changes arising from the discrepancies between
their native culture and the primary host culture is described as acculturative
stress [7]. Acculturative stress is, therefore, a type of stress in which individuals
come to experience and exhibit certain stress behaviors such as alienation, de-
pression, anxiety, marginalization, heightened psychosomatic symptoms, and

identity confusion [9].

1.2. Major Sources of Acculturative Stress

As acculturation is a very complicated process and the factors that lead to accul-
turative stress are multiple and convoluted as well. Following are among the
factors that contribute to acculturative stress of international students.

Homesickness. Students’ relocation and adjustment to the new host commu-
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nity leads to stress. Homesickness which encapsulates missing one's beloved
families and friends, feeling of alienation, adjustment problems and home con-
templations [10] was found to be among the leading acculturative stress causing
factors in international students [11] [12]. Students who experience separation an-
xiety, longing for their family were found to have higher acculturative difficulties.

Prejudice and discrimination. Despite the benefits that host countries pro-
vide to the international students, they are also a source of symbolic and direct
perceived discriminatory practices [13] which may make international students
less interactive and participatory in activities of the host community and subse-
quently develop health problems such as psychological distress and alienation
[14] [15].

Culture shock. Another common challenge that international students face is
culture stress or culture shock that students feel disoriented towards the cultural
practices of the host culture because of cultural incompatibility or culture dis-
tance. Culture shock was found to be a common problem among a majority of
international students [16] [17].

Fear, guilt, and hatred. When international students move to the new soci-
ocultural environment, they can experience both physical fear and fear of un-
known because of the feeling of worries and insecurities [18]. Prejudice, negative
stereotypes, intergroup anxiety, realistic threat and cultural threats concerning
discrepancies in social values, morals, standards, beliefs, and attitudes were
found to be the chief causes of threat for international students [19]. Sometimes,
adherence to the sociocultural practices of the host country can make the inter-
national students feel guilty because of their understanding of betrayal to their
native culture [18].

Miscellaneous. According to Sandhu and Asrabadi [20], there are also several
general factors that additionally contribute to the international students’ accul-
turative concern. Miscellaneous concerns include lack of confidence to commu-
nicate in the local language, feeling of intimidation to take part in social activi-
ties, lack of sense of belongingness to the host community, worries about what to
do after completing one’s study whether to go back home country or stay

aboard.

1.3. Depression

According to American Psychiatric Association, as cited in [21], depression is a
severe mental health problem characterized by loss of interest, depressed mood,
low self-worth, sleep difficulties, poor concentration, feelings of guilt and low
energy which unsympathetically affect person’s thoughts, feelings, and actions.
Depressive symptoms can be chronic and persistent and can lead to substantial
impairments in an individual’s ability to accomplish his or her day to day re-
sponsibilities. Depression is a widespread problem that can affect a wide range of
groups such males, females, students, workers, adolescents [22], general tertiary

education students’ population [23] and international students [24].
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1.4. Review of Literature

1.4.1. Acculturative Stress and Sociodemographics

Gender. The issue of gender and acculturative stress is not well-established, and
findings are contradictory to one another. For instance, Berry, Kim [25] found
that female students are more prone to acculturative stress than males. On the
other hand, males were found to be more victim of acculturative difficulties [26].
In other several studies, gender was also found to have no significant association
with acculturative stress (e.g., [27] [28]).

Age. Age is also one of the personal variables that influence acculturative
stress. According to Berry [29], younger individuals are more likely to undergo
through minimal acculturative difficulties because they are more flexible and
open to integrating with the mainstream culture. However, Yeh and Inose [30]
argue that because of their psychological and emotional immaturity, young
people are more vulnerable to acculturative stress than the matured adults.
Those results indicate that the issue of age and acculturative stress is not
well-established as well.

Marital status. Because of mixed and debatable findings, there is no definite
conclusion about the nature of the association between acculturative stress and
marital status. According to Ahalya and Berry [31], unmarried individuals expe-
rienced greater acculturative stress than married ones, and the finding contra-
dicted the finding of Yu, Chen [32].

