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ABSTRACT 

This quantitative descriptive study analyzed levels of acculturative stress 
and sociocultural adaptation among international students at a non-
metropolitan university in the United States related to certain demographic 
characteristics. Surveys were used to measure international students’ levels 
of acculturative stress and sociocultural adaptation, including five subscales 
of sociocultural adaptation (N = 413). Demographic questions included 
gender, age, and country of origin, length of stay in the United States, 
degree level, and English language comfort. Results indicated a negative 
correlation between students’ levels of sociocultural adaptation and 
acculturative stress. Particularly, increased competency among the five 
sociocultural adaptation subscales (interpersonal communication, 
academic/work performance, personal interests and community 
involvement, ecological adaptation, and language proficiency) decreased 
levels of acculturative stress among the students. 
 
Keywords: acculturation, sociocultural adaptation, acculturative stress, 
international students

International students are drawn to pursuing their higher education in the 
United States, which includes undergraduate and graduate degrees as well as 
English-language training, due to high-quality programs, wide range of 
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academic offerings, and higher education system (Chow, 2011; Council for 
the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 2012; Obst & Forster, 
2004), in addition to their internationalization initiatives (Hayward, 2000; 
Healey, 2008; Johnson, 2011; Stromquist, 2007). Factors such as limited 
access to quality education, research, and employment opportunities, as well 
as the demand for a U.S. degree in their home countries are a few influences 
that drive international students to pursue a higher education degree in the 
United States (Khatiwada, 2010). Universities recognize the long-term 
benefits in globalizing higher education, as well as recruiting international 
students to their campuses, as this can lead to an increase in economic 
growth and innovation (Adnett, 2010; NAFSA: Association of International 
Educators, 2013; Wildavsky, 2010) and cultural diversity on campuses 
(Burbules & Torres, 2000; La Spada, 2010; Peterson, Briggs, Dreasher, 
Horner, & Nelson, 1999). Likewise, the value of education is so great for an 
international student that they are willing to face the challenges in moving to 
a new country and environment to pursue a degree for better educational and 
employment opportunities (Kaczmarek, Matlock, Merta, Ames, & Ross, 
1994). The desire to understand the current status of our international 
students’ acculturation experiences at U.S. universities is imperative to 
determine whether institutions are meeting their needs and, ultimately, 
ensuring that these students have a positive educational experience to 
support their academic persistence. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

International Students’ Acculturation and Adaptation in the United 
States  
 

While international students greatly influence globalization at U.S. 
colleges and universities and gain benefits in obtaining a U.S. higher 
education degree, they often encounter challenges when adapting to a new 
culture, leading to difficulties and stresses during their acculturation process 
which ultimately influences their student experience. Although international 
students come from diverse cultural backgrounds and have differences in 
language, “being an international student” represents a common minority 
identity in the United States (Schmitt, Spears, & Branscombe, 2003; 
Thomas & Althen, 1989). When international students arrive in the United 
States, their expectations often are not easily met (Eustace, 2007). At U.S. 
college campuses, many international students face various challenges in 
adapting to the academic and social environment, which might include 



Journal of International Students 

286 
 

difficulty with the English language and communication, issues with 
developing friendships, and a lack of knowledge of the American culture 
(Johnson & Sandhu, 2007), along with changes in food, finances, housing, 
and social support (Eustace, 2007). In addition, international students often 
experience higher levels of discrimination and homesickness in comparison 
to students from the host country (Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007). These 
experiences relate to the challenges and stresses involved during the 
acculturation process and in adapting to a new culture (Eustace, 2007). As 
international student population growth is evident at U.S. colleges and 
universities (Institute of International Education, 2013; Witherel & Pittman, 
2012), it is critical to better understand how to ease the adjustment of 
international students on college campuses (Al-Sharideh & Goe, 1998). 
Ultimately, adjusting to a college campus will positively influence students’ 
experience and satisfaction with the academic and social environment (Hsu, 
2011).  

