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Abstract: This study investigated the political, economic, social, and cultural environment perceptions on international
students that define their acculturation and health related quality of life. Participants were 117 international students
from 32 countries attending a Chinese university (females = 43%, mean age = 21.17 years, SD = 4.45 years). They
reported on their acculturation to China and physical and psychological well-being. Results from t-tests and correlation
analyses indicate political liberals had more positive attitudes toward China than the conservatives, and higher self-reported
physical and psychological results. Higher scores on the “interdependence” dimension of self-construal, as well as the
“extraversion” and “emotional stability” dimensions of personality traits, were associated with more positive views of
China and better health outcomes. These findings are consistent with Berry’s framework for acculturation, which posits
that individual-level variables are related to cultural adaptation, and that cultural adaptation is associated with improved
physical and mental health. International student offices at host universities should implement comprehensive support
programs, including language assistance, cultural orientation, and social integration initiatives to effectively enhance the
health related quality of life of international students.
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Introduction
The international student market is one of the fastest-
growing sectors, particularly in countries such as
Australia, China, the European Union, and North Amer-
ica. Settling in their host countries, international students
must make various adjustments to manage their everyday
lives—a process known as acculturation. Acculturation
refers to changes in cultural practices, values, and iden-
tities that occur when individuals encounter unfamiliar
cultures (Berry and John, 2006; Gibson, 2001). Most stud-
ies have examined international students’ acculturation
in North America (e.g., Zander, 2008), while researchers
have paid little attention to non-Western host cultures
with different cultural orientations (Schwartz et al., 2010).
As Schwartz et al. (2010, p. 242) noted, “some caution
should be taken when generalizing patterns of accultura-
tion observed in the United States to other countries of
settlement.” This study seeks to address this gap in the
literature by focusing particularly on East Asian countries,
with a specific emphasis on China.

Acculturation and adaptation
Berry (1997) proposed a fourfold theory to describe the
different strategies people use for acculturation, namely,
assimilation (acceptance of the host culture and rejec-
tion of the original culture), separation (rejection of
the host culture and retention of the heritage culture),
integration (acceptance of both cultures), and marginal-
ization (rejection of both cultures). Among the four
types of acculturation, integration was frequently found
to be linked to the most favorable psychosocial outcomes
(e.g., high self-esteem, high life satisfaction, low stress,
anxiety, and depression). David et al. (2009) studied

bicultural individuals (often referred to as the integration
type; Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005) and reported a
moderate relationship between a high level of acculturation
and low levels of various types of psychological stress.
As the acculturation level increased, bicultural individuals
also reported a higher level of life satisfaction.

Health-related outcomes. Acculturation outcomes
depend on “cultural orientation”, which is the relative
emphasis society places on the values of individualism
and collectivism (Hofstede, 1980). Specifically, a culture
whose members stress group and community goals over
individual interests is considered a collectivistic culture.
In contrast, a culture that values individual indepen-
dence, personal rights, and self-actualization is considered
an individualistic culture. Researchers further linked the
concept of individualism-collectivism to the manner in
which individuals conceive of themselves—that is, to
self-construal (Markus & Kitayama, 2014). Members of
individualistic and collectivistic cultures tend to have
independent and interdependent “selves,”, respectively.
In individualistic cultures (e.g., North American culture,
including the U.S. and Canada), people consider them-
selves separate units, with each person representing a
unique part of society. In collectivist cultures (e.g., East
Asian cultures, including Korea, Japan, and China), how-
ever, people are integrated into groups (e.g., family and
community), and the members of groups depend on one
another. Therefore, minorities (e.g., immigrants and inter-
national students) may enter and change in different ways
in Eastern vs. Western cultural contexts.

Acculturation outcomes include health-related
well-being (Diaz, 2005). Acculturation not only
influences individuals’ physical well-being (e.g., smoking
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acquisition, obesity, and breastfeeding) but also has
significant impacts on their mental health (e.g., stress
and depression) (Kodippili et al., 2024; Raval et al.,
2025; Rosenthal, 2018).