Financial support. Financial difficulty is one of the factors that affect students’
acculturative challenges. Based on the financial support, students can be classi-
fied into scholarship students or self-supporting students. Although there is a
dearth of empirical studies on this issue, Akhtar and Kroner-Herwig [33] found
self-supporting students to experience more acculturative stress than the scho-
larship students. Nevertheless, it seems that irrespective of the source of the
support, insufficient financial support may hinder successful adjustment.

Language Barrier and Prior travel experience. Previous studies have invariably
reported that language difficulty is negatively associated with acculturative
stress, indicating that students with good host language proficiency better adapt
to the new environment and experience less acculturative challenges (e.g., [8]
[34]). Concerning prior travel experience, several research studies have indicated
that students with prior travel experience less acculturative difficulties [8].

Educational level. In some studies, acculturative stress has also been found
associated with the educational qualification of participants, indicating that ba-
chelor students experience less acculturative stress than master and doctorate
students [32].

Friendship with domestic students. Another important factor associated with
acculturative stress is friendship with local students. Previous research works
found that international students who have good social relations with the do-
mestic students experienced less acculturative stress than those with no friends
[35].
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1.4.2. Acculturative Stress and Depression

Acculturative stress is one of the factors that lead to depression. Thus, studies on
immigrants have revealed that acculturative stress and perceived discrimination
were found to be associated with greater psychological distress [36]. Many over-
seas students’ researches have widely reported that there is a positive association
between acculturative stress and depressive symptoms among international stu-
dents, showing that students with high level of acculturative stress are prone to
depressive symptoms [37] [38].

In their systematic review of acculturative studies, Smith and Khawaja [3]
have also reported that acculturative experiences of international students are
associated with mental health problems that corroborated the finding of Hunley
[39] that psychological distress and loneliness impede students’ effective func-
tioning in their study in abroad. Although the consistency of many findings on
the linear relationship between acculturative stress and depression, Heine [40]
argue that acculturative studies are self-contradictory, and generalization is dif-
ficult. Tiwari [41] also conducted a systematic review of the relationship between
acculturative stress and mental health problems and reported that findings are
mixed up and controversial. In a study investigated by Saad [42], international
students were appeared to adapt and function effectively in the host community,
and their mental health status was not found to be different from the domestic
students. Therefore, what these results fundamentally reflect is that an accurate
understanding of the nature of the relationship between acculturative stress and

depression needs further investigation.

1.5. Statement of the Problem

Heine [40] has avowed that acculturative studies are self-contradictory and less
empirically grounded asserting that there is a lack of complete and comprehen-
sive explanation in the area of acculturation and mental health [3]. Besides, ac-
culturative stress studies have mainly been carried out in North America, Aus-
tralia and to some extent in Europe but mostly dark in Asia and Africa [8] [29]
perhaps due to unavailability of a large body of international students’ popula-
tion. However, Chinese higher education internationalization has recently been
swiftly growing making the country one of the top study destinations in the
world attracting a huge number of overseas students. The fast-growing number
of international students in China has opened a door for fresh acculturative in-
vestigations in the country. Despite the fresh research opportunity in the region,
the research works on international students’ mental health problems such as
acculturative stress and mental health problems such as depression appeared to
be significantly limited [37]. Similarly, Wen, Hu [43] stated both the national
level and individual level research studies in China are far lagging behind.
Hence, these results reflected that the trend of the research endeavors in the
country is at its embryonic stage. Also, despite several studies documented that

students’ personal characteristics influence their acculturative stress, the nature
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of the association is still contradictory and mixed-up. Such limited empirical
studies and controversies drew my attention to examine acculturative stress and
its ties with sociodemographic variables and depression among international

students in China.

1.6. Research Questions

1) What are the leading causes of acculturative stress among international
students?

2) Do students’ acculturative stress scores differ across their sociodemograph-
ic characteristics: gender, age, marital status, educational status, friendships with
local students, source of financial support, and prior travel experience and
chinse language?

3) What is the association of acculturative stress and its constituents with de-

pression?

2. Method

2.1. Research Design

A quantitative research design was employed to examine the present study. Be-
cause investigating social science research problems using quantitative research
design provides several advantages such as investigating large sample, enhancing
the power of generalization of results, increasing results’ objectivity and accura-
cy, compiling and synthesizing huge sources of information and making com-
parisons across categories and time and minimizing researcher’s bias by keeping
distance from the participants and recruiting unknown participants [44]. The
current study also appeared to be a cross-sectional study in a way that variables

were measured at a specific point in time.

