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Intercultural communication (IC) and international students go side by side in this era of internationalization of higher education. The key concepts of IC, namely intercultural effectiveness (ICE), intercultural competence (ICC), intercultural adjustment (ICA), and intercultural adaptation (ICN) are used interchangeably in the literature. However, the present study argues that the stated concepts are theoretically different and further proposes that ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN are phases of IC. Based on these conceptual differences, a comprehensive model of IC (CMIC) is proposed in this study. The CMIC explains that these four concepts are principally developmental phases for international students to become interculturally effective in adapting to a new culture. The current research further offers preliminary testing of CMIC, which is applied to international students in Shanghai, China through quantitative research followed by a survey. Instruments developed by experts were used in this study. International students were approached to participate in the survey at the convenience of the researcher. One hundred and seventy-one international students represented 18 different cultures, which reconfirms the culture-general approach by considering the stance of more than two different cultures. The findings revealed that international students became interculturally effective and competent which further enabled them to adjust to China. Later, their adjustment helped them adapt better to the new culture. The findings of this study validated the core predictions of the CMIC. As this is the first testing of CMIC on a relatively small sample, more extensive testing is expected soon to validate its assumptions in different contexts, such as Pakistan, Malaysia, and Australia, among others. The CMIC also suggests practical implications for policymakers and institutes of host countries regarding international students and other people living in a culturally different society.
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1 Introduction

The internationalization of higher education has played a significant role in regional transformations and has brought about important global shifts. These shifts include making education accessible to a larger number of people, the rise of a global knowledge-driven economy, and greater emphasis on institutional reputation and rankings (de Wit, 2019). When exposed to a new culture, an international student's initial encounters revolve around intercultural communication (IC). The effectiveness of IC is an indication of their stay, satisfaction, and adjustment to the host culture (Nadeem et al., 2020a). A failure in effective IC can lead to discouragement, dissatisfaction, and frustration, ultimately negatively impacting the student's higher education objectives (Nadeem et al., 2020b). Therefore, it is recommended by experts of IC that individuals possess attitudes, skills, and knowledge that emphasize both effectiveness and appropriateness, which can then facilitate a smoother transition into new cultural environments (Chen and Starosta, 1996; Deardorff, 2006; Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009).

IC research has provided a broad range of perspectives, models, and theories to assess almost every aspect of the human population (Sinicrope et al., 2007). The four major concepts in the IC literature are ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN—all of which are elements that cannot be dismissed or disregarded by international students, given that they aid in navigating life within culturally-diverse or multicultural societies (Nadeem et al., 2020b). The terms ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN were initially used in the 1970s (Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009). Theoretically, the terms discussed are considered to be similar concepts across past studies (Ruben and Kealey, 1979; Gudykunst, 1995; Gibson and Zhong, 2005; Nadeem et al., 2020b); however, the current study treats each concept differently because of the strong theoretical conceptualization of these phenomena. The historical evolution of the above-mentioned terms, along with their explanations, must be briefly considered before heading toward the aims of the current research.

The initial effort to explain the concept of IC was done by Hammer et al. (1978) who labeled it as “intercultural effectiveness.” Subsequently, the researchers opted for the term “intercultural competence” and classified its dimensions as sensitivity, skills, and awareness (Chen and Starosta, 1996, 2000; Fritz et al., 2005). Following the same pattern, Bennett (1986, 1993) introduced the developmental model of intercultural sensitivity (DMIS), and which contains six stages ranging from ethnocentrism to ethnorelativism for a better understanding of cultural differences. During this timeframe, multiple intercultural experts explored this concept through different models, theories, and perspectives (Arasaratnam and Doerfel, 2005; Arasaratnam, 2016); however, these authors did not reach an agreement on a unified term and description. Deardorff (2006) conducted a Delphi study to eliminate such ambiguities and complexities from this concept and came up with a universally-acceptable and clear definition of ICC from the consensus of a majority of experts as “the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations as based on one's intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (p. 247–248).

A person's motivation, attitude, knowledge, and skills regarding the ICC can be evaluated at some point. This assessment is a continuous process that occurs when an individual delves deeper into a culturally-distinct society (Deardorff, 2006). The distinction is mainly based on the concepts of ICE and ICC. On the other hand, Spitzberg and Changnon (2009) further clarified the differences between ICA and ICN. They described ICA as a state in which an individual encounters minimal stress or cultural shock and successfully adapts to a new culture. In addition, they highlighted ICN as a shift in communication behavior aligned with the host context, further corresponding to adjustment and assimilation. Lewthwaite (1996) confirmed that ICN cannot be attained if students are not competent in communication. It is evident that ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN are significantly different from one another and must, therefore, be fostered while living in a culturally-diverse or multicultural society (Chen and Starosta, 1996; Nadeem et al., 2020b).

The anxiety uncertainty management (AUM) theory has emerged as a strategically-structured and comprehensive theory in IC research (Nadeem and Koschmann, 2023). The strength of AUM is not limited to the conception of strangers and their primary communication behaviors (Gudykunst, 1991, 1993, 1995, 2005). However, the core assumptions and theorems of the AUM have been validated across various areas and contexts, even as the theory has expanded (Nadeem et al., 2023). An overlooked area of AUM is its foundational predictions and explanations, which have been applied to ICE (Gudykunst, 1991, 1993; Nadeem and Koschmann, 2023), ICC (Nadeem et al., 2020a), ICA (Gudykunst, 1995, 2005), and ICN (Hammer et al., 1998) separately. This reaffirms the central focus of the study. The ongoing debate on IC research was either subjected to only two cultural groups (such as the USA and Japan, or to the home and host cultures) or considered the multicultural standpoints (more than two cultures) for maximum generalizability of the research findings. These two cultural approaches are culture-specific, and more than two cultural approaches are known as culture-general approaches (Arasaratnam, 2007; Nadeem, 2022). Therefore, the culture-general approach was favored and further integrated into the current study.

