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“Struggling like fish out of water”: 
a qualitative case study of 
Chinese international students’ 
acculturative stress in the UK
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This research aims to explore the acculturative stressors experienced by 
Chinese international students in the UK and investigates their views on 
intercultural mentoring programs offered at UK universities. To achieve these 
objectives, the study utilizes primarily qualitative data gathered from 12 semi-
structured interviews, exploring Chinese international students’ wellbeing 
and their perceptions about intercultural mentoring programs. The findings 
indicate that the wellbeing of Chinese international students was influenced 
by a range of macro and micro acculturative stressors, including academic 
integration, language barriers, social integration, and the COVID-19 
pandemic. Contrary to expectations, the study reveals that perceived cultural 
differences between China and the UK, as well as homesickness, were not 
the main sources of stress for Chinese international students. Regarding 
intercultural mentoring programs, this research finds that their introduction 
by UK universities represents a positive effort to enhance intercultural 
competence and overall wellbeing of international students. Nevertheless, 
the research has identified four main issues requiring consideration: mentor 
qualifications, limited mentor availability, effective mentor-mentee pairing, 
and ethical challenges.
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1 Introduction

As the trend of globalization and internationalization continues to advance, pursuing 
higher education abroad has become a sought-after experience among young adults, and 
universities, such as those in the UK, have become more diverse than ever before (Gill, 2007; 
Phua et al., 2017). Over the past decade, the number of Chinese international students in the 
UK keeps rising, from 89,540 in 2014 to 120,385 in 2018 (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 
2020). However, studying abroad is a process fraught with many challenges and adversities, and 
the mental health and wellbeing issues experienced by international students, including those 
from China, have attracted attention (Alharbi and Smith, 2019). According to Shadowen et al. 
(2019), for example, common mental symptoms caused by acculturation problems include 
anxiety, depression, alienation, fear of making mistakes, as well as high levels of anger. 
Frustration and feelings of powerlessness, often lead to intense “anger” among overseas students 
(Lee and Rice, 2007, p. 400). The outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic early in 2020 further 
worsened the plight (Holmes et al., 2020).
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Mental health and wellbeing are interconnected yet complex 
concepts. Wellbeing is often defined as “the combination of feeling good 
and functioning well” (Ruggeri et al., 2020, p. 1). Mentoring is considered 
a valuable strategy for assisting inexperienced students in addressing 
health and wellbeing problems, and fostering holistic development 
(Hobson and Malderez, 2013). Intercultural mentoring, also known  
as international peer-mentoring, refers to mentoring programs 
implemented by universities to help international students establish a 
sense of belonging in an unfamiliar social and cultural environment 
(Caligiuri et al., 2020). However, empirical evidence on how intercultural 
mentoring impacts international students’ wellbeing remains limited. To 
explore the potential of intercultural mentoring, the research first 
examines major mental stressors that can influence Chinese international 
students’ health and wellbeing in the UK. It then explores how Chinese 
international students in the UK perceive intercultural mentoring as a 
stress coping strategy, especially after the outbreak of COVID-19.

In early studies, acculturation has been conceptualized as a 
unidirectional process that sojourners, mostly immigrants, go through 
to assimilate into the host culture (Berry, 1997). This unidimensional 
model treats acculturation as an attempt to relinquish one’s heritage 
culture (Cao et al., 2017). However, as international education gained 
popularity, acculturation has been regarded as a bidimensional or even 
multidimensional concept (Searle and Ward, 1990). For example, 
Berry (2005, p. 698) defined it as “the dual process of cultural and 
psychological change that takes place as a result of contact between 
two or more cultural groups and their individual members.” 
Acculturation, like a coin with two sides, can potentially drive 
personal growth (Berry, 2005). However, lacking systematic support, 
international students sojourning in an unfamiliar sociocultural and 
educational environment are often frustrated by stressful life events 
and suffer from mental health problems (Zhang and Goodson, 2011).

The consequences of acculturation include psychological 
outcomes and behavioral adaptation (e.g., Searle and Ward, 1990; 
Schwartz et  al., 2010; Berry, 2017). A sojourner’s psychological 
outcomes, known as internal adjustment, contrast with behavioral 
adaptation, which is external. Behavioral adaptation shows how 
competent a sojourner is in managing their social life in the host 
culture. Not all individuals or groups go through acculturation at the 
same pace or in the same way. Individuals vary in their approaches to 
adjusting to the host culture (Berry, 1980). Further, according to Berry 
(2006), personal characteristics, acculturation attitudes, coping 
resources and strategies are all key variables that could influence one’s 
internal adjustment. Sojourners’ external adjustment is closely 
associated with their degree of contact, cultural knowledge, and 
positive inter-group attitudes, and all these factors are facilitated 
through social learning mechanisms, as Berry (2006) argues.