2.2, Participants

The study was conducted among international university students in Wuhan,
Hubei province, China. 506 volunteered students with a mean age of 27.32 were
purposively selected from seven universities. The average length of stay of the
participants in China was 21.70 months. Table 1 presented the detailed fre-
quency distributions of the respondents of the study.

2.3. Procedure

In the process of data collection, self-report questionnaires were distributed
among the participant students in their respective universities and classrooms.
Some senior Master and Ph.D. students from the school of psychology, Central
China Normal University, country mates, and friends were recruited in admi-
nistering, guiding and facilitating the data gathering process in case participants
may face difficulties in understanding the item statements. Participants were as-

sured that data would not be used for any other purpose other than research
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purpose. Individual safety, respect, autonomy, data anonymous and confiden-

tiality were seriously maintained as well.

2.4. Measures

2.4.1. Sociodemographic Information
To obtain information about the sociodemographic characteristics of the partic-
ipants, self-designed questions on the target demographics were included along

with the other measures of the study variables.

2.4.2. Acculturative Stress

To measure acculturative stress, Acculturative Stress Scale for International Stu-
dents (ASSIS) developed by Sandhu and Asrabadi [20] was used. ASSIS is a
36-items self-report questionnaire rated on 5 points Likert type of scale, spread-
ing from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). ASSIS encompasses seven
subscales (see Table 2). Several previous research reports have agreed that ASSIS
is a highly reliable instrument with a reliability coefficient ranging from 0.92 to
0.94 [37] [45]. The instrument was also validated using factorial analysis by
Sandhu and Asrabadi [20]. In the current study, the reliability coefficient of the
measure was found to be sufficient (see Table 2) except for sub-scale guilt, and

this might be due to the few numbers of items.

2.4.3. Depression
To measure the prevalence of depressive symptoms among the student participants,

a Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) developed by

Table 1. Frequency distribution of participants’ socio-demographic characteristics.

Variables Categories N % Total (N)

Males 284 56

Gender 504
Females 220 44
Married 152 30

Marital Status 504
Unmarried 352 70
Bachelor 152 30

Educational Status Masters 206 41 506
Doctorate 148 29
Yes 308 61

Prior Travel Experience 504
No 194 39
. . Scholarship 391 77

Source of Financial Support 505
Self-support 114 23
Yes 359 71

Friendship with Chinese Students 506
No 147 29
Poor 196 39
Fair 175 34

Chinese Language 506
Good 110 22
Very good 25 5
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Table 2. Summary of Mean, SD and Alpha values (N = 506).

Subscales No. of Items  Alpha M sD Sk Kur
Perceived Discrimination 8 0.82 2.32 0.73 0.17 -0.45
Homesickness 4 0.61 2.79 0.84 -0.05 -0.33
Perceived Hate 5 0.77 2.05 0.71 0.44 -0.24

Fear 4 0.72 1.93 0.73 0.42 -0.73

Culture Shock 3 0.57 2.48 0.84 0.31 -0.17
Guilt 2 0.46 2.09 0.90 0.60 -0.25
Miscellaneous 10 0.74 2.23 0.61 0.11 0.13
Total acculturative stress 36 0.92 2.27 0.57 —-0.08 -0.49
Depression 33 0.82 1.88 0.41 0.41 -0.32

Radloff [46] was utilized. CES-D is a self-report instrument devised to measure
depressive symptomatology such as depressed mood, the feeling of worthless-
ness, loss of appetite, poor concentration and sleep disturbance in the general
population. CES-D contains 20 both positively and negatively worded items rated
on 4 Likert type of scale which ranges between 1 (Rarely or none of the time) to 4
(AL of the time). A widely used instrument, CES-D, has consistently been reported
to have a high internal consistency ranging from 0.85 to 0.90 throughout several
research studies [46]. Similarly, validity and reliability of the instrument was also
ascertained by international students’ studies (e.g., [45] [47]). In the current

study, the inner consistency of the instrument was 0.82 (see Table 2).