Relying solely on IC is insufficient for international students and cannot facilitate their journey toward a meaningful stage or phase. In fact, a student should possess the effectiveness, competence, and both the ability and adaptiveness to adjust within an intercultural context. Previous studies have examined only the factors that contribute to the stages and processes by which one can reach the discussed concepts (ICE, ICC, ICA, or ICN). However, what transpires after the attainment of any individual concept (such as ICE or ICC) remains uncharted in the IC research literature. This study aims to answer this question by proposing a comprehensive model of IC (CMIC) that links four major concepts of IC as the phases necessary for adapting to a new culture. The model proposes that a student must be effective (ICE) which then paves the path for competence (ICC), leading to adjustment (ICA) in an intercultural setting. Upon successfully navigating these three stages, there is a probability that they can adapt (ICA) to the new culture. The following section explains the differences in the supportive literature and proposes CMIC.



2 Literature review

The literature is further divided into four key subsections—ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN—in which research practices and differences among the mentioned concepts are gathered individually and discussed further.


2.1 Intercultural effectiveness

IC is best defined as “people of two different ethnic groups or cultures trying to communicate, perhaps despite their differences” (Arasaratnam and Doerfel, 2005, p. 155). ICE is assumed to occur when misunderstandings can be minimized between communicators and when communication becomes effective (Gudykunst and Nishida, 2001). Neuliep (2012) defined ICE as “the notion that a person receiving and interpreting a message attaches a meaning to the message that is relatively similar to what was intended by the transmitter” (p. 4). The AUM theory appears to be the most promising theory which discussed ICE in greater depth, comprehensiveness, and systematic detail (Nadeem et al., 2023). AUM's theoretical framework defines a systematic procedure with three important components—superficial causes, fundamental causes, and a moderation process—which informs the approach to ICE (Gudykunst, 1993).

AUM contains six major superficial causes (e.g., the motivation to interact with strangers, connections with strangers, reactions to strangers, and others) in broader terms, and every category is further divided into various factors. The subsequent stage concerns basic causes, including the management of anxiety and uncertainty, and the final step includes the moderation process of mindfulness to attain ICE (Neuliep, 2012). In summary, superficial causes, individually or collectively, function as a guide for individuals in navigating anxiety and uncertainty during interactions with strangers, and they must be mindful of being effective in IC (Nadeem and Koschmann, 2023). Furthermore, it has been claimed that the communication process remains consistent regardless of whether or not the communicators are from the same cultural background (Gudykunst, 1991; Neuliep, 2012).

The AUM theory labels these communicators as potential strangers, and they are considered strangers in their basic and initial interactions. ICE goes beyond the simplified method of interpersonal or intercultural encounters that require effective interactants (Gudykunst, 1993). Intercultural scholars have defined it slightly differently depending on the requirements of their relevant domains of interest (Nadeem et al., 2020b). The consensus among most experts is that achieving appropriateness and effectiveness in intercultural interactions depends on an individual's motivation, skills, attitudes, and knowledge (Nadeem, 2022). In terms of AUM, ICE is achieved when the receiver can understand the message in the same way as intended by the sender during an intercultural interaction (Gudykunst, 2005). The central emphasis is on the effectiveness of the individuals engaged in the communication process and their ability to be effective throughout the process.

During early attempts to conceptualize ICE, Hammer et al. (1978) noted three prevailing dimensions: the capacity to communicate effectively, managing psychological stress, and cultivating intercultural relations. In the coming years, the AUM theory elaborated that ICE is a multifaceted process that can be attained when individuals are able to manage anxiety or uncertainty and can remain mindful during intercultural interactions (Gudykunst, 1993, 1995, 2005). Subsequently, this proposition was reconfirmed within the non-Western cultural contexts of Pakistan (Nadeem and Koschmann, 2023) and China (Nadeem et al., 2023), with ICE being shaped by various factors, such as sensation seeking, anxiety, empathy, and uncertainty, and moderated by mindfulness. The discussed assumption demonstrates that ICE is an output of certain processes (Gudykunst, 2005) rather than having several dimensions that can portray it.

As is quite evident, ICE only emphasizes the effectiveness of individuals engaged in an intercultural interaction according to the experts of ICE (Gudykunst, 1993; Neuliep, 2012). This suggests that effectiveness is achieved when the receiver accurately interprets the sender's message as it was intended. Careful examination of the conceptualization of ICC reveals that both communication effectiveness and appropriateness stem from individuals' knowledge, attitudes, and skills. This finding suggests that ICE precedes the conscious manifestation of ICC through an individual's skill set. Based on this reasoning, it can be argued that ICE (effectiveness) is a prerequisite for ICC (appropriateness and effectiveness) and that ICE could directly impact the ICC of the individual.

Hypothesis 1: There is a direct influence by ICE on ICC.