The factors that can lead to varying levels of acculturative stress are 
termed acculturative stressors (Pan et al., 2007). Upon a review of the 
literature related to acculturative stressors (e.g., Spencer-Oatey and 
Xiong, 2006; Pan et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2012; Cao et al., 2016), this 
research has identified five stressors encountered by Chinese 
international students during their acculturation process, namely, 
perceived cultural distance, social integration, academic integration, 
language barriers, and homesickness. Additionally, this study identifies 
the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) as an emerging acculturative 
stressor, of which the impact on the health and wellbeing of international 
students remains poorly understood, despite extensive research on the 
general population (e.g., Spatafora et al., 2022). Here arises the first 

research question of the study: How do the main acculturative stressors 
impede Chinese international students’ health and wellbeing throughout 
their intercultural adaptation in the UK? Below we provide an overview 
of the impacts the key stressors have on the health and wellbeing of 
international students, and Chinese international students in particular.

2 Common acculturative stressors

2.1 Perceived cultural distance

Perceived cultural distance refers to the perceived differences 
between two cultures in terms of social norms, beliefs, religions, values, 
and habits (Geeraert and Demoulin, 2013). Hofstede’s model assesses 
cultural distance across six dimensions: power distance, uncertainty 
avoidance, individualism and collectivism, masculinity and femininity, 
long-term orientation and short-term normative orientation, as well as 
indulgence and restraint (Hofstede, 2011). Empirical evidence suggests 
that greater cultural distance increases difficulties for sojourners in the 
host culture (Galchenko and Van de Vijver, 2007). The individualism-
collectivism dimension, frequently cited in studies of East-West cultural 
differences, is among the most researched (Yeh and Inose, 2003; Li 
et al., 2018). For instance, in collectivist societies like China, individuals 
prioritize group goals, values, and benefits over personal needs, while in 
Western societies where individualism dominates, personal uniqueness 
is emphasized (Matsumoto et al., 2008). The conflict between cultural 
values that sojourners experience has been found to be a key challenge 
to their mental health and wellbeing (Berry, 1997).

2.2 Social integration

Social integration refers to how well intercultural travelers develop 
and maintain interpersonal relations in the host culture (Galchenko 
and Van de Vijver, 2007). Because international students are new to 
the host society, they have reduced ability to navigate through the local 
life. Unfamiliarity often prevents international students from getting 
socially integrated within the receiving community (Newsome and 
Cooper, 2016). International students have three distinct social 
networks: co-national network, multi-national network, and host-
national network, but the first network is the most common and the 
most well-maintained (Schartner, 2015). This phenomenon, known as 
“developing close-knit compatriot social network,” has been well-
documented by accumulating research (Cao et al., 2016).

2.3 Academic integration

Academic integration is defined as the degree to which 
international students adapt to the educational environment of 
their host country (Cao et al., 2016). Demanding coursework and 
high academic expectations frequently result in an overwhelming 
workload that exacerbates academic pressure and poses challenges 
for Chinese international students to manage (Cao et al., 2021). 
Intense academic pressure can put international students under a 
constant emotional strain, thus making them live a stressful and 
unbalanced life (Yamada et al., 2014). Many researchers, such as 
Barron (2006), have observed that the teaching style preferences 
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of many international students are different. Yan and Berliner 
(2009) reported that Chinese international students have verbal 
passiveness and habitual silence in class. Wu (2015) also found it 
was difficult for Chinese students to make themselves adjusted to 
an educational environment that emphasizes independent 
learning, critical thinking, and less supervision.

2.3.1 Language barriers
Language barriers refer to the language proficiency and 

communication problems that prevent sojourners from achieving 
intercultural adaptation (Masgoret and Ward, 2006). Andrade (2006) 
found that language incompetence has become a primary factor that 
prevents international students from making sociocultural and 
academic adjustment. Spencer-Oatey and Xiong (2006) observed that 
Chinese international students in the UK struggle to comprehend 
English jokes and humor. Elliot et al. (2016) highlighted that language 
barriers not only affect academic discourse but also impact social 
interactions, thereby restricting student engagement in diverse 
settings. Wang et al. (2012) discovered that Chinese students face 
greater language problems than their EU counterparts in intercultural 
adaptation, attributing this disparity to the communicative focus of 
EU education versus the examination-oriented approach in China.