The Chinese university context and international student
services
Compared with other immigrants, international students
are regarded as ideal migrants and possess a competi-
tive advantage in the global knowledge economy (King
& Raghuram, 2013; Riaño et al., 2018). While Chinese
students studying abroad in other countries have been
extensively researched, the phenomenon of international
students moving against the flow to study in China is still
considered relatively new (Lee, 2019). Largely due to the
advent of globalization and the flourishing economy, China
has become a destination country for international immi-
grants in the present century. It attracts great numbers of
people from a variety of countries in search of jobs, educa-
tion, and new lives (National Bureau of Statistics of China,
2011). In the field of education, China has gradually begun
to shift from being a supplier of international education
to becoming a recipient. The country aims to attract inter-
national students and establish itself as an international
education hub (Liu & Lin, 2016). To achieve this goal, the
Chinese government has implemented various incentive
programs, which have contributed to making China one
of the largest study destinations in Asia in recent years
(Gao & Hua, 2021). With the implementation of China’s
Belt and Road Initiative, the proportion of international
students coming to China is expected to continue rising
in the foreseeable future (Ma & Zhao, 2018). Moreover,
several challenges are associated with the education of
international students in China. For instance, the propor-
tion of courses taught in English is relatively low, and some
regulations and policies have not been updated in a timely
manner (Ma & Zhao, 2018). These challenges may collec-
tively contribute to cultural adaptation difficulties faced by
international students in China. Therefore, exploring the
cultural adaptation of international students in this context
can provide guidance for policymakers aimed at improving
the quality of life for these students.

The current study
This study aims to explore the lived experiences of
international students in China, a country characterized
by a collectivistic cultural orientation, with a focus on
their acculturation (i.e., cultural identification and atti-
tudes toward China) and health-related outcomes. We are
also interested in studying the roles of cultural values
and personality traits in these international students’ life
adjustment. Our specific research hypotheses were.

Specifically, we hypothesized:
Hypothesis 1. As the level of education and the length

of stay in China increased, international students would be
more acculturated in the Chinese culture (identifying more
with the Chinese culture and having more positive attitudes
toward China).

Hypothesis 2. International students who identify
more with the Chinese culture, have better physical and
psychological health.

Hypothesis 3. International students who scored
higher on collectivism (and lower on individualism) would
identify more with the Chinese culture, which in turn
would result in more positive attitudes toward China and
better physical and psychological outcomes.

Hypothesis 4. International students who scored
higher on openness, extroversion, agreeableness, and emo-
tional stability would identify more with the Chinese
culture, which in turn would result in better physical and
psychological outcomes.

Method

Participants
The sample consisted of 117 international students from
32 countries (57% male; 59% from Asia, 15% from
Africa, 10% from North America, 5% from Europe, and
11% from other regions). Participants were recruited from
three major universities located in northern China. They
were offered course credit in exchange for participating in
the study. The mean age was 21.17 years (SD = 4.45).
All participants completed the survey using paper-and-
pencil questionnaires.

Measures
Demographics. The participants indicated their age, sex,
nationality, class year, grown-up place (city or coun-
tryside), length of stay in China, political attitude and
religious belief.

Cultural Values. The Self-Construal Scale (SCS; Sin-
gelis, 1994) was used as a measure of cultural orientations.
It contains 24 items assessing the independent self-
construal (e.g., I enjoy being unique and different from
others in many respects) and the interdependent self-
construal (e.g., My happiness depends on the happiness
of those around me). Items are on a 6-point Likert scale
(1 = Strongly disagree, 6 = Strongly agree). The SCS
Cronbach’s alpha scores were 0.82 and 0.79 for “Indepen-
dence” and “Interdependence” self-construal, respectively.

Personality Traits. The Ten-Item Personality Inventory
(TIPI) (Gosling et al., 2003) comprises 10 items assessing
five personality traits (openness to experience, emotional
stability, agreeableness, extroversion, and conscientious-
ness). Items are on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly
disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). The TIPI Cronbach’s alpha
scores ranged from 0.60 to 0.85 for each of the five dimen-
sions.

