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Research on the cultural adaptation and psychological adjustment of 

international students abroad has been carried out extensively; 

however, relatively little attention has been paid to digitally mediated 

intercultural communication in Southeast Asian multicultural contexts, 

and specifically, how social media platforms shape emotional 

belonging, identity negotiation and participation norms. Therefore, this 

paper will address the above problem by redefining intercultural 

communication among Chinese international students in Malaysia as a 

platform-based communication process in a digital environment. 

Based on mediatisation theory, intercultural communication theory and 

digital identity studies, this conceptual paper develops an integrated 

framework to explain how platform affordances and algorithmic 

visibility shape four interconnected dimensions: platformised 

emotional belonging, digital intercultural participation, hybrid digital 

identity negotiation, and emotional visibility pressure. The framework 

shows that today's cross-cultural communication often occurs in 

communication ecologies shaped by online visibility, transnational 

connectivity and norms of emotional mediation. This study adds to the 

body of research on intercultural communication by extending 

mediatisation theory to the context of digital international students and 

providing a conceptual basis for future qualitative research on digitally 

mediated intercultural experiences among Chinese students in 

Malaysia. 
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Introduction 

 

With the internationalisation of higher education and the rapid development of digital 

communication technology, students from all over the world are now able to communicate 

and live together in new ways (Castells, 2010; Hepp, 2020). At present, intercultural 

communication in universities is no longer confined to face-to-face interaction in classrooms, 

dormitories and other campus activities. Cross-cultural experiences are now also taking place 

in the environment of digitally mediated communication created by social media platforms, 

mobile communication technology and transnational online networks (Couldry & Hepp, 

2017). 

 

Among the world's international student populations, Chinese international students are one 

of the largest and most mobile educational groups. In recent years, Malaysia has gradually 

become one of the top choices for Chinese students studying abroad due to its multi-ethnic 

society, relatively low tuition fees, and regionalisation efforts in higher education. Malaysia 

offers a special case for studying digitally mediated intercultural communication due to its 

multi-ethnic society and an increasingly internationalised higher education environment. 

Malaysian universities are multilingual and multiethnic, so they have been influenced by the 

cultures of Malay, Chinese, Indian, and other countries. As a result, Chinese international 

students in Malaysia have been exposed to cross-cultural communication and language 

differences in their daily lives and studies. Therefore, social media platforms provide students 

with a place to maintain emotional connections, negotiate intercultural participation and build 

hybrid digital identities in multicultural communication environments (Lim, 2020; Ryan & 

Fritz, 2021). 

 

At the same time, social media platforms such as WeChat, WhatsApp, TikTok, Xiaohongshu, 

Instagram and Telegram have also been integrated into students' daily communication. These 

platforms are no longer only used for communication. Instead, they are gradually being used 

to enable students to maintain cross-border connections, manage emotions across borders, 

build digital identities, and participate in cross-cultural exchanges. These changes are in line 

with the general trend of deep mediatisation, and digital communication systems are 

increasingly impacting people's daily lives and emotions (Hepp, 2020). 

 

Research abroad has studied in detail the adaptation of international students, language 

differences, intercultural communication skills and other problems. However, several 

important limitations remain. First, many previous studies continue to approach intercultural 

communication primarily from traditional face-to-face communication frameworks, paying 

insufficient attention to digitally mediated communication environments. Second, most 

existing studies focus on measurable adaptation results and give relatively little attention to 

emotional communication dimensions, such as loneliness, emotional pressure, anxiety about 
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online visibility, and digital belonging. Third, research on the intercultural communication 

experiences of Chinese international students in Southeast Asian multicultural environments 

is relatively scarce (Dalib, 2023). 