2.2 Intercultural competence

ICC is defined as “the knowledge, motivation, and skills to interact effectively and appropriately with members of different cultures” (Wiseman, 2002, p. 208). The term ICC and its definition have been the focus of continued discussion for a long time. Spitzberg and Changnon (2009) referred to ICC as “the appropriate and effective management of interaction between people who, to some degree or another, represent different or divergent affective, cognitive, and behavioral (sic) orientations to the world” (p. 7). In addition, numerous contradictions and ambiguities become noticeable when critically examining previous ICC studies. For example, ICC is a multidimensional construct, a theoretical approach, and ICC can be influenced by various predictors (Nadeem et al., 2018).

Throughout the development of the ICC concept, most experts maintained it as a multidimensional construct, that is, both a term and a variable (Wiseman et al., 1989). Ruben (1976) claimed seven underlying dimensions of the ICC: empathy, role behavior, display of respect, knowledge, posture, tolerance for ambiguity, and interaction management. Furthermore, it has been proposed that an individual's ability to convey these concepts through their actions should be emphasized, rather than relying exclusively on evaluating competency based on attitude, knowledge, intentions, and motives (Ruben, 1976). An interesting approach has noted that individuals' personal networking with culturally-different people can aid in attaining ICC in intercultural interactions (Kim, 1986). However, this has not been empirically validated by other researchers (Arasaratnam and Doerfel, 2005). The five-factor model for ICC proposed by Byram (1997) includes skills, knowledge, attitudes, discovery and interaction skills, and critical cultural awareness which are considered integral components of ICC. According to scholars, the ICC is a combination of three main dimensions, namely those concerning the cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions (Chen and Starosta, 1996; Spitzberg, 2000; Fritz et al., 2005).

Experts have also examined and established the theoretical rationale behind ICC in diverse ways. Intercultural sensitivity is a crucial aspect of ICC. Chen and Starosta (2000) introduced a model associated with this dimension as (MIS). The model was established in the US and later applied in Germany, yielding significant results (Fritz et al., 2005). One study highlighted that five factors predict intercultural sensitivity: interaction engagement, attentiveness, enjoyment, confidence, and respect for cultural differences (Fritz et al., 2005). Conversely, it is argued that intercultural sensitivity and ICC are different, with intercultural sensitivity being referred to as the ability to differentiate and witness cultural differences, and ICC as the ability to behave appropriately within intercultural settings or contexts (Hammer et al., 2003). The DMIS has also been identified as an important contribution that serves as the basis for assessing intercultural sensitivity and ICC (Sinicrope et al., 2007). DMIS has six stages, in which the first three stages (denial, defense, and minimization) are ethnocentric, and the remaining three (acceptance, adaptation, and integration) are ethnorelative stages (Bennett, 1986, 1993). In simpler terms, these developmental stages shift a person from lower to higher ICC levels.

Other researchers have continued to explore the predictors or antecedents of ICC by observing their direct and indirect influences. Empathy (Gibson and Zhong, 2005; Deardorff et al., 2017), knowledge of the host culture (Wiseman et al., 1989), attitudes, motivation (Arasaratnam et al., 2010), and other factors are direct influencers of ICC. Conversely, sensation seeking (Nadeem et al., 2020b), ethnocentrism (Arasaratnam and Banerjee, 2011), and several others (see, Arasaratnam, 2016) have indirect effects on ICC. Arasaratnam and Doerfel (2005) introduced a unique “culture-general” approach to identify key contributors of ICC. This approach subsequently helped establish an integrated ICC model (IMICC). The IMICC has been applied in the context of the US, Australia, and Malaysia, and has yielded noteworthy results regarding the predictors of ICC (Nadeem, 2022). The underlying strategy behind this model covers the perspective of people who belong to various cultures, and is considered a strength of the IMICC (Nadeem et al., 2022). Thus far, the IMICC version has not been widely tested, despite its strong theoretical foundation. In recent decades, a noticeable trend has emerged wherein the ICC dimensions that were once predominant are now regarded as predictors of ICC itself (Nadeem et al., 2020a).

Based on the studies discussed above, it is evident that ICC can be considered a multidimensional construct, theoretical reasoning (process), or an outcome variable, depending on the nature of the research. However, the studies discussed did not explore the next stage after ICC, and which merits further exploration. In simpler words, the core concept of ICC involves an individual's adept and effective behavior as driven by their skills, with this behavior not to be assumed to reflect a person's satisfaction or comfort level in a different setting. This finding implies the existence of a subsequent stage or phase after one achieves competence in intercultural interactions. The next phase involves ICA for an individual. ICA refers to an individual's contentment derived from both overall and interactional adaptations in a new cultural context. Therefore, it must be assumed that after ICC, people can adjust to a different environment, and that ICC can directly impact the ICA of an individual in a foreign setting.

Hypothesis 2: There is a direct influence of ICC on ICA.

Hypothesis 3: There is a direct influence of ICE on ICA.



2.3 Intercultural adjustment

Intercultural or cross-cultural adjustment is best defined as an increased level of psychological satisfaction, comfort, or ease in relatively unfamiliar cultural settings (Black, 1988). Yoo et al. (2006) described ICA as “the process of altering one's behaviors (sic) or cognitions in relation to a different environment, in order to better interact with the environment to achieve desired end goals” (p. 346). This construct continues to be prominent in both IC research and professional environments where foreigners and expatriates work within culturally diverse organizations (Froese et al., 2012). Considering its conceptual and theoretical reasonings, the construct is further segmented into three major underlying concepts—general, working, and interaction adjustment (Black and Stephens, 1989)—and which have been reflecting the ICA of individuals for many years. Some fundamental and initial necessities—such as food, health, climate, and housing—are included in the general adjustment (Froese et al., 2012). Conversely, the ease of socialization and interaction with host members fall under the domain of interaction adjustment. Given that the primary focus of this study concerned international students (who are not typically engaged in work), the inclusion of general and interaction adjustments was intended to reveal their ICA.