 
Acculturation and Sociocultural Adaptation 
 

Berry (2005) defined acculturation as the process of adapting to a 
new culture, which includes, “cultural and psychological change that takes 
place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their 
individual members (p. 698). Within the field of acculturation, sociocultural 
adaptation is a behavioral aspect of cultural competency (Wilson, 2012), 
relating to the long-term behavioral outcomes one learns in order to perform 
daily tasks in the host culture (Ward & Kennedy, 1992, 1993a, 1993b, 1996; 
Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999; Ward & Searle, 1991). Sociocultural adaptation 
analyzes one’s acquisition of culture learning and social skills (Berry & 
Sam, 1997; Ward & Kennedy, 1999) whereas acculturative stress indicates 
the negative consequences that result from contact between two distinctive 
cultural groups (Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987). In essence, 
acculturation results in culture learning, which contributes to individuals 
developing multicultural competency in a diverse world (Flaskerud, 2007). 
However, regardless of the acculturation strategy an individual selects when 
living in a new culture, they can face some level of stress during their 
transition to a new cultural environment (Dillard & Chisolm, 1983; Li & 
Gasser, 2005; Olivas & Li, 2006; Poyrazli, Kavanaugh, Baker, & Al-
Timimi, 2004).  

The term acculturative stress encompasses different aspects related 
to the numerous challenges faced by individuals while living in a new 
culture (Furnham, 2004). The stress often stems from differences in social 
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customs, norms, and values, as well as standards in education and politics, 
among other factors, between the host and original cultures (Yeh et al., 
2005). A wide range of factors, known as acculturative stressors, influence 
international students’ levels of stress that determines how these individuals 
adapt to the culture of the United States. Aponte and Johnson (2000) 
grouped factors that influence stress into three categories that include 
“macrosocial influences (e.g., legal constraints, discrimination, degree of 
tolerance for diversity, academic pressure); an individual’s background 
(e.g., world view, cultural distance from U.S. culture); and individual factors 
(e.g., age, gender, English language proficiency, coping skills, personality)” 
(p. 3). Particularly, Eustace (2007) found that international students who 
perceived their home country cultural values as collectivist, rather than 
individualistic (cultural distance), experienced significant challenges with 
acculturation. For example, Poyrazli and Grahame’s (2007) research pointed 
out that many of the Asian, Hispanic, and Middle Eastern international 
students reported issues in social interactions with Americans both on and 
off campus, as several encountered various forms of discrimination, in 
contrast to White German students who experienced fewer difficulties with 
adjustment as they conveyed no problems in socializing with domestic 
students. 

Literature on international students is ample; however, studies are 
sparse related to the acculturative stress and sociocultural adaptation of 
international students. In particular, a substantive amount of studies have 
been conducted about the needs for international students being met 
(Allameh, 1989; Butcher & McGrath, 2004; Mamiseishvili, 2012; Roberts 
& Dunworth, 2012; Thiuri, 2011); the challenges faced by international 
students (Gaw, 2000; Lee & Rice, 2007; Popov et al., 2012); the 
psychological and social well-being of international students (Hayes & Lin, 
1994; Jung, Hecht, & Wadsworth, 2007; Mehta, 2011; O’Reilly, Ryan, & 
Hickey, 2010; Sakurai, McCall-Wolf, & Kashima, 2010; Sobré-Denton, 
2011); as well as the adjustment of international students while studying 
abroad (Andrade, 2006; Khatiwada, 2010; Swami, 2009; Ward & Kennedy, 
1993a, 1993b). In terms of acculturation, very few studies have compared 
sociocultural adaptation and acculturative stress among international 
students in the United States.  

In order to gain a comprehensive perspective of the international 
student experience, this study attempted to fill the gap in acculturation 
research related to sociocultural adaptation and acculturative stress among 
international students at a non-metropolitan university environment in the 
United States. The desire to understand the current status of our 
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international students’ acculturation experiences at U.S. universities is 
imperative to determine whether institutions are meeting their needs and, 
ultimately, ensuring that these students have a positive educational 
experience to support their academic persistence. 

