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University entry represents a period of significant change for students. The extent to
which students are able to effectively navigate this change (e.g., via their personal
adaptability and social support) will likely impact upon their psychological wellbeing
(a finding corroborated by recent studies). However, no study to date has examined
these relations among overseas, international students, who represent an increasing
proportion of university students in the UK and where the degree of change,
novelty, and uncertainty is often exacerbated. In the present study, 325 Chinese
international (overseas) students at UK universities, were surveyed for their adaptability
and social support as well as their psychological wellbeing outcomes (e.g., life
satisfaction, flourishing, and distress). A series of moderated regression analyses
revealed that adaptability and social support operate largely as independent predictors
of psychological wellbeing (all outcomes). Further, social support was found to moderate
the association between adaptability and two of the psychological wellbeing outcomes:
life satisfaction and psychological distress. These findings have important implications
for educators and researchers, who are seeking to support the transition of international
(overseas) students to university and optimize their experience.

Keywords: adaptability, social support, wellbeing, university, Chinese

INTRODUCTION

The number of students going abroad for higher education is on the rise. For example, in the
2019/20 academic year, there were 556,625 non-UK domiciled students studying at UK universities
(Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2021), representing approximately one fifth of all university
students. Most of these students come from China: in the last 5 years alone, the number of students
from China has increased by 51,140 (56%), and in the academic year 2019/20, approximately 35%
of all non-EU students were from China (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2021). The challenges
associated with the transition to higher education are well-documented (see Matheson et al., 2018);
but for international, overseas students, who are often crossing borders and cultures to pursue their
studies, the magnitude of change is even more significant (e.g., Zhai, 2004), and this may have
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adverse consequences on their psychological wellbeing and
mental health. In the present study, we examine the contribution
of adaptability (one’s ability to adjust their thoughts, emotions,
and behaviors in situations of change, novelty, and uncertainty)
and social support (one’s perception of assistance and support
offered by family, friends, and significant others) to university
students’ psychological wellbeing (Holliman et al., 2021). Indeed,
these variables have begun to receive a great deal of attention in
discussions of the transition to higher education (see Holliman
etal., 2021). To extend and diverge from prior work, our focus is
on Chinese international (overseas) students, who are currently
studying at UK universities. Furthermore, given the complexities
associated with the conceptualization of psychological wellbeing
as a construct (see Buzzai et al, 2020, for some related
discussion), we incorporate a range of psychological wellbeing
outcomes that cover both mental health and mental wellbeing
(see Hone et al., 2014), as well as “hedonic” (the affective or
“feeling good” dimension) and “eudaimonic” (the psychological
functioning or “living well” dimension) aspects (see Schotanus-
Dijkstra et al., 2016).

Adaptability and Psychological Wellbeing
Adaptability refers to an individual’s ability to manage (i.e.,
regulate, direct, and adjust) their thoughts, behaviors, and
emotions in situations of change, novelty, and uncertainty
(Martin et al., 2012, 2013). As a construct, adaptability is firmly
rooted in a number of theoretical approaches and traditions,
such as self-regulation frameworks (e.g., Zimmerman, 2002;
Winne and Hadwin, 2008) and “lifespan theory of control”
approaches (Heckhausen et al., 2010), each of which emphasize
the importance of self-management systems that monitor,
control, and direct one’s thoughts and behaviors in order
to respond effectively to the demands of the environment
(affective adaptability was added later—see Martin et al,
2012, 2013). These adaptive dimensions are important for the
maintenance of a positive relationship between oneself and one’s
(educational) environment.

It follows, that a literature has shown an association
between adaptability and psychological wellbeing. For
example, longitudinal studies have shown that adaptability
is uniquely predictive of psychological wellbeing (positive) and
psychological distress (negative) among adolescents (Martin
et al, 2013). Moreover, and across three different sample
groups, Holliman et al. (2021) found that beyond effects of
social support and other demographic variables, adaptability
made a significant independent contribution to a range of
psychological wellbeing outcomes, including life satisfaction,
flourishing, affect, and psychological distress. Additionally, in
a study among undergraduate students in China, Zhou and
Lin (2016) found that adaptability was a unique predictor of
life satisfaction, but also, that social support moderated this
relationship (we elaborate on this in a later section). Taken
together, there is evidence that adaptability is associated with
psychological wellbeing in different countries; although, this
research has not explored these relations among international,
overseas students.