Researchers from diverse fields have emphasized the significance of enhancing the theoretical understanding of ICA to benefit students, expatriates, the working class, and others. The most promising effort is the development of the U-curve model of ICA which outlines seven stages ranging from low satisfaction to higher adjustment satisfaction for individuals who are exposed to culturally-diverse environments (Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963). The model refers to the initial experiences of individuals as the “honeymoon stage” and the final stage of an individual's experiences as “witnessing resocialization” (Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009). The curve of this model defines the experiences of people toward their ICA and their satisfaction within a culture. Another study observed that, following the honeymoon phase—and having to overcome the challenges of adapting to a new culture—individuals tend to gain a higher level of adjustment to foreign cultures (Winkelman, 1994). Conversely, it is also noted that the influencers of ICC can facilitate individuals to better adapt to a new culture and be satisfied with their intercultural relationships (Ruben and Kealey, 1979).

Moreover, AUM theory thoroughly discusses the ICA of strangers in a new culture (Gudykunst, 1995). Nishida (2015) revealed a sub-theory under the umbrella of the main AUM theory and which solely discusses the adjustment of people in relatively different cultures. The primary explanations and predictions of AUM remain the same; however, theorists have expanded a few axioms associated with the adjustment of individuals in this sub theory (Gudykunst, 1995, 2005). Cultural dimensions (individualism-collectivism) and others have been integrated into the concept of adjustment in AUM (Gudykunst, 1995, 2005; Nishida, 2015). Furthermore, the sub-theory does not focus exclusively on the concept of adjustment; it also suggests training programs aimed at facilitating individuals' adjustment to the host culture in an impressive and efficient manner. A study on ICA revealed that the length of residence and self-evaluation of language competence facilitate the process of adjustment in a different cultural context (Lou and Noels, 2019).

Numerous studies are available within the extant body of literature that can explain how certain factors influence ICA and how ICA can be understood theoretically. However, locating literature that offers guidance on how ICA can further influence another factor, or what the subsequent phase-following adjustment might entail, can be challenging. Looking at the concept of ICA, it is noted that it is a combination of an individual's satisfaction with their general and interaction adjustments in the host context. Therefore, it reconfirms that it is dramatically different from ICE (effectiveness) and ICC (appropriateness and effectiveness) and can be positioned as a different phase. It also means that, if a person is well-adjusted (generally and communicatively) in a host culture, then it does not mean that they have adopted that culture. Given the rationale presented, it can be inferred that ICN may follow ICA and that an individual's adjustment can play a role in their adaptation process.

Hypothesis 4: There is a direct influence of ICA on ICN.

Hypothesis 5: There is a direct influence of ICC on ICN.



2.4 Intercultural adaptation (ICN)

Intercultural or cross-cultural adaptation is “the process of establishing (or reestablishing) and maintaining relatively stable, reciprocal, and functional relationships with individuals from different cultures” (Kim, 2001, p. 31). ICN is a process that increases one's level of fitness to meet the demands of a new cultural environment (Kim, 1989). It is similar to other transition processes in life, such as new jobs, new places to live, and studying in large cities (Martin and Nakayama, 2013). The term “third-culture perspective” was introduced by Gudykunst et al. (1977) and represents a broader context beyond an individual's home or host culture. Instead, it is a general foundation that can be used to understand the IC among interactants. Empathy is an integral component of the third cultural perspective. The findings suggest that the third cultural perspective increases an individual's satisfaction with a new culture (Gudykunst et al., 1977) and which may, in turn, help them adapt to that culture.

Ruben and Kealey (1979) outlined three key ICN dimensions: cultural shock, psychological adjustment, and intercultural effectiveness. They highlighted that during the initial stages of adapting to a new culture, most individuals experience cultural shocks. However, as they become more comfortable in the new environment, they undergo psychological adjustments and develop a relatively new culture. Following these two phases, individuals are likely to be interculturally effective and adapt to the culture. ICE is often considered one of the criteria of ICN (Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009).

Conversely, prominent theoretical approaches have enabled researchers to better understand the processes of individual adaptation. The application of AUM has been observed among international students in the United States regarding their adaptation to new cultures (Hammer et al., 1998). The affective, cognitive, and behavioral dimensions of ICN were acknowledged by Ting-Toomey (1993) from the perspective of identity negotiation, which helps individuals adapt to new or unfamiliar cultures. Outlining the major differences between cultural competence and ICC, the systems theory approach explains that competence within a specific context does not imply ICC among other contexts (Kim, 1991). Kim considered adaptability as an individual's capacity to adjust to the requirements of the new culture, which becomes obvious during intercultural encounters (Kim, 1995). Accordingly, adaptability and ICC share the same dimensions: cognitive, behavioral, and affective (Kim, 1995, 2002). Peng and Wu (2019) reconfirmed Kim's assumption that host social and communication competence, as well as basic and advanced intercultural transformations, play an integral role in the development of international students' ICA.