 

At present, the environment of communication is changing due to mediatisation. Couldry and 

Hepp (2017) believe that in recent years, social reality has been shaped by media 

environments; Hepp (2020) further put forward the idea of deep mediatisation and pointed 

out that digital technology has now permeated all aspects of daily life. Given the above, 

intercultural communication should no longer be viewed as merely interpersonal contact 

among people of different cultures. Intercultural communication is now a platform-based 

form of communication shaped by digital infrastructure, platform affordances, visibility 

mechanisms and norms for emotional interaction. 

 

This paper reconceptualizes intercultural communication among Chinese international 

students in Malaysia through the lens of mediatisation and digital identity. This paper will 

introduce a conceptual system to study how social media platforms reconstruct emotional 

communication, cultural participation and identity construction in the context of online 

education. Although the platforms have promoted cross-cultural communication, they have 

also created problems of emotional exposure, online responsiveness and digital self-

presentation. 

 

This study adds to the existing research in three ways. First, extend Mediatisation Theory to 

study intercultural communication by examining how social media platforms alter 

intercultural interaction in the digital age. Second, it can be seen that in current cross-cultural 

communication, emotions and online presence are also required. Thirdly, it proposes a system 

of concepts for platform-based intercultural communication to explain how emotional 

belonging, identity negotiation and intercultural participation are gradually being embedded 

in platform-based communication structures. 

 

Intercultural Communication in Digital Contexts 

 

In the past, most research on cross-cultural communication has concentrated on the roles of 

interpersonal contact, cultural adaptation, communication skills and psychological 

adjustment. The first theoretical views generally thought that cross-cultural adaptation was a 

gradual process of learning about other cultures, acquiring communication skills, 

participating in society and building emotional resilience. Among the above theories, Kim's 

(2001) integrative theory of cross-cultural adaptation is still one of the most influential 

frameworks, and it believes that adaptation is an ongoing process of stress, adjustment and 

growth driven by communication participation. 

 

However, with the development of digital communication technology in recent years, 

intercultural communication has also changed. Participation in communication no longer 

needs to be face-to-face. Cross-cultural experiences are now being spread more widely 

through digitally mediated communication ecosystems, and people can maintain cross-border 

communication networks and participate in local academic and social environments 

simultaneously. 
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Therefore, the social media platform is now a place for cross-cultural communication. 

WeChat, WhatsApp, TikTok, Instagram and Xiaohongshu are the platforms for spreading 

communication and emotion and creating expectations for participation and identity. Social 

media has gradually taken on an emotional function for international students to cope with 

homesickness, a sense of belonging, socialisation and cultural inheritance (Ryan & Fritz, 

2021). 

 

Based on previous research, the two sides may be in conflict at the same time. Some scholars 

believe that digital platforms promote cross-cultural communication and emotional closeness 

among international students; others believe that platform-based communication may lead to 

emotional fragmentation, online fatigue and visibility anxiety in an always-on 

communication environment (Madianou, 2020). 

 

Digital communication environments have changed how people communicate, and at the 

same time, the experience of cross-cultural interaction has also been altered. Communication 

is also now affected by online exposure, recommendation algorithms, interaction indicators, 

read receipts and platform functions. Thus, intercultural communication can no longer be 

seen as a type of traditional interpersonal communication. Instead, it is increasingly 

functioning as a platformised communication process shaped by digitally mediated structures 

(Poell et al., 2019). 

 

Mediatisation, Platformisation and Digital Identity 

 

Mediatisation theory offers a way to understand how digital media are changing society in 

recent years (Couldry & Hepp, 2017; Hepp, 2020). According to Mediatisation Theory, media 

are not only tools for communication but also actively create social interaction, emotions, 

institutional behaviour and other forms of daily communication in a media environment. 

 

Therefore, the platforms of social media should not be viewed simply as communication 

tools. They proactively generate communication behaviour via recommendation algorithms, 

visibility mechanisms, interaction metrics, emotional feedback systems and platform 

affordances. These changes are in line with the general trend of platformisation, and the 

algorithms have been reducing the visibility, participation and emotional expression of 

communication progressively (Poell et al., 2019; Gillespie, 2018). 