2.5. Data Analytical Procedure

First data were inputted into a 21 version SPSS (Statistical Packages for Social
Sciences). Then, frequency of distribution, mean and standard deviation were
applied to summarize the data. Finally, t-test, one-way between-subjects analysis
of variance and Pearson’s correlation were employed to explore associations

between the study variables.

3. Results

3.1. Sources of Acculturative Stress

To identify the leading factors that contribute the feeling of the acculturative
stress of the students, means of mean scores for the seven subscales of accultura-
tive stress scale for international students rated on five Likert scales stretching
from 1 to 5 were computed.

As depicted in Figure 1, homesickness (M = 2.79, SD = 0.84), culture shock
(M =2.48, SD = 0.84) and perceived discrimination (M = 2.32, SD = 0.73) were
found to be the top three leading sources of acculturative stress whereas per-
ceived hate (M = 2.05, SD = 0.71) and fear (M = 1.93, D = 0.73) were reported

to be the least stressors.
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Figure 1. Rank of the sources of acculturative stressors.

3.2. Distribution of the Scores of the Data

To assess the assumption of normality for the study variables, measures of dis-
tribution shape, skewness and kurtosis were calculated. The range of values for
skewness and kurtosis between —2 and +2 are considered as acceptable limits to
prove the normal univariate distribution [48] [49]. Therefore, the values of
skewness and kurtosis for the present study variables (see Table 2) fell within

the acceptable range, reflecting that data were normality distributed.

3.3. Associations between Socio-Demographic Factors
and Acculturative Stress

To examine whether acculturative stress statistically significantly differed across
different sociodemographic categories, independent-sample t-test, F test and

correlation were computed.

3.3.1. Gender

An independent sample t-test was conducted to compare the acculturative scores
for males and females. No statistically significant difference was detected in the
scores for males (M = 2.30, SD = 0.58) and females (M = 2.23, SD = 0.56); #(502)
= 1.39, p = 0.17, two tailed. The size of the difference between the two means
(mean difference = 0.07, 95% CF —0.03 to 0.17) was very small (Eta squared =
0.004). Besides, the assumption of homogeneity of variance was tested via Levene’s

F-test and no violation of assumption was occurred A502) = 0.03, p = 0.861.

3.3.2. Marital Status

Compared their mean scores, the mean values for married participants (A =
2.38, SD = 0.56) was found to be greater than their unmarried counterparts (M=
2.22, $D = 0.56). To test whether the difference was statistically significant, t-test
was calculated. The calculated t-test indicated that there was significant differ-

ence in acculturative scores for married and unmarried #502) = 3.02, p = 0.003,
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two tailed. The degree of the difference between the means (mean difference =
0.017, 95% CI. 0.06 to 0.27) was small (eta squared = 0.017) as per the guideline
for interpreting effect size proposed by Cohen [50]: 01 (small effect), 06 (mod-
erate effect) and 0.14 (larger effect). Additionally, Levene’ F test for equality of
variance indicated no violation of assumption of homogeneity /502) = 0.050, p
=0.823.

3.3.3. Prior Travel Experience

To examine whether previous abroad travel experience affects acculturative
stress, an independent sample test was run. The calculated t-test showed that
students who never travelled abroad before coming to China (M = 2.42, SD =
0.54) were found to significantly differed in their acculturative stress score from
those with previous travel experience (M = 2.18, SD = 0.57); #(500) = 4.42, p =
0.000. Meaning that students with previous travel experience reported less ac-
culturative stress than their counterparts. The degree of the difference between
the means (mean difference = —0.23, 95% CF —0.32 to —0.13) was small (eta
squared = 0.038). The assumption of equality of variance was also satisfied
H500) =1.03, p=0.312, p > 0.05).

3.3.4. Source of Financial Support

The mean score of acculturative stress for scholarship students (M = 2.29, SD =
0.56) was higher than the self-support students (M = 2.17, SD = 0.58) and the
difference was statistically significant #503) = 1.98, p = 0.048, p < 0.05). The
strength of the relationship between the means was very small (mean difference
=0.06, 95% CF: 0.00 to 0.24, Cohen’s d = 0.008). Further, Levene’s test of homo-
geneity revealed that equality of variance was assumed A500) = 1.99, p = 0.656,
p > 0.05). Therefore, the result designated that scholarship students are more

like to experience higher level of acculturative stress than the self-support ones.