Social Support and Psychological
Wellbeing

Social support is conceptualized as the perception or the actuality
that one is cared for and esteemed within a social network of
mutual assistance and obligations (Wills, 1991). The concept
of social support can be divided into different categories when
stressing on action or perception. Enacted support, or received
support refers to actual supportive actions such as advice given
by providers (Pierce et al., 1996). The perceived social support
represents subjective awareness of assistance and support offered
by family, friends, and significant others (Zimet et al., 1988;
Cauce et al., 1994). Theoretically, Cohen and Wills (1985) argue
that social support is important for the receival of positive
emotions and a sense of value (thus, a likely predictor of
psychological wellbeing). Further, social support may protect one
from the adverse impact of stressful events (Cohen and Wills,
1985) and promote the effectiveness of coping strategies and
reduce distress (Lakey and Cohen, 2000).

It follows that there is empirical evidence for an association
between social support and psychological wellbeing. For example,
a converging literature has shown that social support is related
to psychological wellbeing among college (e.g., Berndt, 1989)
and university samples (e.g., Lee et al., 2011; Yildiz and Karadas,
2017). Associations between social support and wellbeing
outcomes such as self-esteem, positive affect, and life satisfaction,
have also been demonstrated among Chinese samples (see Kong
et al., 2013). Moreover, Dollete and Phillips (2004) found that
social support protected university students from psychological
distress and operated as a buffer against stressful circumstances.
While few would dispute that social support is important for
the psychological wellbeing of university students, few studies
have examined these relations among Chinese international
(overseas) students, where many social networks may not be as
readily available as before: this may be particularly impactful for
Chinese students, who come from a collectivist culture where
relational (or inter-dependent) self-construal (identity) is more
commonplace (see Li et al., 2019).

Adaptability, Social Support, and

Psychological Functioning

According to the Conservation of Resources (COR) model,
resources can be considered as personal or conditional (or
situational) resources, which protect an individual from stress
(see Hobfoll, 2001). Adaptability can be considered a personal
resource, which, embedded within self-regulation, helps one
adjust to new and uncertain environments (Mackey et al,
2013) akin to those studying at an overseas university. Social
support can also be viewed as a conditional resource that
can help protect and avoid losing important personal resource
(Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll et al., 1990). Perhaps unsurprisingly
then, there is empirical evidence of an association between
adaptability and social support (e.g., Burns et al., 2018): this
may raise questions about the uniqueness of adaptability and
social support for predicting psychological wellbeing outcomes.
In fact, Zhou and Lin (2016), showed while adaptability and
social support were independent predictors of psychological
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wellbeing (life satisfaction in this case) among a Chinese
sample, it was also found that social support moderated (made
stronger) the association between adaptability and psychological
wellbeing. However, Holliman et al. (2021) failed to replicate this
moderating effect among post-16 students, university students,
and non-studying adults in the UK. There is therefore a
need to further examine the independent (and interaction)
effects of adaptability and social support on psychological
wellbeing, particularly among international (overseas) students,
who may experience a more significant change relative to
domestic students.

The Present Study

In sum, there is good reason to suspect that adaptability and
social support may be associated with psychological wellbeing
among university students; however, there remains a paucity of
research examining these relations, and few (if any) attempts to
examine these relations among international, overseas students
in the UK. This is problematic, given that Chinese students
represent a significant proportion of UK university students,
and are likely to experience a heightened degree of change,
novelty, and uncertainty. There is also a need to examine both
independent and moderating effects, given that some research
(among Chinese students) has found social support to have
a moderating effect (between adaptability and psychological
wellbeing: Zhou and Lin, 2016) while other research has not
(e.g., Holliman et al, 2021). The present study examines
the relationship between adaptability, social support, and
psychological wellbeing among Chinese international students at
UK universities. The findings may have important implications
for educators and researchers, who are seeking to support the
transition of international (overseas) students to university and
optimize their experience.