Winkelman (1994) explained, in detail, the stages of cultural shock in individuals exposed to a new culture. These four stages resemble the U-curve model with certain slight distinctions (Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963). The first stage is the “tourist” or “honeymoon phase” for a newcomer, followed by the second stage in which individuals experience cultural shocks and crises. The third stage revolves around the initiation of the recovery process from the crisis and the beginning of the process of adjusting to the new culture. The final stage comprises of individuals adapting to the culture by altering their existing behaviors so as to align better with the culture in question. Individuals must undergo substantial behavioral changes for maximum cultural assimilation (Winkelman, 1994). Lewthwaite (1996) discovered how international students can be adapted to new academic and cultural contexts. Students commonly experience frustration, cultural mismatches, and loneliness when adapting to a new culture. The lack of ICC has emerged as a major hurdle hindering ICA.

Based on the critical discussion in this section, it is evident that the terms ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN are distinct in terms of conceptualization and practical application. It is also an undeniable fact that these terms have been used interchangeably in previous efforts, but with different conceptualisations and theoretical reasoning. In terms of ICN, it is witnessed that it can be achieved when persons are already adjusted to the host country or culture, and can then adopt that culture. Therefore, it is proposed that the ICE can predict and directly impact the ICN of such individuals. Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework of the current study, along with paths indicating the direction of every hypothesis, which is solely based on the strong conceptual and theoretical justifications discussed in th is section.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Conceptual framework of the study.


Hypothesis 6: There is a direct influence of ICE on ICN.




3 Methods


3.1 Research design and technique

Since the current study concerns a preliminary test of the CMIC, a cross-sectional research design followed by a survey technique is preferred. A survey form was designed to test CMIC among international students in Shanghai, China. Previous studies have documented that many researchers have concentrated on a particular university as their research population because of the greater cultural diversity it offers (Nadeem et al., 2020a). However, in the current study, international students from all universities in Shanghai, China were considered a targeted population for a number of reasons. Shanghai stands out as one of the most culturally-diverse cities in China, hosting a relatively large population of international students in its educational institutes when compared to other cities. Moreover, this study adopted a cultural-general approach which necessitated the incorporation of perspectives from at least two different cultural standpoints (Arasaratnam, 2007, 2016). These two concerns can be addressed by using a targeted approach that incorporates international students across various campuses in Shanghai. The participants' inclusion criteria were very clear and driven by three key principles: they must be international students, they must be living in Shanghai, and can be enrolled in any academic degree program.

International students in Shanghai were approached through a convenience sampling approach involving visits to their campuses and invitations to participate in the study. The survey form included a consent statement at the beginning, indicating that students had the freedom to discontinue participation at any time if they felt uncomfortable. In addition, the form guaranteed that the students' identities would be kept confidential. Sample size has been a key issue in studies focusing on international students in the past (Nadeem et al., 2020b, 2023). This study adopts the sample-to-variable ratio technique (Hair et al., 2018). This technique recommends an ideal ratio of 20 samples for each variable (20:1). Based on these criteria, a sample size of over 80 international students was deemed sufficient for this study (80:4). A sample size of 80 was regarded as the lowest threshold for this study; therefore, more than 300 survey forms were distributed to the international students in Shanghai. Almost 200 questionnaires were returned, indicating a very good response rate of more than 67% of the entire distribution. After the initial screening for missing values and empty sections, 171 usable responses remained for the final data analysis. Thus, the current study collected data from a large number of international students (N = 171), surpassing the minimum threshold and meeting the sampling criteria.



3.2 Instrumentation

The survey was conducted in English as the primary language. It was broadly divided into three major segments. The first section consisted of the title, instructions for completing the survey, and a consent form. Five distinct types of descriptive questions were presented in the second section, the first asking for the respondent's country of origin, followed by an open-ended space followed by sex (male or female), educational status (undergraduate or postgraduate), and past intercultural experiences (yes or no), all presented with dichotomous response options. Finally, respondents were questioned about their age groups at specified intervals. The third section was of utmost significance because it contained the items of the selected variables for the present study. A five-point Likert-type scale was used to measure the responses for each item across all variables (ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN). In terms of the instruments chosen for each variable, the current study adopted well-recognized scales in the literature on IC and which have excellent reliability. Despite being alternative worthy scales in various domains, the selected scales were preferred because of their endorsements by experts in IC research and their close alignment with the conceptualization of the chosen variables in the current study. The total number of items for each variable and their sources of adoption are listed in Table 1. The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) and Analysis of Moment Structures (AMOS) were used to analyse the data collected in this study.


TABLE 1 Measurement tools.

[image: Table 1]




4 Results


4.1 Participants

Eighteen cultures were presented by the international students who participated in this study (N = 171). Most were from Malaysia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Russia, and South Korea. Almost 47% of them were female and 53% were male. Among them, 37 were enrolled in undergraduate programs, and 134 were pursuing postgraduate studies. Approximately 77% of the international students had intercultural experiences prior to coming to China. In terms of age groups, 45.6% were between the ages of 21–25, 32.2% were between the ages of 16–20, and 22.2% were between the ages of 26–30. Table 2 presents the complete details of the participants' demographic characteristics. An independent samples t-test was conducted to evaluate the variance among students who had and did not have prior intercultural experience. The results revealed that students with and without past intercultural experience did not show any statistically significant changes in ICE (F = 0.059, p > 0.05), ICC (F = 0.635, p > 0.05), ICA (F = 0.069, p > 0.05), or ICN (F = 0.871, p > 0.05).


TABLE 2 Participants details.