 
RESEARCH METHOD 

 
In this investigation, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used, a 
quantitative research design that is an inquiry “grounded in the assumption 
that features of the social environment constitute an objective reality that is 
constant across time and settings” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007, p. 650), to gain 
a better perspective on key factors influencing acculturation and adaptation 
of international students. The use of quantitative methods to study social 
science research problems allows for a broader study involving a greater 
number of subjects, enhancing the generalization of the results, greater 
objectivity and accuracy of results, a summarization of vast sources of 
information and comparisons across categories and over time, and personal 
bias to be avoided by researchers by keeping a “distance” from participating 
subjects and employing subjects unknown to them (Babbie, 2010). The 
research sought to determine the status of acculturative stress and 
sociocultural adaptation of the international college student population 
through participants’ self-report to conclude whether acculturative stress and 
sociocultural adaptation levels are related by utilizing instruments that 
measure these constructs. The following research questions were proposed: 

 
1. How does the level of acculturative stress relate to the levels of 

overall sociocultural adaptation and the five subscales of 
sociocultural adaptation (interpersonal communication, academic/ 
work performance, personal interests and community involvement, 
ecological adaptation, and language proficiency) among 
international students at a non-metropolitan university in the United 
States? 

2. Do significant differences exist between international students’ 
selected demographic variables (gender, age, degree level, and 
English language comfort) and the dependent variables of levels of 
acculturative stress, overall sociocultural adaptation, five subscales 
of sociocultural adaptation, satisfaction with the overall college 
experience, and satisfaction with the university? 
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Participants 
 
The participants for this study included international students (N = 

880) from two campuses of a 4-year public, large institution in the south 
central United States. All international students were holding an F-1 or J-1 
visa, with the exception of Canadian students, and were enrolled as full-time 
students at either the undergraduate or graduate level or enrolled in an 
English language learning program which includes the English as a Second 
Language Institute (ESLI) and Navitas Program (University Pathway 
Program and pre-master’s program designed to prepare international 
students for university studies). After IRB approval, questionnaires were 
distributed using two methods—paper and online surveys. Paper surveys 
were administered to 285 international students and online surveys were 
completed by 128 international students, with a total of 413 international 
student participants. 

Based on the population of international students, the sample 
included 438 students in which 413 had sufficient responses to be included 
in the results, indicating a 47% response rate. Of the 880 international 
students enrolled, 525 were pursuing bachelor’s degrees, 216 in master’s 
programs, five in doctoral programs, and 134 enrolled in English language 
training.  

For this study, there were more male respondents (N = 271, 66%) 
than females (N = 142, 34%) with ages ranging from 16 to 44; with 67% of 
the international students of traditional age, particularly between the ages of 
18 to 24. Regarding the international students’ length of stay, the majority in 
this study reported to have lived in the United States less than 2 years 
(85%), 20 months on average. For the majority of students, this was the first 
time they were enrolled at a higher education institution in the United States, 
as 86% (N = 356) indicated they did not attend another institution in the 
United States. prior to enrolling at the university in this study, with 33 
reporting they were at another institution only for one to two semesters. 
Pertaining to language, 91% identified English as their second language. 

 
Measures and Instrumentation 
 

The research incorporated a sociocultural adaptation questionnaire, 
the revised version of the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS-R), 
comprised of five subscales (interpersonal communication, academic/work 
performance, personal interests and community involvement, ecological 
adaptation, and language proficiency); an acculturative stress questionnaire, 
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The Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students (ASSIS); and a 
demographics survey to examine whether certain factors influence 
sociocultural adaptation and acculturative stress levels. The Acculturative 
Stress Scale for International Students (ASSIS) developed by Sandhu and 
Asrabadi (1994) was designed to measure the difficulties encountered by 
international students with personal, social, and environmental changes 
upon arrival to a new country, often known as the cultural-shock or 
acculturative stress experience. The demographic survey asked respondents 
about their gender, age, degree level, country of origin, length of time in 
United States, length of time at higher education institution, and English 
language. 

