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With the development of globalization and the internationalization of 

education, an increasing number of international students are emerging, 

bringing with challenges in cross-cultural adaptation. This narrative 

literature review aims to examine the theoretical foundations of cross-

cultural adaptation for international students and to identify a 

classification and indicators of coping strategies for international 

students' cross-cultural adaptation, with the goal of helping them 

achieve more effective cross-cultural adaptation. Through the analysis 

of existing literature, it was found that research focuses primarily on the 

United States and other developed Western countries, while developing 

countries like China lack localized cross-cultural adaptation theories. 

The focus is primarily on high school or undergraduate education, with 

insufficient attention paid to international students in higher vocational 

colleges. Furthermore, there is a disconnect between practical 

approaches, and the systematic and targeted nature of coping strategies 

remains to be improved. Future research should strengthen the 

development of localized theories in developing countries like China, 

as well as the focus on international students in higher vocational 

colleges. This study contributes by proposing a localized analytical 

framework and promoting high-quality development of international 

education in various countries. 
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Introduction 

 

Countries around the world are increasingly prioritizing the internationalization of education, 

resulting in a growing number of international students. China, for example, has become one 

of the largest studies abroad destinations in Asia. Despite the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, 

the total number of international students studying in China recovered and exceeded 520,000 

in 2023 (China Education News, 2024). This large international student population constitutes 

a unique cross-cultural population. Helping them achieve better cross-cultural adaptation is not 

only a necessary requirement for their studies but also a key aspect of the internationalization 

of education. Current research shows that international students still face multiple challenges 

during their studies, including language barriers, cultural differences, and academic adaptation 

(Yanzhou et al., 2021). Therefore, conducting research on the cross-cultural adaptation of 

international students has extremely significant theoretical and practical value. This article 

aims to collect and analyze relevant literature to deepen the understanding of the theory of 

cross-cultural adaptation of international students, especially to provide a comprehensive 

historical perspective on the coping strategies of cross-cultural adaptation of international 

students, and to propose future research directions to provide reference for researchers and 

policymakers in related fields.  

 

Literature Review 

 

Scholars from diverse cultural backgrounds have proposed a variety of cross-cultural 

adaptation theories or models, providing a theoretical foundation for cross-cultural adaptation 

research. However, there are different types of intercultural adaptors, including international 

students, immigrants, refugees, and corporate expatriates (Sousa et al., 2019). Different 

intercultural adapters have different cross-cultural adaptation content and priorities, are 

applicable to different cross-cultural adaptation theories or models, and require different cross-

cultural adaptation strategies. 

 

Theories and Models of Cross-Cultural Adaptation 

 

There are approximately six theories or models regarding the cross-cultural adaptation process. 

Kim’s dynamic model of "pressure-adaptation-growth" believes that the cross-cultural 

adaptation process is a spiral process. In the process of continuous circulation, the process of 

cross-cultural adaptation presents a spiral process from retreat to adaptation and then to 

improvement. Berry's (1997) Cross-cultural Adaptation Stress and Coping Strategies Model is 
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a framework for understanding how individuals adapt to a new cultural environment, focusing 

on the cross-cultural adaptation strategies of cross-cultural people after entering the host 

country. The "Five-Stage Model of Cross- cultural Adaptation" divides the process of cross-

cultural adaptation into five stages: contact stage, breakdown stage, reintegration stage, 

autonomous adaptation stage, and independence stage (Adler, 1975). Bourhis et al. (2010) 

proposed the "Multidimensional Interactive Acculturation Model", which aims to present a 

non-deterministic and more dynamic explanation and description of immigrants' cross-cultural 

adaptation in the host country. The "U-curve" Theory believes that cross-cultural adaptation 

goes through three stages, namely the initial adjustment stage, the crisis stage, and the re-

adjustment stage, based on the satisfaction of cross-cultural adaptation. The whole process 

presents a U-shaped curve. Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) proposed the "W-curve" Theory, 

and this Theory suggests that when sojourners return to their home country and host country 

many times, the CA process will present a W-shaped curve. The "Culture Shock Theory" 

divides the CA process into four stages, namely the honeymoon period, the crisis period, the 

recovery period, and the adaptation period (Oberg, 1960).  

 

There are about four theories about the dimensions of cross-cultural adaptation. The One-

dimensional Cross-Cultural Adaptation Theory believes that cross-cultural adaptability is a 

continuous, one-way, and gradual process of integration with the mainstream culture, and is 

eventually "assimilated" by the mainstream culture (Borsa et al., 2012). Searle and Ward (1990) 

proposed the Two-dimensional Cross-Cultural Adaptation Theory, which suggests that cross-

cultural adaptation involves changes in both the psychological level and the sociocultural level, 

and is constrained by both individual and social factors. Black and Mendenhall (1989)'s Three-

dimensional Cross-Cultural Adaptation Theory divides cross-cultural adaptation into three 

dimensions: life adaptation, interpersonal communication adaptation, and work adaptation. 

American sociologist Gordon (1964) proposed the Multi-dimensional Cross-Cultural 

Adaptation Theory, using seven dimensions to explain the CA process of American immigrants, 

namely cultural integration, structural integration, marital assimilation, identity recognition, 

attitude recognition, behavioral recognition, and civic assimilation.  

 

Cross-Cultural Adaptation Coping Strategies 

 

This paper reference Berry's (1997) Cross-Cultural Adaptation Stress and Coping Model which 

is a framework for understanding how individuals adapt to a new cultural environment. It 

focuses on the adaptive coping strategies adopted by cross-cultural individuals after entering a 

host country. Based on existing literature, scholars have proposed the following coping 

strategies. 