Taken together, the
major questions:

current study addressed two

1. Do adaptability and social support contribute significantly,
and independently, to psychological wellbeing outcomes
among Chinese international students studying in the UK?

2. Is there an interaction effect between adaptability and social
support on psychological wellbeing outcomes among Chinese
international students studying in the UK; specifically, a
moderating role of social support?

METHOD

Sample and Procedures

A sample of Chinese international (overseas) students (N =
325) were recruited from several higher education institutions
(universities) in the UK. Students were enrolled on various
programmes, although approximately half were studying for
a psychology-related degree (an anticipated result given the
researcher’s connections). Most of the sample were female (N
= 169; 52%) and in their early twenties (M = 22.59, SD
2.96). A combination of convenience, snowball, and self-
selective sampling approaches were used to recruit participants.
The selection criteria were not limited to any particular ability

group; all eligible students (Chinese and currently studying in
UK higher education institutions) were invited to participate in
this research. All students completed an online questionnaire
to ascertain demographic details and to measure the core
constructs in this study (i.e., adaptability, social support, life
satisfaction, flourishing, and distress), as detailed in what follows.
The research was carried out in adherence with the British
Psychological Society’s Code of Ethics and Conduct.

Measures

Adaptability

The Adaptability Scale (Martin et al, 2013) was used to
measure students’ adaptability. This scale comprises three items
concerning emotional adaptability (e.g., “I am able to reduce
negative emotions to help me deal with uncertain situations”),
and six items relating to cognitive-behavioral adaptability (e.g.,
“I am able to revise the way I think about a new situation
if necessary”). All items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Prior measurement work has revealed adequate psychometric
properties (see Martin et al., 2012, 2013). Cronbach’s alpha in the
present study was.91.

Perceived Social Support

The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS;
Zimet et al., 1988) was used to measure students perceived social
support. The scale comprises four items concerning support from
the family (e.g., “I get the emotional help and support I need from
my family”), four items concerning support from friends (e.g.,
“My friends really try to help me”) and four items concerning
support from significant others (e.g., “There is a special person
who is around when I am in need”). All items were rated of a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very strongly disagree) to
7 (very strongly agree). Prior measurement work has revealed
satisfactory reliability and construct validity (see Zimet et al.,
1988). Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was 0.93.

Psychological Wellbeing

There have been calls for research of this kind to incorporate
measures of both mental health and mental wellbeing (Hone
et al, 2014), and to capture both “hedonic” wellbeing (i.e.,
the affective or “feeling good” dimension, such as life-
satisfaction) and “eudaimonic” wellbeing (the psychological
functioning or “living well” dimension, such as personal
growth/flourishing) (see Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2016).
Therefore, to respond to such calls, in the present study, we
include three measures of psychological wellbeing: Flourishing;
Distress; and Life Satisfaction.

Flourishing

The Flourishing Scale (FS; Diener et al, 2009) was used
to measure students’ self-perceived success and psychological
wellbeing. The scale comprises eight items (e.g., “I lead a
purposeful and meaningful life”). All items were rated on a
7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Prior measurement work has demonstrated satisfactory
reliability and convergent validity with other wellbeing scales
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations between key variables
(N = 325).

Variables 1 2 3 4 5

1. Adaptability

2. Social support (PSS) 0.40**

3. Flourishing 0.63** 0.57**

4. Psychological distress ~ —0.36"*  —0.36"  —0.46™

5. Life satisfaction 0.44** 0.45** 0.59** —0.30"

Mean 46.34 62.86 40.96 23.62 20.92
SD 9.17 1417 8.82 7.52 5.96

‘0 < 0.05; *'p < 0.001.