 
The Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students 

 
The Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students (ASSIS) 

scale was chosen for this study as it is the only instrument designed to 
measure acculturative stress for international students. The identified major 
contributing factors included perceived discrimination (eight items), 
homesickness (four items), perceived hatred/rejection (five items), fear (four 
items), guilt (twi items), stress due to change (three items), and non-specific 
concerns (10 items). The total scores ranged from 36 to 180, with higher 
scores representing higher levels of acculturative stress. The 36-item scale 
has high internal consistency, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha, which 
ranged from .92 to .94 (Constantine, Okazaki, & Utsey, 2004; Sandhu & 
Asrabadi, 1994; Wei et al., 2007) and indicated an evidence for reliability. 
Reliability also was established through the Guttman split-test, showing the 
reliability to be .97 (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994, 1998). Validity also was 
supported by factor analysis (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994).  

 
Sociocultural Adaptation Scale 

 
A revised version of the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS-R) 

developed by Wilson (2012) was used, as this instrument examines 
“sociocultural adaptation as a measure of behavioral adjustment through the 
use of new terminology concerning an individual’s newly-acquired 
competencies within a novel cultural environment” (p. 144). The SCAS-R 
consisted of 21 items to which participants are asked to respond to all 
questions using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = Not at all 
Competent to 5 = Extremely Competent. Scores obtained from the scale 
indicate the respondents’ perceptions about living in another culture in order 
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to understand the social and cultural difficulties they face. Based on the 
factor loadings of the 21-item scale, five subscales were identified that 
included one’s competency with interpersonal communication (seven 
items), academic/work performance (four items), one’s personal interests 
and community involvement (four items), ecological adaptation (four 
items), and one’s language proficiency while living in a different culture 
(two items). The mean scores range from 1 to 5, with lower scores 
indicating greater social difficulties and sociocultural adaptation problems; 
higher scores representing greater competency (skills or behaviors) in a new 
cultural environment. The overall reliability of the 21-item scale was found 
to be excellent, as Wilson (2012) reported the Cronbach’s alpha to be .92.  

 
Data Analysis 

 
An ANOVA analysis was conducted to determine the relationship 

between levels of sociocultural adaptation and acculturative stress among 
the international students. The Statistical Analysis System (SAS) version 9.3 
was utilized for data analysis. The data analysis procedure for the first 
research question involved a correlational statistical analysis to determine 
whether any relationship existed between the levels of sociocultural 
adaptation and acculturative stress among international students. The data 
analysis procedure used to answer the second research question was a 
comparison of means through one-way ANOVA to explore whether 
differences were evident among the means for selected demographic factors 
and students’ levels of sociocultural adaptation, acculturative stress, and 
satisfaction. An alpha level of .05 was used for the statistical analyses. 
 

RESULTS 
 

A Pearson’s correlation analysis was used to examine the relationships 
between acculturative stress and sociocultural adaption levels among 
international students. The data revealed that a significant negative 
relationship exists between international students’ overall levels of 
acculturative stress and sociocultural adaptation (r = −.23, p < .01); 
however, this indicates a weak relationship. In addition, the correlations 
between students’ overall levels of acculturative stress with the five 
subscales for sociocultural adaptation were determined indicating all five 
subscales had a significant negative relationship with overall acculturative 
stress levels; however, all relationships also were very weak. Among the 
five subscales, interpersonal communication exhibited the strongest 
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correlation, although this relationship also was very weak (r = −.25, p < 
.01). The remaining four subscales included academic/work performance (r 
= −.20, p < .01); personal interests and community involvement (r = −.10, p 
< .01); ecological adaptation (r = −.12, p < .01); and language proficiency (r 
= −.16, p <.01).  
 
Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations for acculturative 
stress and sociocultural adaptation levels among international students. 

   Pearson 
correlation 
coefficients 

Variable N M (SD) 
Acculturative 

stress 
Acculturative stress 413 91 (23.72)  
Sociocultural adaptation 413 3.50 (0.61) −.23** 
Sociocultural adaptation subscales    
 Interpersonal communication 413 3.43 (0.68) −.25** 

 Academic/work performance 413 3.61 (0.70) −.20** 

 Personal interests and community 
involvement 

413 3.33 (0.70) −.10** 

 Ecological Adaptation 413 3.51 (0.72) −.12** 
 Language Proficiency  413 3.76 (0.90) −.16** 
Note. *p < .05; **p < .01. 
 