3.3.5. Friendship with Chinese Students

More importantly, international students who maintained good friendship with
local students were found to have lower mean scores (M = 2.23, SD = 0.59) than
the students with no local friends (A = 2.35, SD = 0.51) for acculturative stress.
To test the whether the difference was statistically significant, t-test was com-
puted and significant difference was detected (#504) = 2.03, p = 0.043, p < 0.05).
The size of the difference between the means (mean difference = —-0.11, 95% CF.
—0.2217 to 0.0037) was very low (Cohen’d = 0.008). To check the assumption of
homogeneity, Levene’s test was conducted and indicated equality variance was
assumed (F(504) = 3.088, p = 0.079, p > 0.05).

3.3.6. Age and Chinese Language Proficiency

The associations of age and Chinese language proficiency with acculturative
stress were determined using the Pearson product-moment correlation. Accul-
turative stress was found to be positively related to age (r = 0.16, N = 506, p <
0.05) and negatively related language proficiency (r = —0.10, N = 506, p < 0.05),
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delineating that the participants with younger ages and good Chinese language

proficiency reported lower level of acculturative stress.

3.3.7. Educational Status

To observe whether acculturative scores were different across participants of
different educational levels, a one-way between groups analysis of variance was
carried out. Statistically significant difference was explored in acculturative stress
scores for the three educational status groups (F2, 503) = 5.682, p = 0.004, p <
0.01). The degree of association measured using eta squared was found to be
0.02. As measured by Levene’s test, the assumption of homogeneity was not vi-
olated (A2, 503) = 1.537, p = 0.216, p < 0.01). To see the specific differences be-
tween the groups, a further analysis, post-hoc test using Tukey HSD was con-
ducted and the result indicated that the mean score for Bachelor students (M =
2.14, $D = 0.56, p = 0.035) significantly differed from Master (M = 2.29, $D =
0.53) and Doctorate (M = 2.36, SD = 0.60, p = 0.004) participant students.
Meaning that Master and Doctorate international students experienced a higher
level of acculturative stress than the Bachelors. However, the mean difference
between Master and doctorate students was not found to be statistically signifi-

cant, p > 0.05.

3.4. Bivariate Correlation between Acculturative Stressors
and Depression

A Pearson’s product moment correlation was run to determine the bivariate re-
lationship between the subscales of acculturative stress and depressive symp-
toms. As presented in Table 3, the correlation results indicated that all accultur-
ative stressors appeared to be significantly positively associated with depression.
Among the components of acculturative stress, fear, miscellaneous and per-

ceived hated demonstrated a stronger significant correlation with depression.

Table 3. Summary of Mean, SD, and Pearson’s r values for acculturative stressors and
depression (N = 506).

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Acculturative stress

2. Discrimination 0.85%*

3. Homesickness 0.60*%  0.34**

4. Perceived Hate 0.80**  0.67** 0.29%*

5. Fear 0.77*%%  0.58%*  0.29"* 0.66**

6. Culture Shock 0.68** 0.47** 0.50** 0.42%* 0.47**

7. Guilt 0.63**  0.39** 0.44** 0.45%* 0.49** 0.40**

8. Miscellaneous 0.91%%  0.74%*  0.48**  0.67** 0.65** 0.57** 0.53**

9. Depression 0.37%  0.23**  0.24**  0.32%*  0.37%*  0.26** 0.30** 0.34**

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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4. Discussion

The current study examined the primary sources of acculturative stress and how
acculturative stress was associated with socio-demographic variables and depres-
sion with the help of t-test and analysis of variance, Pearson’s product-moment
correlation with a sample of 506 international university students. Students re-
ported that homesickness, culture shock, and discrimination are among the top
stress producing factors. Several students’ demographic characteristics such as
marital status, age, educational status, friendship with local students, Chinese
language proficiency and prior travel experience appeared to be significantly as-
sociated with their acculturative stress scores. Similarly, a significant positive

correlation between acculturative stress and depression was explored.