(see Diener et al., 2009). Cronbach’s alpha in the present study
was 0.92.

Distress

The Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10; Kessler et al., 2002)
was used to measure students general level of psychological
distress. The scale comprises 10 items (e.g., (e.g., “During the last
30 days, about how often did you feel nervous?”). All items were
rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (none of the time) to 5
(all of the time). Prior measurement work has revealed adequate
psychometric properties (see Kessler et al., 2002). Cronbach’s
alpha in the present study was 0.91.

Life Satisfaction

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) was
used to measure students’ general level of satisfaction with their
lives. The scale comprises five items (e.g., “I am satisfied with my
life”) using a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree). Prior measurement work has demonstrated
the reliability and validity of the scale (see Pavot et al.,, 1991).
Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was 0.83.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations among the
key variables are presented in Table 1. As indicated, adaptability
and perceived social support were significantly positively
associated with flourishing and life satisfaction. Moreover, both
adaptability and perceived social support were significantly
negative associated with psychological distress. Mann-Whitney
U tests revealed no significant differences in wellbeing (U =
12,907.5, p = 0.82), distress (U = 13,215.5, p = 0.88), or life
satisfaction scores by sex (U = 14,054, p = 0.26).

Moderated Regression Analyses

All regression assumptions for this dataset were met for
each model. Moderated regression analyses were conducted
to examine perceived social support as a moderator of the
relationship between adaptability and psychological wellbeing
outcomes (wellbeing, distress, life satisfaction), respectively. The
total scores of the key predictor variables (i.e., Adaptability) and
the moderator (i.e., Social Support) were first mean-centered

and an interaction term computed by multiplying the centered
predictors (Aiken and West, 1991).

Flourishing

It was found that there was a significant positive relationship
between adaptability (8 =0.52, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.41, 0.58]),
and perceived social support (B = 0.39, p < 0.001, 95% CI =
[0.18, 0.28]), on psychological wellbeing. However, there was
no interaction effect observed (B = 0.00, p = 0.39, 95% CI =
[—0.00,0.00]). The variance explained by the predictors was 55%.

Distress

It was found that there was a significant negative relationship
between adaptability (3 = —0.26, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [—0.31,
—0.12]), and perceived social support (8 = —0.29, p < 0.001, 95%
CI = [-0.21, —0.09]), on psychological distress. The variance
explained by the predictors was 18%. A significant interaction
effect was also observed (3 = —0.11, p =0.04, 95% CI =
[—0.00,0.00]) although the effect size of this interaction was very
weak in magnitude (Cohen’s f2 = 0.01). A simple slopes analysis
was then conducted at both high (4+1SD) and low (—1SD)
mean levels of perceived social support. Analyses revealed that
at high levels of perceived social support there was a stronger
negative relationship between adaptability and distress (p =
—0.28, p <0.001, 95% CI = [—0.42, —0.15]) in comparison to
when perceived social support was lower (8 = —0.14, p =0.002,
95% CI = [—0.24, —0.05]).

Life Satisfaction

It was found that there was a significant positive relationship
between adaptability ( = 0.39, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.19, 0.33]),
and perceived social support (B = 0.29, p < 0.001, 95% CI =
[0.08, 0.16]), on life satisfaction. The variance explained by the
predictors was 28.8%. A significant interaction effect was also
observed (B = 0.12, p = 0.02, 95% CI = [—0.00, 0.00]) although
the effect size of this interaction was very weak in magnitude
(Cohen’s 2 =0.01). A simple slopes analysis was then conducted
at both high (+1SD) and low (—1SD) mean levels of perceived
social support. Analyses revealed that at high levels of perceived
social support there was a stronger positive relationship between
adaptability and life satisfaction (B = 0.31, p <0.001, 95% CI =
[0.21, 0.44]) in comparison to when perceived social support was
lower (f = 0.20, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.13, 0.27]).