Cultural Identification. We adopted the Abbreviated
Multidimensional Acculturation Scale (AMAS–
ZABB; Zea et al., 2003), a 21-item measure of
identification of the Chinese culture by cultural identity,
language and cultural competence. The 4-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree) was
used in this study. The overall Cronbach’s alpha for
AMAS–ZABB scores was 0.73.

Attitudes toward China. We asked the students to
evaluate the economic, political, religious, social and
cultural environment of China using a five-point Likert
scale. A higher mean score indicated a more positive
attitude toward China. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89 in the
current study. We also included six open-ended questions
to examine international students’ life experience in China
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by asking them to list three things they like the MOST and
the LEAST about China.

Physical and Psychological Well-being. The RAND
36-Item Health Survey (Ware & Sherbourne, 1992) com-
prizes eight dimensions of health: physical functioning,
social functioning, physical problem, emotional problem,
mental health, vitality, pain and general health perception.
In the current study, we mainly focused on the physical
and emotional problems of international students. The
physical problem dimension included four items and the
emotional problem dimension included three items (Cron-
bach’s alphas were 0.71 and 0.74, respectively). Higher
scores indicated less physical and psychological problems
and better health perceptions (A general health perception
and a perception of health change before and after their
visits of China were also measured).

Data analysis
We used SPSS version 27.0 for data analysis. First,
descriptive statistics were conducted to gain an overall
understanding of the data. Subsequently, we employed
t-tests and correlation analyses to test our hypothe-
ses. Finally, we performed an exploratory analysis of
open-ended questions to examine international students’
perceptions of China.

Results

Descriptive statistics
We first evaluated international students’ cultural
adjustment by calculating the means of acculturation
(cultural identification and attitudes toward China) and
health-related outcomes. Results indicated that overall,
international students had positive attitudes toward China
(Mean = 3.04, SD = 1.03) and good health (Mean =
3.85, SD = 0.93 for General Health; Mean = 3.11, SD =
0.95 for Health Change), although they did not identify
a lot with the Chinese culture, particularly regarding
language competence and cultural knowledge (Mean =
1.91, SD = 0.55 for Language Competence; Mean =
1.89, SD = 0.60 for Cultural Knowledge). Among the
five dimensions of attitudes toward China, international
students had the most positive attitude toward the
“Economic Globalization” of China (Mean = 3.80, SD =
0.90), followed by “Social Cohesion” (Mean = 3.29, SD
= 1.11), “Cultural Diversity” (Mean = 3.08, SD = 0.99),
and “Political Inclusiveness” (Mean = 2.89, SD = 1.25).
International students had the least positive attitude toward
the “Religious Tolerance”, but their opinions largely
varied at the individual level (Mean = 2.14, SD = 1.33;
see Table 1 for details). For the purpose of parsimony,
we focused on the overall level of cultural identification
and attitudes toward China, as well as the physical and
psychological health in the following analyses.

Relationship between Demographic Variables and
Acculturation. To test hypothesis 1), independent sam-
ples t-tests were used to examine the effects of sex,
age, grown-up place, length of stay, level of education,
political attitude, and religious belief on international
students’ acculturation (i.e., cultural identification and atti-
tudes toward China). As expected, none of the sex, age,
and grown-up place effects on acculturation was found.

Consisting with the hypothesis, length of stay and level
of education predicted both international students’ cultural
identification and their attitudes toward China.

Compared to those who had stayed in China for less
than one-year, international students who had been in
China for more than one year identified more with the
Chinese culture and had more positive attitudes toward
China (t = 3.07, p < 0.01 for identification; t = 4.87, p <

0.001 for attitudes). Graduate students identified more with
the Chinese culutre and had more positive attitudes toward
China than undergraduate students (t = 3.45, p < 0.01 for
identification; t = 1.72, p = 0.08, marginally significant
for attitudes). Partially supporting the hypothesis, political
orientation predicted students’ attitudes toward China but
not cultural identification, with the political liberals having
more positive views of China than the political conserva-
tives (t = 0.95, ns. for identification; t = 2.41, p < 0.05
for attitudes). Contrary to hypothesis 1), religion was not
a predictor for cultural identification or attitudes toward
China (see Table 2 for details).