4.1. Leading Sources of Acculturative Stress

The study found all measured stressors contributing to the feeling of the accul-
turative stress of the students. However, homesickness, culture shock, and dis-
crimination were found to be the first top three leading sources of acculturative
stress among the students. A conceivable elucidation for this may be because of
separation anxiety, meaning that leaving one’s beloved families, friends, culture,
and country behind and studying a new environment may impede students from
normal functioning and adjustment. Similarly, students’ feeling of uncertainty
and confusion or cultural shock may be due to unfamiliarity to the new host
culture especially when there is a significant difference between the two cultures.
Lack of mutual cultural respect, prejudice, stereotype, and racism may exacer-
bate the acculturative difficulties of the international students. Several previous
findings have also asserted that homesickness [12], culture shock [17] and dis-
crimination [13] [51] are among the terrible challenges for international stu-

dents in the host community.

4.2. Association between Sociodemographics
and Acculturative Stress

Findings with respect to the association between acculturative stress and soci-
odemographics such as marital status and gender are not yet well settled and
mixed up. In the present study, the level of acculturative stress was found to be
significantly different for married and unmarried student participants, showing
that married students experienced a higher level of acculturative stress than their
counterparts. Even though this finding is consistent with several previous find-
ings [32], there are other contradictory results, reported that unmarried indi-
viduals are more prone to acculturative stress [31]. Documented research find-
ings concerning gender are mixed up and self-contradictory as well. For in-
stance, according to Mahmood and Burke [52], male students reported higher
acculturative stress than female students which challenges the finding that fe-

male students are more vulnerable to acculturative stress than males [53]. The
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present study, on the other hand, found no statistically significant association
between gender and acculturative stress level and supported by several findings
[8] [33]. Such controversial results might be due to lack of adequate accultura-
tive studies and variation in samples studies.

Age was appeared to be positively correlated with acculturative stress, donat-
ing that older international students experience a higher level of stress than the
younger ones. In line with the present finding, several supporting findings
demonstrated that younger students experience lesser acculturative stress (e.g.,
[29] [54]). This may be because of the postulation that people effectively func-
tion in the process of socialization (e.g., learning language, norms, and values of
the host community) in earlier ages [40].

Despite the limited evidence for the association between acculturative stress
and educational level [33], the present finding indicated that undergraduate
students face less acculturative difficulties than postgraduate participant students
which parallels to the finding that Ph.D. students generally experience higher
acculturative stress [55]. This seems due to the difference in academic assign-
ment and engagements of the students. Bachelor degree students are generally
required to acquire and construct basic understanding and knowledge of specific
courses which may relatively be manageable than the academic activities of
postgraduate students. Students are required to analyze knowledge in their mas-
ter’s degree and contribute new information to the scientific body of knowledge
in their doctorate studies which perhaps put them into extra acculturative diffi-
culties.

Several studies have also documented that financial difficulty is one of the
leading sources of acculturative stress for international students [28]. The source
of financial support may be the government of the host country in the form of
scholarship or families (parents) of the students. As the amount of financial aid
provided by the host government may not be sufficient to afford all the daily
living expenses, scholarship students may face greater acculturative difficulties.
It may be for this reason that the present study explored higher acculturative
stress in scholarship students than self-supporting students. However, a different
finding was also reported, revealing that self-support students undergo greater
acculturative challenges [33]. The reason for this alteration may rest on varia-
tions in the parental financial background of the students, work permit and op-
portunities for international students in the host country and amount of stipend
given to the scholarship students. Meaning that if the students have limited or
are prohibited from part-time jobs, and yet the amount of stipend is not ade-
quate, the scholarship students may also be stressed. On the other hand, if the
self-supporting students have secured financial aid from their parents, they may
not bother about financial issue.

Language difficulty has also invariably been reported as a source of accultura-
tive stress, ascertaining that international students with poor local language pro-
ficiency in the host community are more likely to experience higher accultura-
tive stress (e.g., [34] [56]). In congruence with the previous literature, the
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present result also found a significant negative correlation between acculturative
stress and Chinese language proficiency, suggesting that students with good
Chinese language skill better function in the process of acculturation. Likewise,
the current study found that international students who are capable of estab-
lishing and maintaining a friendship with domestic students experienced less
acculturative stress. This result appears to be consistent with previous studies
that social networks diminish adjustment challenges and strengthen positive ac-
culturative outcomes [35] [57]. When students actively engage in interpersonal
social interactions with the local students and enlarge the horizon of their social
network, they manage to learn and improve their cultural knowledge and un-
derstanding of the host society and thereby better adjust to the new environ-

ment.