For the second research question, one-way ANOVA was utilized to 
examine the differences of each of the demographic factors and the 
dependent variables. In the examination of the difference by gender for each 
of the dependent variables, the means (SD) for males (N = 267) was 93.01 
(22.79) and 87.93 (25.13) for females (N = 142).  

A significant difference was found as the male international students 
had a significantly higher mean for acculturative stress levels (F = 4.29, 1, 
407, p < .04), which indicated they had slightly higher levels of 
acculturative stress. To address this research question in terms of 
sociocultural adaptation, an ANOVA was conducted to test the differences 
between gender and overall sociocultural adaptation levels, along with the 
five subscales of sociocultural adaptation among the international students. 
Female international students had a significant, slightly higher means for 
total sociocultural adaptation levels (F = 7.66, 1, 411, p < .01), along with 
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four specific sociocultural adaptation subscales which included interpersonal 
communication (F = 4.25, 1, 411, p < .04); academic and work performance 
(F = 9.67, 1, 411, p < .002); ecological adaptation (F = 7.83, 1, 411, p < 
.01); and language proficiency (F = 7.62, 1, 411, p < .01).  
 
Table 2. Means and standard deviations for sociocultural adaptation and five 
subscales of sociocultural adaptation by gender. 

 Male Female 

N M (SD) N M (SD) 
Sociocultural adaptation 271 3.61 (0.57) 142 3.44 (0.67) 
Sociocultural adaptation subscales 
 Interpersonal communication 271 3.38 (0.64) 142 3.53 (0.76) 
 Academic/work performance 271 3.53 (0.69) 142 3.76 (0.73) 
 Personal interests and community 

involvement 
271 3.30 (0.66) 142 3.40 (0.78) 

 Ecological adaptation 271 3.44 (0.70) 142 3.65 (0.77) 
 Language proficiency 271 3.68 (0.91) 142 3.93 (0.87) 
Note. Rating of each behavior ranged from 1 (not at all competent) to 5 (extremely 
competent). 

 
The demographic variable of age was analyzed among international 

students, for which students were classified as traditional (between the ages 
of 18–22) and non-traditional (those at age 24 or older), to test the 
differences between age and acculturative stress. Traditional students had a 
slightly higher mean for levels of acculturative stress; however, a significant 
difference was not evident. The mean (SD) for traditional students (N = 265) 
was 91.29 (24.08) and 90.98 (22.69) for non-traditional students (N = 130). 

An ANOVA was conducted to test the differences between age and 
overall sociocultural adaptation levels, along with the five subscales of 
sociocultural adaptation among the international students. A significant 
difference was evident for academic/work performance (F = 5.11, 1, 397, p 
< .02), as non-traditional students had a significant higher mean value in 
comparison to traditional students. However, the differences among 
traditional and non-traditional students were not significant for these 
variables.  

An ANOVA was conducted to test the differences between degree 
level and acculturative stress among the international students in the study. 
No significant differences were found in mean values between 
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undergraduate (N = 252; M = 92.56, SD = 22.60) and graduate students (N = 
155; M = 89.37, SD = 25.09) for the variable of acculturative stress; 
however, undergraduate international students had a slightly higher mean 
for overall acculturative stress levels.  

 
Table 3. Means and standard deviations for values for sociocultural 
adaptation and five subscales of sociocultural adaptation by age (traditional 
and non-traditional students). 
 Traditional Non-traditional 

N M (SD) N M (SD) 
Sociocultural adaptation 266 3.46 (0.60) 133 3.55 (0.64) 
Sociocultural adaptation subscales     
 Interpersonal communication 266 3.39 (0.67) 133 3.49 (0.73) 
 Academic/work performance 266 3.55 (0.69) 133 3.72 (0.74) 
 Personal interests and community 

involvement 266 3.33 (0.68) 133 3.33 (0.75) 
 Ecological adaptation 266 3.47 (0.73) 133 3.59 (0.74) 
 Language proficiency 266 3.73 (0.91) 133 3.80 (0.90) 
Note. Rating of each behavior ranged from 1 (not at all competent) to 5 (extremely 
competent). 
 