Relationship between Acculturation and Health. To
test hypothesis 2), we correlated cultural identification
with attitudes toward China and students’ physical and
psychological health. Results indicated a strong positive
correlation between cultural identification and attitudes
toward China (r = 0.38, p < 0.001). It showed that as inter-
national students identified more with the Chinese culture,
they self-reported better physical and psychological well-
being (r = 0.22, p < 0.05 for physical health; r = 0.18,
p = 0.06, marginally significant for psychological health).
Contrary to hypothesis 2), however, cultural identification
did not correlate with students’ physical and psychological
health directly (see Table 3 for details).

Relationship between Cultural Orientations and
Acculturation, Health. To test hypothesis 3), we correlated
cultural values (i.e., independence vs. interdependence
self-construal, after controlling for the other cultural orien-
tation) with international students’ cultural identification,
attitudes toward China, and health. Partially supporting
the hypothesis, interdependence, but not independence
self-construal, significantly correlated with international
students’ attitudes toward China and their physical and
psychological health (r = 0.19, p < 0.05 for attitudes;
r = 0.22, p < 0.05 for physical health; r = 0.20, p < 0.05
for psychological health). It indicated that as international
students scored higher on the interdependence dimension
of self-construal, they had more positive attitudes toward
China and better health-related outcomes (see Table 4 for
details).

Relationship between Personality Traits and Accul-
turation, Health. To test hypothesis 4), we correlated
personality traits (i.e., openness to experience, extro-
version, agreeableness, conscientiousness and emotional
stability) with international students’ cultural identifica-
tion, attitudes toward China, and health. As expected, all
personality traits (except for conscientiousness) were sig-
nificantly related to international students’ attitudes toward
China. That is, as students scored higher on openness,
extroversion, agreeableness, and emotional stability, they
had more positive attitudes toward China (r = 0.21,
p < 0.05 for openness; r = 0.19, p < 0.05 for
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of international students life adjustment in China

N Mean Median Mode Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

Cultural identification 111 2.38 2.29 2.23 0.44 1 4
Cultural identity 115 3.31 2.94 3 0.67 1 4

Language competence 112 1.91 1.78 1.67 0.55 1 4
Cultural knowledge 117 1.89 1.83 2 0.60 1 4

Attitudes towards China 107 3.04 3 3 1.03 1 5
Political inclusiveness 112 2.89 3 3 1.25 1 5

Religious tolerance 116 2.14 3 2 1.33 1 5
Cultural diversity 111 3.08 3 3 0.99 1 5
Social cohesion 111 3.29 3 3 1.11 1 5

Economic globalization 110 3.80 4 4 0.90 1 5
Health

General health 117 3.85 4 3 0.93 1 5
Health change 117 3.11 3 3 0.95 1 5
Physical health 112 0.58 0.50 1 0.36 0 1

Psychological health 109 0.64 0.67 1 0.41 0 1

Table 2. Effects of demographic variables on acculturation

Length of stay Level of education Political attitude Religious belief

Short Long Low High Liberal Conservative Nonreligious Religious
M M t M M t M M t M M t

Cultural
identifica-

tion

1.94
(0.30)

2.19
(0.55)

3.07** 1.9
(0.42)

2.33
(0.45)

3.45** 2.04
(0.45)

1.95
(0.42)

0.95 2.00 (0.45) 2.04 (0.44) 0.42

Attitudes
toward
China

2.37
(0.85)

3.44
(1.05)

4.87*** 2.50
(0.89)

2.85
(1.17)

1.72 3.51
(1.20)

2.26
(0.75)

2.41* 2.68 (1.00) 2.43 (1.16) 0.99

Note. 1) for length of stay, short = less than a year, long = a year or more; for level of education, low = undergraduate
students, high = graduate students; 2) *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Table 3. Correlations between acculturation and health

Cultural identification Attitudes toward China Physical health Psychological health

Cultural identification –
Attitudes toward China 0.38*** –

Physical health 0.16 0.22* –
Psychological health 0.10 0.18 0.57*** –

Note. *p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001

Table 4. Correlations among cultural orientations, acculturation and health

Cultural identification Attitudes toward China Physical health Psychological health