4.3. Relationship between Acculturative Stress and Depression

Following the acculturative stress model of Berry [6], the present study ex-
amined the association between acculturative stress and depression and all ac-
culturative stress components were found to be significantly associated with de-
pression. Meaning that students with a high level of acculturative stress reported
greater depressive symptoms. In line with the present finding, several research
findings revealed that there is a positive relationship between acculturative stress
and depression among general emigrants including international students’ stu-
dies (e.g., [37] [58] [59]). It seems healthy and inevitable for individuals to un-
dergo a stressful situation in the new environment. However, when the accultur-
ative stress persists over time, it may lead to debilitating mental health problems
such as depression, anxiety [25] especially in the absence of utilization effective

stress coping strategies [60].

4.4. Limitations and Future Directions

The current study had several limitations. A possible limitation is that the study
was a quantitative study relied on self-report questionnaires. Albeit many re-
searchers extensively use questionnaires as a means of obtaining quantitative
data, participants might show social desirability bias and lack of conscientious
response in filling the questionnaire which may limit the accuracy of the find-
ings. Therefore, the door for future studies is open to employ both qualitative
and quantitative research designs and obtain triangulation of data to figure out
acculturative difficulties accurately. The study was also limited to explore a cor-
relational relationship between acculturative stress and sociodemographics and
depression without establishing the causal relationships between the variables.
Further, the study was a descriptive cross-sectional study measured all study va-
riables at a particular point in time. Thus, as students’ acculturative experiences
are subject to change over time, a quasi-experimental longitudinal study could
be conducted in future research endeavors to enhance the present findings and

precisely and comprehensively map out the acculturative context of the interna-
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tional students. Finally, since participants for the present study were conve-
niently selected from the population, representativeness with respect to some of
the sociodemographic factors may affect the results. Therefore, future studies
could conduct a study using representative samples to endorse the findings of
the study.

4.5. Conclusions

Despite the benefits that the global educational market provides for international
students, it is also claimed to be a source of a wide range of adjustment difficul-
ties and mental health problems. In connection with this claim, the study in-
tended to unlock the major acculturative challenges that international students
encounter in the host country and how these acculturative stressors are asso-
ciated with their demographic characteristics and depression. The study ex-
plored that several factors contribute to students’ acculturative stress. However,
the principal acculturative stress-inducing factors are homesickness, culture
shock, and discrimination. Besides, acculturative stress was found to be asso-
ciated with students’ sociodemographics and depressive symptoms.
Interestingly, older, married, graduate and postgraduate and scholarship stu-
dents reported higher acculturative stress. On the other hand, good Chinese
language skill, previous travel experience and friendship with local friends were
found contributing to students’ better functioning in the acculturation process
and thereby minimize their experience of acculturative stress. Finally, students
with higher acculturative stress reported higher depressive symptoms. The study
underscores the need to understand and worth considering the individual cha-
racteristics and variation of the magnitude of the factors that contribute to ad-
verse acculturative outcomes in providing support and mental health services for

the acculturating student individuals in the host institutions.

4.6. Implication

The current study contributes to the scientific body of knowledge by examining
the acculturative stressors and their linkage with personal characteristics and
depression from individual perspectives. The study broadens the horizon of un-
derstanding and knowledge of international students, teachers, international
students’ affair coordinators, and administrators, counselors, and the host school
communities as a whole about the specific acculturative challenges that interna-
tional students encounter in the host community. Besides, the study provides
information on how acculturative stress relates to students personal demo-
graphic characteristics and depressive symptoms. Consequently, having a com-
prehensive understanding of acculturative context of international students al-
lows the stakeholders to create a suitable environment where students function
in the arena of acculturation effectively. More importantly, counselors could
make the best use of the present findings in their guidance and counseling pro-

grams by recognizing the significant acculturative stress causing factors and
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their impact on the mental health of the students. Accordingly, they could run

programs which combat the main acculturative challenges and provide better

mental health services. Additionally, the findings of the study could assist coun-

selors to identify the sub-groups more prone to acculturative stress and provide

additional professional assistance.
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