 

Mediatised communication environments are particularly relevant to international students 

because they live in the space between transnational communication networks and local 

multicultural societies at all times. Social media platforms increasingly mediate emotional 

belonging by allowing students to stay in touch with family, friends and the cultural 

community in their home countries continuously (Lim, 2020). 

 

At the same time, the environment of mediated communication may increase the emotional 

pressure for online response, delayed replies, digital self-presentation and visibility 

management. Continuous online connectivity may thus provide emotional support at the same 

time as causing emotional exhaustion, communication anxiety and social pressure 

(Papacharissi, 2015; Madianou, 2020). 
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Digital Identity is now one of the main forms of cross-cultural communication. The new 

digital identity is no longer static or uniform; rather, it is becoming more fluid, performative 

and subject to change under digital mediation. Research has shown that people are motivated 

to manage their own public images and the expectations of others on all sides of social media 

(Boyd, 2014; Zhao et al., 2008). 

 

Digital identity negotiation for Chinese international students often involves balancing 

familiar cultural communication practices with new norms of behaviour in an international 

communication environment. Students may maintain cultural familiarity through Chinese 

social media platforms while simultaneously adapting to globalized communication practices 

in international digital environments (Sun, 2022). 

 

As a result, hybrid and transnational digital identities are gradually appearing in 

geographically dispersed and culturally diverse communication ecosystems. International 

students no longer have a single culture. Identity negotiation is now occurring in many places 

online, in culture and in mediated communication. 

 

Emotional Expression is also a type of online identity construction. Emotionally expressive 

continuous expression of social media includes visual sharing, interaction feedback, status 

updates and visibility-based communication. Thus, emotional expression is now an 

increasingly mediated performance shaped by platform structures and audience demands 

(Papacharissi, 2015). 

 

Therefore, at present, emotional display has gradually become one of the features of cross-

cultural communication. Students may be anxious about communication because of problems 

with online manners, slow responses, impression management, etc. Platformised 

communication environments thus transform emotional interaction into an ongoing 

negotiation of digital visibility. 

 

Reconceptualizing Platform-based Intercultural Communication 

 

Based on the theoretical discussions above, this paper proposes that intercultural 

communication among Chinese international students in Malaysia should be viewed 

increasingly as a platformised communication process influenced by mediatisation, digital 

visibility, emotional responsiveness and transnational connectivity. Early theories of cross-

cultural communication focused more on interpersonal communication, cultural adaptation 

and communication skills in physical social environments. However, the current digital 

communication ecology has changed the form of cross-cultural interaction, emotional 

affiliation and identity construction. 

 

Social media platforms in mediatised environments are also not for communication. Instead, 

they have begun to investigate what international students mean by emotional belonging, 

social participation and cross-cultural interaction in digital spaces. 

 

Figure 1 shows the conceptual framework proposed in this paper. The framework shows how 

social media platforms and their affordances shape the experience of cross-cultural 

communication for Chinese international students in Malaysia. Four interconnected types of 

digitally mediated communication environments have emerged: platformised emotional 

belonging, digital intercultural participation, hybrid digital identity negotiation, and 
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emotional visibility pressure. Together, these attributes constitute the platformised 

intercultural communication process. 

 
 

Figure 1. Framework of Platformized Intercultural Communication for Chinese 

International Students in Malaysia 

 

Platformised Emotional Belonging 

 

It refers to how people use social media to feel close to and stay in touch with others in 

different places emotionally. Platformised emotional belonging is not based on the traditional 

concept of physical co-presence; instead, it is maintained through continuous digital 

communication behaviour, such as updates on WeChat Moments and group chat interactions, 

which allow students to keep affective ties with family and friends in China while also 

participating in local Malaysian social networks. This dimension refers to how platform 

infrastructure (e.g., real-time notifications, multimedia sharing, group interaction) alters the 

time and space of emotional attachment, making a sense of belonging an ongoing, digitally 

performed practice rather than a fixed state. 