Independence 0.10 0.13 0.03 0.04
Interdependence 0.13 0.19* 0.22* 0.20*

Note. *p < 0.05

extroversion; r = 0.27, p < 0.01 for agreeableness;
r = 0.24, p < 0.05 emotional stability). In addi-
tion, extroversion, agreeableness, and emotional stability
were positively related to students’ physical health
(r = 0.20, p < 0.05 for extroversion; r = 0.27,
p < 0.01 for agreeableness; r = 0.31, p < 0.01 emo-
tional stability). Extroversion and emotional stability were
also positively linked to students’ psychological health

(r = 0.22, p < 0.05 for extroversion; r = 0.27, p < 0.01
emotional stability). Contrary to the hypothesis, however,
none of the personality traits were associated with cultural
identification (see Table 5 for details).

Life Experience in China. Findings indicated that
the top ten things international students liked about
China were, people (21.5%), food (15.9%), historical
site (10.9%), weather (6.0%), cultural activity (5.0%),
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Table 5. Correlations among personality traits, acculturation and health

Cultural identification Attitudes toward China Physical health Psychological health

Openness 0.12 0.21* 0.18 0.16
Extroversion 0.10 0.19* 0.20* 0.22*

Agreeableness 0.16 0.27** 0.27** 0.13
Conscientiousness 0.08 0.14 −0.05 −0.12
Emotional stability 0.05 0.24* 0.31** 0.27**

Note. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

education and job opportunity (4.0%), safety (4.0%),
transportation (3.3%), orders and rules (2.6%), and
freedom (1.3%). In contrast, the top ten things that inter-
national students disliked about China were, language
(22.2%), food (14.3%), pollution (13.9%), weather (8.7%),
people (6.5%), traffic jam (6.1%), high living expense
(4.3%), stereotype of foreigners (3.9%), public restroom
(3%), and living condition on campus (2.6%; see Table 6
for details).

Discussion
Immigration is a global phenomenon in the 21st century,
and the issue of acculturation among international students
is a widely recognized and important topic (Li et al.,
2021; Muganga et al., 2025). As the number of inter-
national students in China continues to rise, examining
the cultural adaptation issues of international students
through the lens of Chinese cultural background holds
significant theoretical importance. First, the current study
indicated that international students reported overall pos-
itive attitudes toward the political, economic, social, and
cultural environment of China. This finding aligns with
a recent study that found international students in China
demonstrate a high level of adaptation to Chinese culture
and actively participate in various social activities (Zhao
et al., 2023). This highlights the significant role played
by the inclusive atmosphere and educational conditions
created by China for international students (Mao et al.,
2022).

Second, this study also found length of stay and level
of education were related to both cultural identification
and attitudes toward China. Specifically, as international
students stayed longer in China, and the level of edu-
cation increased, they identified more with the Chinese
culture, and had more positive attitudes toward China.
Their positive attitudes were also linked to better physical
and psychological health, which was consistent with the
finding of previous research on the relationship between
acculturation and health (Schwartz et al., 2010). This
relationship underscores the intricate dynamics between
temporal engagement in a cultural context and the psy-
chological adjustments associated with immersion in a
new environment. Consistent with Berry’s framework of
acculturation, the strong correlation between length of
stay and cultural adaptation has led to the consideration
of duration of stay as an indicator of cultural adaptation
(Ahn & Lee, 2023). Individuals with higher levels of
education demonstrate strong adaptability across various
domains, including not only academic adjustment (San
& Guo, 2023) but also cultural adaptation. This finding

aligns with previous research advocating for the inclusion
of social determinants in studies of cultural adaptation, as
the negative effects of educational inequality can extend to
cultural adaptation (Szabó, 2022). Furthermore, a positive
attitude toward the host culture is associated with less
cognitive dissonance and more proactive coping strategies,
making it a significant antecedent of individual health
outcomes (Samnani et al., 2012).