DISCUSSION

The present study examines the influence of adaptability and
social support on Chinese university students’ psychological
wellbeing (flourishing, distress, and life satisfaction). Our
analyses were consistent with previous work showing that
students’ adaptability and social support were significantly
related to all outcome variables (Zhou and Lin, 2016; Holliman
et al.,, 2021). Moreover, our findings support the conservation
of resources (COR) model (Hobfoll, 2001; Dollete and Phillips,
2004) which posits that personal (i.e., adaptability) and
conditional (i.e., social support) resources are useful in protecting
oneself against current and future stress. As such, individuals
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with more (higher) resources may have a greater capacity to
manage and cope with stress and have greater psychological
wellbeing outcomes.

There were some other interesting findings observed.
Specifically, we noted significant interaction (i.e., moderation)
effects such that the relationship between adaptability and
psychological wellbeing outcomes (distress, life satisfaction) was
stronger when social support was higher. These findings are
consistent with those of Zhou and Lin (2016) who also recruited
from a Chinese sample. However, our findings contradict those
from Holliman et al. (2021) who observed no moderation effects
using samples from the United Kingdom. As such, it may be
that social support can be more beneficial and aid adaption to
situations of novelty and change for Chinese rather than UK
samples. It is important to note, however, that the magnitude of
the moderation effects observed in the present study were very
small (trivial). Therefore, these beneficial effects are unlikely to
be observed in “real life”. We suggest future researchers more
closely examine how and why social support may be a moderator
for specific populations (e.g., Chinese) using more qualitative
designs and perhaps experience sampling methodology.

Implications

The findings of this study have valuable implications for
educators and researchers particularly within the UK higher
education sector regarding how best to support the transition of
international (in this case Chinese) students to UK universities.
As adaptability is an alterable construct (van Rooij et al,
2017), universities could provide interventions following the
suggestions from Martin et al. (2015) to (1) teach students
how to recognize new circumstances that might require
regulatory responses; (2) teach them how to make appropriate
cognitive, behavioral, and emotional adjustments; and (3) help
students to notice the positive effect of these adjustments
and process the regulatory responses. In terms of promoting
the perceived social support, it is important for universities
to encourage students to maintain and access social support
networks (e.g., from existing family and friends); although,
admittedly, this may be more difficult when based in a different
country. Universities might also promote the development of
friendships via organized activities, events, and initiatives. Zhai
(2004) suggested informative orientation would be an effective
strategy for international students to help them familiar with
university life in a foreign country and be ready to make
appropriate adjustment.

Limitations and Further Directions

There are some limitations of this study that need to be addressed
to interpret the findings. First, the study focused solely on
Chinese international students studying in the UK. Further
research is needed with more powerful and diverse samples,
to examine the extent to which these findings apply to other
types of international students (i.e., not just Chinese students)
studying in different institutions and countries (beyond the UK).
Second, since the research was conducted using a quantitative
approach, the interpretation of the results is somewhat limited,

and the nuances associated with students’ lived experience
are not represented. Future research adopting more qualitative
approaches, may be fruitful for understanding the experience
of transitioning to an overseas university and uncovering the
dynamics of adaptability, social support, and psychological
wellbeing. Third, the current research focused on some of the
individual-level variables, however, other factors might be related
to Chinese international students’ psychological functioning e.g.,
at the teacher or institution level. Relatedly, other variables
not included in this study might have been assessed for and
statistically controlled, such as their socio-economic status,
attendance, or their academic achievement. Finally, the study
reported here used a concurrent, correlational design; therefore,
it is not possible to establish cause-effect relations (these can only
be conceptually inferred).

CONCLUSION

The present study showed that Chinese international students’
adaptability and social support could make a unique contribution
to their psychological wellbeing in the form of flourishing,
distress, and life satisfaction. Social support was also found
to moderate the association between adaptability and two
of the psychological wellbeing outcomes: life satisfaction and
psychological distress. However, the moderation effect was
very weak in magnitude. Taken together, these findings have
important implications for educators and researchers, who are
seeking to support the transition of international (overseas)
students to university and optimize their experience.
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