[image: Table 2]



4.2 Assumptions of normality and multicollinearity

Normality and multicollinearity were assessed before examining the reliability and validity of all variables and their respective measurement instruments. Because the normality of data is a prime concern in regression analysis, skewness and kurtosis measures are frequently employed to address statistical normality. Table 3 includes the descriptive statistics and shows that the data of this study were a bit skewed, but that the majority of the variables' scores lie within the threshold of +2 and −2 (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007), which illustrates that the data were normally distributed.


TABLE 3 Normality.

[image: Table 3]

Multicollinearity exists when one of the variables in the data set is highly correlated with another independent variable. This can be assessed using the variance inflation factor (VIF), tolerance, and condition index (CI) values. The thresholds for tolerance, VIF, and CI values were 0.10, 10, and 30, respectively. Table 4 shows that the data used in this study did not have multicollinearity issues because the values of tolerance, VIF, and CI lie within the range identified by the researchers (Hair et al., 2010; Sekaran and Bougie, 2010). Common method bias (CMB) was also evaluated so as to identify bias in the data using Harman's one-factor test. The assessment was conducted through exploratory factor analysis (EFA), and all survey items were converted into a single factor to determine the variance proportion. The results revealed that 37.64% of the variance explained by all items is lower than the 50% threshold, suggesting that CMB did not affect the data. Therefore, the data collected for this study are normal and do not have multicollinearity or CMB issues.


TABLE 4 Multicollinearity.
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4.3 Assessment of reliability and validity

Reliability and validity concerns were assessed using known indicators in the literature. Cronbach's Alpha (α > 0.70) values were initially examined for all variables to report reliability. The alpha values for each variable appeared to be either very good or excellent based on the results (ICE = 0.89, ICC = 0.94, ICA = 0.93, and ICN = 0.91). Validity was addressed through the measurement model in AMOS with different indicators: confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), composite reliability (C.R.), average variance extracted (AVE), and discriminant validity. Table 5 contains the complete statements of each item and their loadings and confirms that all items loaded higher than the minimum value of CFA (>0.50).


TABLE 5 Items and loadings.

[image: Table 5]

The values of C.R. (>0.70), AVE (>0.50), discriminant validity (>0.70), and correlation values are presented in Table 6. The results revealed that the values of each variable were higher than the minimum criteria of the abovementioned indicators for assessing the reliability and validity of the variables. In addition, the hetero-trait mono-trait (HTMT) ratio of the correlations was examined to ensure variable validity. Table 7 reveals that none of the values for the variables crossed the thresholds of 0.85 and 0.90 (Henseler et al., 2015), confirming the attainment of strict and liberal discriminant validity. Therefore, the findings confirmed that the collected data could be considered for further analysis. The fitness indices of construct validity (χ2 = 541.463, χ2/df = 1.15, CFI = 0.98, SRMR = 0.06, and RMSEA = 0.03) reconfirmed that the data were well-fitted with the measurement model.


TABLE 6 Validity parameters.
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TABLE 7 Hetero-trait mono-trait (HTMT).
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4.4 Model testing

Three different sub-models were created to completely address the functionality of CMIC. In the first sub-model, the direct relationships between the variables were addressed. However, an indirect influence of exogenous variables on the other endogenous variables were examined in the second and third sub-models.

Path analysis was performed in AMOS to determine the direct impact of exogenous variables on endogenous variables of concern to the current research. Figure 2 represents the first sub-model of CMIC. The findings of path analysis revealed that ICE had a direct impact on ICC (β = 0.279, t = 4.31, p < 0.05) and ICA (β = 0.225, t = 3.41, p < 0.05). Similarly, ICC (β = 0.324, t = 3.89, p < 0.05) and ICA (β = 0.176, t = 2.21, p < 0.05) directly contributed to ICN. On the other side, the direct influence of ICC on ICA (β = 0.402, t = 5.40, p < 0.05) and ICE on ICN (β = 0.244, t = 3.46, p < 0.05) were also observed. The supporting details of the direct effects are presented in Table 8.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Sub-model one.



TABLE 8 Direct effects.
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In this study, the indirect effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable was calculated to establish the mediating variable (Preacher and Hayes, 2004, 2008) through bootstrapping the sample through 5,000 iterations with a bias-corrected confidence interval of 95%. Second sub-model is presented in Figure 3. The findings of second sub-model revealed a significant indirect effect (β = 0.118, p < 0.05) of ICE on ICA in the presence of ICC as intervening variable, with zero straddling between the lower (0.046) and upper (0.219) bounds. ICA appeared to be the mediating variable through the indirect effect (β = 0.063, p < 0.05) of ICC on ICN, and none lay among the lower (0.005) and upper (0.148) bounds.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Sub-model two.


The third sub-model is presented in Figure 4. A significant indirect effect (β = 0.110, p < 0.05) of ICE on ICN was also found with not observations straddling the range between the lower (0.039) and upper (0.208) bounds, confirming ICC as a mediating variable. It was also noted that ICA appeared to be the intervening variable through a significant indirect effect (β = 0.099, p < 0.05) of ICE on ICN—zero did not lie among the lower (0.036) and upper (0.200) bounds. Lastly, a dual mediation of ICC and ICA was also established when indirect effect (β = 0.150, p < 0.05) of ICE on ICN was found significant—zero did not lie among lower (0.059) and upper (0.262) bounds.


[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4
 Sub-model three.


Therefore, all proposed mediating variables were proven to be statistically significant based on the findings of this study. Table 9 presents the standardized total, direct, and indirect effect values for each path, as well as its status.