 

At the micro level, we mainly start from the individual level of international students as the 

main body of cross-cultural adaptation and strive to achieve better cross-cultural adaptation. 

Such as to improve language skills to better adapt to the academic and social environment 

(Manyeruke & Tanse, 2024), take the initiative to learn and understand the host country's 

culture and reduce confusion and conflicts caused by cultural differences (Hofhuis et al., 2023), 

develop cultural intelligence and cross-cultural communication skills to better cope with 

cultural differences and enhance cross-cultural communication and exchange capabilities (Chu 

& Zhu, 2023) and enhance psychological resilience through psychological counseling, self-

regulation, etc. (Qian & Yu, 2023). 
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At the meso-level, schools, colleges, and government departments are working to provide more 

effective support services for international students. They offer language training and practice 

platforms and encourage international students to interact with others (Babushko et al., 2022; 

Ledeneva, 2025). They should hold more cultural exchange activities, seminars, cultural 

festivals, etc. to promote interaction and understanding between international students and local 

students (Quiñones et al., 2021) and establish multicultural student organizations and social 

clubs and provide culturally sensitive educational practices, cross-cultural exchange activities 

and social opportunities (Liu et al., 2022; Yılmaz & Temizkan, 2022). They can also strengthen 

mental health services and publicity and provide academic support and personalized support 

services and guidance, such as providing bilingual teaching materials and academic counseling 

(Alshammari, 2024). 

 

At the macro level, the government and schools should improve policies for international 

students, formulate normative documents, provide visa guidance, financial support and 

employment opportunities, and help students smoothly through the adaptation period (Roberts 

& Dunworth, 2012). Build supportive communities and networks to help international students 

form friendships with local students and help international students build social networks (Yu 

& Leung, 2024). The community organizes social activities and cultural exchanges to promote 

mutual understanding among residents of different cultural backgrounds (Li & Zizzi, 2018). 

Multicultural services and facilities should be provided to meet the different cultural needs of 

international students (Marino & Mu, 2025). 

 

Methodology 

 

To achieve the research objective, this narrative literature review selected three databases for 

their relevance to cross-cultural adaptation: the Web of Science, the Scopus Index, and the 

China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI). This search was conducted until December 

2025, covering data from 2016 to 2025, with no restrictions on publication type. To achieve 

this goal, the researchers primarily searched for the following topics: "cross-cultural 

adaptation," "cross-cultural adaptation of international students," "intercultural psychological 

adaptation," "intercultural academic adaptation," "sociocultural adaptation," and "cross-

cultural adaptation coping strategies." They also employed a combination of keywords: 

international students, intercultural, adaptation, challenges, and strategies. Sequential searches 

were conducted across the three databases, gathering comprehensive information on the diverse 

nature of the research topics. Duplicate papers and papers with missing full texts were manually 

removed, and a review process was conducted to select papers that remained relevant in the 

current context. Ultimately, a total of 36 papers were analyzed for this review. 

 

Problem Statement 

 

Analysis shows that there is lack of localized theory in China. Theories and research contexts 

on cross-cultural adaptation are primarily based in the United States and Western developed 

countries, while localized theories in China are lacking. Most current research on the cross-

cultural adaptation of international students studying in China directly applies Western models. 

Therefore, localized cross-cultural adaptation theory should be developed in the future. Future 

research also should focus on developing theoretical frameworks that are relevant to Chinese 

culture and educational contexts. 
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Neglect of Higher Vocational Colleges. Research primarily focuses on students at the high 

school or undergraduate level and above, resulting in a relatively large body of research. 

However, for this emerging group of international students in higher vocational colleges, 

existing research is significantly insufficient, especially systematic and in-depth research. 

Hence, future research should focus more on their cross-cultural adaptation. The future 

research methods for international students in higher vocational colleges should be diversified. 

For example, visual methods such as photovoice are particularly well-suited for cross-cultural 

research, helping to overcome language barriers and gain authentic cultural experience, thereby 

enhancing the ethical standards and practical value of research. 

 

Addressing Practical Disconnect.There is a significant gap between research and practice. Most 

institutions lack dedicated cross-cultural adaptation support centers, and psychological 

counseling and academic guidance services are fragmented and lack coordination. 

Furthermore, policies are disconnected from teaching practice, lacking specificity and impact, 

leading to a significant lack of faculty cross-cultural teaching capabilities. Future research 

should focus on developing dedicated "cross-cultural adaptation support centers" that integrate 

psychological counseling, academic guidance, language support, and other services to provide 

one-stop assistance. Research could also be conducted to enhance faculty and staff's cross-

cultural teaching capabilities. At this point, future research should focus to develop a cross-

cultural adaptation strategy system based on scientific implementation at multiple levels. 

 

Conclusion  

This research review finds that current research on international students' cross-cultural 

adaptation has achieved initial results in the areas of psychological, sociocultural, and academic 

adaptation. However, there is still room for improvement in localized theoretical research in 

developing countries, specialized research on international students in higher vocational 

colleges, and targeted and practical guidance for cross-cultural adaptation strategies. Based on 

a detailed literature analysis, the findings of this review will help refine the research framework 

and provide more targeted cross-cultural adaptation strategies. Future research should 

strengthen localized theoretical construction, innovate research methods, establish multi-level 

intervention mechanisms for international student education, conduct more targeted research, 

and identify practical, multi-level cross-cultural adaptation strategies and support systems 

tailored to the needs of international students. This will not only enhance the international 

student experience but also provide strong support for the internationalization of education in 

various countries. 
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