 

Table 4. Means and standard deviations for sociocultural adaptation and five 
subscales of sociocultural adaptation by degree level. 

 Undergraduate Graduate 
N M (SD) N M (SD) 

Sociocultural adaptation 255 3.48 (0.58) 156 3.52 (0.66) 
Sociocultural adaptation subscales     
 Interpersonal communication 255 3.41 (0.67) 156 3.48 (0.71) 
 Academic/work performance 255 3.58 (0.68) 156 3.76 (0.75) 
 Personal interests and community 

involvement 
255 3.36 (0.69) 156 3.29 (0.74) 

 Ecological adaptation 255 3.50 (0.70) 156 3.55 (0.78) 
 Language proficiency  255 3.76 (0.84) 156 3.93 (1.00) 
Note. Rating of each behavior ranged from 1 (not at all competent) to 5 (extremely 
competent). 
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An ANOVA was conducted to test the differences between degree 
level and overall sociocultural adaptation levels based on the five subscales 
of sociocultural adaptation among the international students. Significant 
differences were not evident between the mean values; however, graduate 
international students had a slightly higher mean for overall sociocultural 
adaptation levels, along with the four subscales of interpersonal 
communication, academic and work performance, ecological adaptation, 
and language proficiency. Undergraduate international students had a 
slightly higher mean for the sociocultural adaptation subscale of personal 
interests and community involvement.  

The demographic variable of English language comfort was also 
examined. Particular to this factor, students selected their level of comfort 
with the English language, which included the options of not comfortable, 
somewhat comfortable, comfortable, very comfortable, and extremely 
comfortable. The categories of English language comfort were compiled into 
three groups that included students who were somewhat comfortable– 
including not comfortable and somewhat comfortable—(22%); comfortable 
(39%); and extremely comfortable—including very comfortable and 
extremely comfortable (39%).  

An ANOVA was conducted to test the differences between English 
language comfort and acculturative stress among the international students in 
the study. A significant difference was found for the variable of acculturative 
stress (F = 15.86, 2, 405, p < .0001). Tukey’s post hoc analysis indicates that 
a significant difference occurred between students who were somewhat 
comfortable and extremely comfortable, as well as comfortable and 
extremely comfortable with English, which indicates a large difference with 
students who were extremely comfortable with the English language and 
those who were not. 

An ANOVA was also conducted to test the differences between 
English language comfort and overall sociocultural adaptation levels, along 
with the five subscales of sociocultural adaptation among the international 
students. Significant differences were evident for overall sociocultural 
adaptation levels (F = 27.51, 2, 409, p < .0001), along with the five subscales 
of sociocultural adaptation that included interpersonal communication (F = 
32.18, 2, 409, p < .0001); academic/work performance (F = 26.59, 2, 409, p 
< .0001); personal interests and community involvement (F = 8.24, 2,409, p 
< .0003); ecological adaptation (F = 7.68, 2, 409, p < .0005); and language 
proficiency (F = 23.52, 2, 409, p < .0001). Tukey’s post hoc analyses 
revealed a significant difference between students who were somewhat 
comfortable and extremely comfortable, as well as comfortable and 
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extremely comfortable for the variables of overall sociocultural adaptation 
and the four subscales of sociocultural adaptation (academic/work 
performance, personal interests and community involvement, ecological 
adaptation, and language proficiency). These results indicate a large 
difference with students who were extremely comfortable with the English 
language and those who were not. The subscale of interpersonal 
communication showed a significant difference between all three categories 
of English language comfort as Tukey’s post hoc analysis indicated 
differences between the categories of somewhat comfortable and 
comfortable, somewhat comfortable and extremely comfortable, and 
comfortable and extremely comfortable. 
 
Table 5. Means and standard deviations for sociocultural adaptation and five 
subscales of sociocultural adaptation by English comfort level. 