TABLE 9 Mediating effects.
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5 Discussion

The primary objectives of this study were as follows: First, IC researchers have made substantial contributions to a better understanding of this previously-neglected research area. Nonetheless, certain ambiguities exist regarding the use and interpretation of the terms ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN. Despite the existence of established perspectives, theories, and models, there is still a need for greater clarity regarding these concepts within IC research. Second, most research endeavors have yielded positive results in examining factors that either directly or indirectly contribute to the concepts in question. However, it has been difficult to locate literature that sheds light on what happens once an individual becomes competent or well-adjusted to a new culture. Third, a clear and more comprehensive model is necessary to provide more precise insights into the idea that the discussed concepts are merely transitional stages that individuals must navigate, progressing from effective to eventual adaptiveness within diverse cultures. Fourth, as this area predominantly focuses on international students, a specific model for such students would provide valuable assistance to students, as well as their host country or culture. Finally, the culture-specific approach has been heavily criticized in the existing literature; therefore, this study integrates the culture-general approach to test CMIC in China.

In this study, six hypotheses concerning the direct relationship between variables were proposed. Each proposed hypothesis is supported by the findings of the current study. The findings reveal that students' effectiveness can directly influence their competence, adjustment, and adaptation phases. Similarly, students' competencies can directly contribute to their adjustment and adaptation to a new culture. Finally, students' adjustment can lead them directly to adaptation within the host country. Competence and adjustment were also found to be intervening factors in the relationship between effectiveness and adaptation among international students. The results of the mediating effects found that the effectiveness of students can lead them to be competent, which further facilitates their journey toward adjustment within a new culture. Moreover, effectiveness can indicate competence which, in turn, reflects student adaptation. Students' effectiveness can also help them adjust and adapt to a new culture. Such competence enables students to adjust and adapt to new contexts. Most importantly, students' competence and adjustment work as a bridge to their effectiveness in adapting to different cultures.

Based on these findings, it is clear that ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN are completely different concepts, and that these are the transition phases for individuals who are exposed to a new cultural context. In simple words, as a student becomes effective (ICE) first, they will become competent (ICC), later become adjusted (ICA), and eventually adapt (ICN) to a new environment. Prominent studies conducted in the past have largely explored and documented personality and cultural dimensions in intercultural studies, and less attention has been given to models which can identify intercultural outcomes as phases. The CMIC offers the outcomes of every intercultural situation in its phases, rather than highlighting the significance of a cultural situation in which these phases have evolved. The CMIC was validated by individuals from 18 different cultures, while earlier attempts mostly focused on the standpoints of two cultures. This reconfirms the claims of CMIC, as it is culture-general in nature and has the potential to be applied to various situations, conditions, cultures, and individuals.

In terms of theoretical contributions, the present study has not only contributed to the empirical validation of CMIC in the context of China, but has also clarified the embedded confusion regarding ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN. It is evident from this research that these terms represent the transition phase-path which international students evolve along when exposed to a new culture. Undoubtedly, the model is purely based on the outcomes of renowned models and theoretical approaches to ICC. However, it offers a new way of understanding the dynamics of the IC. CMIC is an ongoing process similar to AUM (Gudykunst, 1991, 1993, 1995, 2005), the process model (Deardorff, 2006), DMIS (Bennett, 1986, 1993), and other reputed models of IC research (Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009). Through the CMIC, it can be observed that one cannot be effective, competent, adjust, or adapt to a new context within such a short time as claimed in the literature; rather, it requires commitment and time, which varies from person to person. The cultural context of China is presented in this model without its cultural elements or standings, because the model considered the culture-general approach in its construction and did not consider any contextual or situational factors. It is open for the upcoming researchers to add or remove phases from CMIC and to apply it to culturally diverse societies.

The CMIC can also have practical implications. The phases and transitions of the CMIC are presented in Figure 5 to better understand the implications. It is expected that individuals who already have prior experience abroad can easily pass through the phases of CMIC when compared to those who do not have such experiences. However, the findings of this study suggest that people with and without previous intercultural exposure can be effective, be competent, adjust, and adapt to intercultural situations. Such findings have an impact on the practical implications of CMIC and inform policymakers and host country institutes in considering the CMIC phases for developing interculturally efficient individuals. Policymakers of the host country, along with their associated institutes, can take advantage of the CMIC in multiple ways.


[image: Figure 5]
FIGURE 5
 Comprehensive model of intercultural communication (CMIC).


Through this model, they will learn that students who have arrived recently can adjust or adapt to their culture directly; in fact, this development requires time and effort. Therefore, they must focus on developing skillsets which can enable them to be effective and competent through training and workshops (Nadeem et al., 2020a). The factors associated with ICE and ICC are already available in the literature on IC research, and a strategic plan is needed to cultivate and improve these skills in IS. After a specific period, they expect students to adjust and adapt to their culture (Nadeem et al., 2020b). Conversely, students could also develop these skills by themselves, taking into consideration the phases of CMIC to better connect with their host culture or country. This depends on the effort and energy they apply in cultivating these concepts for greater benefit (Nadeem et al., 2023). Finally, this model is not solely for international students, as it can be useful for the working class and for others living in culturally different places.