 

Digital Intercultural Participation 

 

The shift of cross-cultural communication from face-to-face interaction to digitally mediated 

communication is known as this phenomenon. Social media platforms are the main places 

where international students experience the differences in culture, face language barriers, and 

participate in all sorts of multicultural activities online, such as following local university 

pages, joining multicultural groups, and taking part in cross-cultural discussions on TikTok 

and Instagram. Digital intercultural participation is not only about learning about other 

cultures but also about actively communicating and sharing; thus, students feel more included 

and competent in the host society. At the same time, this participation is filtered by platform 

affordances, such as algorithmic recommendations, and may either expand or limit exposure 

to various cultures. 
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Hybrid Digital Identity Negotiation 

 

It refers to fluids and all sorts of identities in transnational digital spaces. Chinese 

international students do not have a single cultural identity; rather, they are constantly 

balancing their Chinese cultural inheritance with the new roles of international students and 

their participation in global digital culture. The two sides can use social media to negotiate by 

switching languages and curating different selves for different audiences (e.g., WeChat for 

family, Instagram for friends) to show a hybrid cultural identity. However, this negotiation is 

also limited by platform logic, such as visibility indicators and audience feedback; thus, 

performative identity display may conform to peer expectations and lead to a conflict 

between authentic self-expression and socially rewarded digital personas. 

 

Emotional Visibility and Communication Pressure 

 

This factor shows the two sides of platform-based communication. On the other hand, social 

media can also increase students' sense of social responsibility by exposing them to the 

problems of society. At the same time, this visibility is also a demand for communication; 

there are expectations for a quick response, appropriate emotional expressions and continuous 

online presence, which can cause anxiety, fatigue and self-censorship. Students are worried 

about how their digital images will be used and are afraid that if they do not respond or post 

in time, their peers and teachers will misunderstand them. Algorithmic visibility mechanisms 

(e.g., read receipts, "seen" status, and interaction counts) also increase the pressure to respond 

by making this responsiveness public. Thus, emotional display is not a choice by individuals 

but rather a structurally constrained phenomenon resulting from platform design and social 

norms. 

 

The four dimensions suggest that, at present, intercultural communication can no longer be 

fully explained by the traditional framework of interpersonal communication. Cross-cultural 

interaction is now also affected by platform logic, algorithmic visibility, emotional 

responsiveness and structures of digital participation. Therefore, this paper puts forward the 

idea that intercultural communication should be rethought as both interpersonal 

communication among different cultures and a platform-based communication process within 

a larger digital communication ecosystem. 

 

Summary 

 

With the spread of digital communication technology, people have begun to connect and 

communicate in different parts of the world. With the development of digitally mediated 

higher education, social media platforms have gradually become places for international 

students to feel a sense of belonging, form identities and engage in cross-cultural exchange. 

Based on mediatisation theory, intercultural communication theory and digital identity 

studies, this paper redefines intercultural communication among Chinese international 

students in Malaysia as a platformised communication process in a digitally mediated 

environment. It is now believed that cross-cultural communication increasingly takes place in 

communication ecologies shaped by online visibility, emotional responsiveness, algorithmic 

interaction mechanisms and platform affordances. 
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Theoretically, this paper extends Mediatisation Theory to research on intercultural 

communication by emphasizing the role of platformised communication structures, emotional 

communication and digital identity negotiation. The study provides a conceptual system to 

explore how international students communicate in multicultural and digitalised educational 

environments in practice. 

 

Future research will extend the proposed conceptual framework through qualitative 

interviews, digital ethnography and platform-based communication analysis of Chinese 

international students in Malaysia. Empirical studies can confirm, extend or refute the 

contents listed above and provide more detailed information on the characteristics of digitally 

mediated intercultural communication. 
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