 Somewhat 
comfortable 

 
Comfortable 

Extremely 
comfortable 

 N M (SD) N M (SD) N M (SD) 
Sociocultural 
adaptation 

92 3.24 (0.48) 161 3.39 (0.56) 159 375 (0.63) 

Sociocultural 
adaptation subscales 

      

 Interpersonal 
communication 

92 3.09 (0.56) 161 3.34 (0.60) 159 3.73(0.71) 

 Academic/work 
performance 

92 3.33 (0.59) 161 3.48 (0.67) 159 3.91 (0.70) 

 Personal interests 
and community 
involvement 

92 3.21 (0.67) 161 3.24 (0.68) 159 3.51 (0.71) 

 Ecological 
adaptation 

92 3.36 (0.62) 161 3.44 (0.72) 159 3.69 (0.76) 

 Language 
proficiency 

92 3.41 (0.77) 161 3.62 (0.83) 159 4.12 (0.92) 

Note. Rating of each behavior ranged from 1 (not at all competent) to 5 (extremely 
competent). 
 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

In investigating the level of acculturative stress related to the levels of 
overall sociocultural adaptation and the five subscales of sociocultural 
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adaptation, the correlations between acculturative stress and sociocultural 
adaptation indicated a significant negative relationship among the variables. 
This finding denoted that as acculturative stress increased, levels of 
students’ sociocultural adaptation decreased and as acculturative stress 
scores decreased, students’ levels of sociocultural adaptation increased. The 
five subscales also indicate a significant negative relationship with 
acculturative stress. The results also demonstrated that students with greater 
competency in interpersonal communication, academic/work performance, 
personal interests and community involvement, ecological adaptation, and 
language proficiency usually experience lower levels of acculturative stress. 

The results of students’ demographic factors indicated significant 
differences with gender, age, degree level, and English language. In 
particular, male students reported higher levels of acculturative stress and 
females reported higher levels of sociocultural adaptation. In addition, 
students of nontraditional age and graduate students had slightly higher 
levels of satisfaction with their overall college experience than traditional 
and undergraduate international students. Significant differences were also 
evident with English language comfort across all dependent variables, 
particularly between students who reported the highest levels of English 
language comfort and those who reported lower levels of English language 
comfort. 

A significant relationship between the levels of acculturative stress 
and overall sociocultural adaptation existed in this study. The results showed 
that acculturative stress levels negatively correlate with levels of 
sociocultural adaptation among international students living in a new 
cultural environment. This finding implied that, as acculturative stress levels 
increase for international students, their levels of sociocultural adaptation 
decrease and as levels of acculturative stress decrease, students’ 
sociocultural adaptation to the university environment increases. In addition, 
all five subscales of sociocultural adaptation resulted in a significant 
negative relationship with acculturative stress. This summation might 
suggest that greater competency with interpersonal communication, 
academic/work performance, personal interests and community 
involvement, ecological adaptation, and language proficiency can each 
reduce levels of acculturative stress among international students. As 
suggested by Wang and Mallinckrodt (2006), the factor of acculturative 
stress is important in analyzing sociocultural adjustment difficulties. 

In terms of the demographic variable of gender, a significant 
difference was evident between the female and male international students. 
Results indicated that the female international students had slightly higher 
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levels of competency in sociocultural adaptation to a new cultural 
environment compared to the male students. Male international students had 
a significant higher mean score for acculturative stress, which coincided with 
their slightly lower mean scores for sociocultural adaptation. This indicated 
that the male international students perceive facing slightly greater 
challenges and difficulties adjusting to the campus environment. In contrast, 
Wilson’s (2011) study found that female international graduate students at a 
private urban, mid-sized Northeastern university had more difficulty adapting 
to the environment than male students This finding is similar with other 
studies that indicated female international students encountered higher levels 
of stress, anxiety, and homesickness (Doa, Lee, & Chang, 2007; Fatima, 
2001; Hsieh, 2006; Kwon, 2009), and more problems socially and 
academically when compared to male students (Mallinckrodt & Leong, 
1992). However, difficulties experienced by males were not significantly 
different than females, representing that further research should be 
considered regarding gender differences (Wilson, 2011). 