5.1 Limitations

Methodological constraints may limit the generalisability of the findings of this study. As this was a preliminary study to test the proposed model, it was evaluated based on this rationale. A small sample size could not be an issue for the current research because a similar study collected data from hundred and seven individuals and argued that the findings are significant and that sample size is not a problem (Neuliep, 2012). The same argument is consistent with the current research. The participants were from one prominent city in China, and there was a chance that the stances of other international students in different cities were diverse. So far, the findings of this research are worth noting and are not biased, since the results did not indicate any significant differences between students with and without previous intercultural experience before coming to China. CMIC represents the stance of international students from China only; therefore, extensive testing of this model is essential in future studies to reconfirm its theoretical soundness. Future researchers can also modify this model with the addition of new phases or transitions and apply it to culturally-different societies, especially regarding international students.




6 Conclusion

The current study successfully demonstrated the distinction between the popular concepts of IC research—namely ICE, ICC, ICA, and ICN—in addition to establishing a comprehensive IC model specifically for international students. In CMIC, it is argued that effectiveness in communication until adaptation to a new culture is not the same; instead, these are the developmental stages for individuals. According to the CMIC, international students become effective (ICE) and competent (ICC) in intercultural interactions; then, they are likely to adjust (ICA) and later adapt (ICN) to the new culture. Theoretical reasoning was adopted from established models, theories, and perspectives of IC research by connecting their outputs and further linking them as stages and phases of intercultural exposure. A culture-general approach that considers the stance of more than two distinct cultures was included in the CMIC and further applied to international students in Shanghai, China. The findings of the CMIC are beyond expectations and surprising, even though this is a preliminary study. More careful and critical evaluation, as well as the application of CMIC, is required across different contexts to validate its reasoning and predictions. Researchers from other domains could also participate in the further expansion of CMIC in multicultural societies among other populations. In addition to theory, CMIC can be considered by host cultures to formulate policies in terms of hosting strangers in their cultural contexts.
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Intercultural effectiveness (ICE)

I communicate effectively when I engage in intercultural communication. 0.787
My intercultural communication has always been successful. 0.756
1 feel competent when I engage in intercultural communication. 0.869
I communicate appropriately when I engage in intercultural communication. 0.888

Intercultural competence (ICC)

Toften find it difficult to differentiate between similar cultures. 0.676
1 feel that people from other cultures have many valuable things to teach me. 0.809
Most of my friends are from my own culture. 0773
I feel more comfortable with people from my own culture than with people from other cultures. 0.807
1 find it easier to categorize people based on their cultural identity than their personality. 0.783
I often notice similarities in personality between people who belong to completely different cultures. 0.753
1 usually feel closer to people who are from my own culture because I can relate to them better. 0.729
Most of my close friends are from other cultures. 0.809
1 usually look for opportunities to interact with people from other cultures. 0.843
1 feel more comfortable with people who are open to people from other cultures than people who are not. 0.839

Intercultural adjustment (ICA)

How adjusted are you to general living conditions in China? 0778
How adjusted are you to housing conditions in China? 0792
How adjusted are you to food in China? 0.752
How adjusted are you to shopping in China? 0.646
How adjusted are you to cost of living in China? 0.653
How adjusted are you to entertainment available in China? 0.794
How adjusted are you to health care facilities in China? 0.603
How adjusted are you to socialize with people of China? 0.681
How adjusted are you to interact with people of China on a daily basis? 0.845
How adjusted are you to interact with people of China outside of work? 0.790
How adjusted are you to speak with people of China? 0.792

Intercultural adaptation (ICN)

How comfortable do you feel living in China? 0.845
How satisfied are you with your study performance in China? 0.921
How comfortable do you feel in interacting with people of China? 0.789
How satisfied are you with your Chinese language ability in your daily communication? 0.776
How satisfied are you with living in the Chinese culture? 0.879
How much have you adapted to the Chinese culture? 0.787
How much s life in China an enjoyable experience? 0.706

How anxious are you to stay longer in China? 0.735
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Variable Scale It Source
Intercultural 1-5 04 Gudykunst
effectiveness (ICE) and Nishida,
2001
Intercultural competence 1-5 10 Arasaratnam,
(ICC) 2009
Intercultural adjustment 1-5 11 Black, 1988;
(IcA) Black and
Stephens, 1989
Intercultural adaptation 1-5 08 Gao and
(ICN) Gudykunst,
1990
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Variable VIF

Intercultural 0.843 1.186 1.000
effectiveness (ICE)

Intercultural 0.769 1.300 8.535
competence (ICC)

Intercultural 0.745 1.343 9.698
adjustment (ICA)

Intercultural 0.843 1.186 11.297

adaptation (ICN)
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Frequency Percentage

Country Bangladesh 15 8.8
Brazil 2 12
Cambodia 8 4.7
Indonesia 7 4.1
Japan 6 3.5
Kazakhstan 9 53
Lebanon 5 29
Malaysia 11 6.4
Morocco 6 35
Nepal 7 4.1
Nigeria 13 7.6
Pakistan 28 16.4
Russia 18 10.5
South Korea 12 7.0
Thailand 8 4.7
Ukraine 9 53
Uzbekistan 3 1.8
Yemen 4 23
Gender Male 91 532
Female 80 46.8
Education Undergraduate 37 216
Postgraduate 134 78.4
Intercultural Yes 131 76.6
experience
No 40 234
Age 16-20 55 322
21-25 78 45.6
26-30 38 222
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Variable N Skewness

Intercultural effectiveness 171 —0.571 0.186 —0.428 0.369
(ICE)

Intercultural competence 171 —1.042 0.186 0.173 0.369
(1cc)

Intercultural adjustment 171 —0.780 0.186 —0.469 0.369
(ICA)

Intercultural adaptation 171 —1.007 0.186 —0.062 0.369
(ICN)
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