Finally, cultural values and personality traits pre-
dicted acculturation and health. As international students
scored higher on the “interdependence” dimension of self-
construal, they adjusted more quickly (i.e., having more
positive attitudes and better health), potentially due to the
shared cultural values between themselves and the Chinese
people. This result is highly consistent with research on
person-environment fit, which suggests that individuals
experience better adaptation and health outcomes when
there is a high degree of compatibility between themselves
and their environment (Jung et al., 2024; Van Vianen,
2018). Extraversion and emotional stability were also pos-
itively related to both attitudes toward China and health.
Extraverted individuals tend to actively expand their social
networks (Rollings et al., 2023). As a result, extraverted
international students may accumulate greater social cap-
ital (Moshkovitz & Hayat, 2021), which accelerates their
adaptation to China and contributes to the development
of enhanced health capital (Bolin et al., 2003). These
frequent social interactions also lead to increased cul-
tural knowledge and reinforce positive attitudes toward
the host culture. Emotionally stable individuals typically
perceive stress as manageable rather than threatening
(Kundi et al., 2022), making it easier for them to adapt to
stressful situations. Consequently, this ability contributes
to achieving high levels of cultural adaptation and overall
well-being.

Implications for international student support services
The results of this study also offer practical insights
for relevant departments. First, given the importance of
acculturation for the health of international students, it
is beneficial to incorporate components of acculturation
into public health intervention programs aimed at this
population (Wu et al., 2018). For instance, promoting
traditional Chinese culture can enhance international stu-
dents’ cultural identification with China, improve their
personal environmental fit, and foster positive attitudes
toward China through appropriate ways (Mao & Ji, 2024).
Personality traits such as extraversion and emotional sta-
bility contribute to acculturation and promote the physical
and mental well-being of international students. However,
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Table 6. Top ten things that international students liked and disliked about China

Like Percentage of
total answers

(N = 302)

Dislike Percentage of
total answers

(N = 230)

Physical environment

Weather N = 18 6.0% N = 20 8.7%
Pollution N = 32 13.9%

Transportation N = 10 3.3% N = 14 6.1%
Public

Restroom
N = 9 3.9%

Living
condition on

campus

N = 6 2.6%

Political, economic, and
religious

Education
and job

N = 12 4.0%

environment opportunity
Safety N = 12 4.0%

Freedom N = 4 1.3%
Living

expense
N = 10 4.3%

Orders and
rules

N = 8 2.6%

Cultural and social environment

People N = 65 21.5% N = 15 6.5%
Food N = 48 15.9% N = 33 14.3%

Language N = 51 22.2%
Historical site N = 35 10.9%

Cultural
activity

N = 15 5.0%

Stereotype of
foreigners

N = 7 3%

Total N = 227 74.5% N = 197 85.5%

these traits are relatively difficult to change. Therefore,
enhancing acculturation can be achieved by intervening in
modifiable factors associated with these traits. For exam-
ple, facilitating greater participation in school activities
can help expand international students’ social networks
(Arthur, 2017; Hendrickson, 2018). Integrating courses
aimed at cultivating emotional stability into the curriculum
may also support the cultural adaptation and health of
international students.

Limitations, future directions, and conclusions
The current study has several limitations. First, the major-
ity of the participants came from Asia (India and Korea)
and/or developing countries (e.g., India and Africa). It
is quite possible that international students from Western
and developed countries might have different adjustment
experiences than those in the current sample (Qadeer
et al., 2021). Second, the length of time in China was
quite short for most participants. Students who have
lived long in China might have different attitudes and
experiences. Moreover, many other relevant variables,
such as racism and discrimination, are likely to influ-
ence international students’ acculturation and well-being
in China (Brown & Jones, 2013). Future research could
incorporate additional related variables to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of these dynamics. Finally,
the sample size was small, and all participants were

recruited from three universities in China. Therefore, this
study serves as a preliminary foundational investigation.
Future research should collect nationally representative
data and compare the findings to those of the current
study (Xiang et al., 2024). Despite the above limitations,
the current study provides empirical evidence reveal-
ing international students’ life experiences in China and
their attitudes toward China. The findings help clarify
some misunderstandings and biases in lay persons’ per-
ceptions of international students’ lives in China and
have implications for future research on acculturation and
health.
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