A significant difference resulted for the sociocultural adaptation 
subscale of academic/work performance and non-traditional students, as 
non-traditional students had higher mean values. Non-traditional students 
also had higher mean values for the remaining four subscales of 
sociocultural adaptation, which included interpersonal communication, 
personal interests and community involvement, ecological adaptation, and 
language proficiency. Nontraditional students also had a higher mean for 
overall satisfaction with the college experience. In addition, these results 
correspond to the higher mean value for acculturative stress among the 
undergraduate international students, as they had lower levels of 
sociocultural adaptation.  

Regarding the demographic factor of degree level, the only variable 
resulting in a significant difference between undergraduate and graduate 
students was students’ overall satisfaction with the college experience. 
Graduate students had higher mean scores for overall sociocultural 
adaptation levels and the four subscales of sociocultural adaptation that 
included interpersonal communication, academic/work performance, 
ecological adaptation, language proficiency, and satisfaction with the 
university. In contrast, the undergraduate international students had higher 
mean values for acculturative stress, indicating that these students face 
greater challenges and difficulties during their stay at the university. The 
findings relative to students’ degree level coincide with the demographic 
variable of age, as undergraduate students most often are of traditional age 
and graduate students are commonly of nontraditional age. 
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A significant difference was found between international students’ 
English language comfort and all dependent variables as the demographic 
factor of English language comfort showed significant differences for all 
dependent variables. In terms of English language fluency, students with 
increased language barriers experience greater difficulties adapting to the 
host culture (Doa et al., 2007). Therefore, lower language proficiency relates 
to decreased levels of intercultural competence (Hismanoglu, 2011). As 
Khatiwada (2010) reported, English language proficiency is a significant 
predictor of sociocultural adaptation, as the development of language skills 
helps international students to gain a better understanding of local culture and 
sociocultural aspects of daily life.  

All students who begin college must adjust to the new environment 
in some shape or form. However, in comparison to domestic U.S. college 
students, international students face greater difficulties in adapting to the 
university, particularly as they experience more distress during their initial 
transition to a new country and cultural environment (Hechanova-
Alampapy, Beehr, Christiansen, & VanHorn, 2002; Poyrazli & Grahame, 
2007; Wilton & Constantine, 2003). Gaining an understanding of the 
acculturation experiences among international students can serve as 
guidance for higher education administrators, faculty, and staff to 
adequately meet the needs of International students. This study is significant 
because it adds to the body of knowledge as the data gathered in this study 
provide a better understanding of the levels of acculturative stress and 
sociocultural adaptation among international students. This study also 
provides evidence that significant relationships exist between international 
students’ levels of acculturative stress and sociocultural adaptation and that 
significant differences are evident among certain demographic factors, 
especially gender and English language comfort.  

 
Limitations 

 
The primary limitation of this study was the narrow range of 

students surveyed as all participants were international students from one 
institution located in the south central region of the United States; therefore, 
it is difficult to generalize the results. Other higher education institutions, 
particularly those located in varying geographical areas, may have different  

international student representation, campus culture, and university 
initiatives. International student experiences at the targeted institution may 
vary in comparison to other institutions. For this reason, applicability to 
other colleges and universities and geographical areas is limited. In addition, 
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as English was a second language to the majority of international students, a 
language barrier with English language fluency could have varied the 
interpretation of survey items and influenced the results. Also, for this study, 
international students’ country of origin was quite diverse in representation 
and in numbers, creating difficulties in making inferences about the 
population based on nationality. 
 

IMPLICATIONS 
 

This research study has implications for higher education policy and 
practice because it adds to a growing body of research on the acculturation 
process of international student in the United States. As higher education 
institutions recognize the importance in providing international student 
services on their campuses (Mamiseishvili, 2012), these research findings 
reinforced how imperative it is for these institutions to aid international 
students in their transition to college as trends indicate that the number of 
globally mobile students is expected to triple to eight million by 2025 
(Altbach & Basset, 2004). Increasing knowledge about the effects of 
acculturative stress and sociocultural adaptation of international students can 
assist higher education professionals with providing appropriate support 
services to assist international students with their transition to higher 
education in the United States. As Sumer (2009) stated, “In order for U.S. 
colleges and universities to better accommodate the significant number of 
international students and to recruit them in the future, it is critical to 
identify factors that influence these students’ adjustment” (p. 3).  
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