2.3.2 Homesickness
Homesickness can be defined as a psychological reaction to the 

absence of attachment objects and the separation from home (Stroebe 
et al., 2015). When living far away from their homeland, international 
students often feel emotionally isolated and distressed by a feeling of 
homesickness. Compared to other acculturative stressors (which are 
primarily sociocultural factors), homesickness is a negative mental 
status that directly influences sojourners’ wellbeing and psychological 
health. Homesickness can bring many other negative feelings to 
sojourners, such as depression, loneliness, anxiety, sadness, alienation, 
and hopelessness (Constantine et al., 2005; Ward et al., 2020).

2.3.3 COVID-19
After the strike of COVID-19, university students in the UK had to 

be kept out of campus and received temporary “home-schooling” in an 
attempt to mitigate the spread of this full-blown pandemic. When 
international students were kept isolated from campus life, they would 
feel heightened boredom and loneliness (Ma and Miller, 2020; 
Watermeyer et al., 2021). Some students managed to return to their 
home countries, while others were trapped in their accommodation, 
unable to move freely due to the lockdown restrictions, grappling with 
isolation and uncertainty (Lai et al., 2020; McGivern and Shepherd, 
2022). Moreover, Chinese international students’ anxiety and stress also 
came from epidemic-related rumours and prejudice (Ma and Miller, 
2020), further compounded by the social stigma associated with face 
mask wearing (Xiao et al., 2020). The rumors associated with COVID-19 
virus have seriously damaged Chinese international students’ self-esteem 
and jeopardized their mental health (Wilson, 2020).

3 Intercultural mentoring as a stress 
coping mechanism

Mentoring is a transactional relationship developed to facilitate 
learning (Jones and Brown, 2011). In this process, an experienced 

mentor serves as a facilitator of knowledge, assisting mentees in 
bridging the gap between their current reality and aspirations, 
fostering self-improvement and development (Hobson and Malderez, 
2013). In the higher education sector of the U.K., several universities 
employ mentoring as a strategy to support the transition of newcomers 
(see, e.g., Hargreaves, 2010; Gannon and Maher, 2012; Collings et al., 
2014, 2015).

Empirical studies shows that mentoring programs significantly 
enhance students’ self-esteem, boost their satisfaction and 
commitment to university, as well as promote greater civic engagement 
(Sanchez et al., 2006; Weiler et al., 2013). Mentoring manifests in 
diverse forms across educational settings. Although one-on-one 
mentoring proved to be  the most effective way for universities to 
improve students’ intercultural competence, universities are faced 
with scalability and cost challenges because competent faculty 
members lack the time to offer one-on-one mentoring to students. 
Peer mentoring is a viable, cost-effective and sustainable alternative 
available to educational institutions (Dangeni et al., 2023). Peer 
mentoring refers to the programs in which senior students (mentors) 
are paired with new students (mentees) to foster the rapid acquisition 
of specific skills by the newcomers (Vickers et al., 2017). On campus, 
mentors may volunteer their services, but many are compensated with 
rewards, financial remuneration, academic credit, or an honorarium 
(O’Brien et  al., 2012; Weiler et  al., 2013). However, as mentioned 
above, intercultural mentoring has received limited scholarly 
attention. Therefore, it is time to investigate how helpful mentoring 
programs are perceived to be in helping international students 
alleviate their acculturative stress and adjust to university life in the 
host country. The second research question of the study is therefore: 
How do Chinese international students view intercultural mentoring 
programs (IMP) as a stress coping strategy?

4 Methodology

4.1 Research design

Thomas (2017) posited researchers who follow the paradigm 
of interpretivism consider that social phenomena can 
be  understood and interpreted through investigating the 
thoughts, ideas, perceptions, feelings, and actions of individuals 
within a certain context. Although most studies investigating 
acculturative stress experienced by international students are 
quantitative and they make valuable contributions, qualitative 
research is vital to understand the how questions and the 
experiences and perceptions of the individuals interviewed. 
Specifically, this qualitative case studies (Crowel et al., 2011) 
explores in depth the complex issues of acculturative stress 
experienced by Chinese international students in the UK. Using 
semi-structured interviews and drawings of emotions, this 
research design is well-suited to capture detailed student 
narratives and contextual nuances. It offers insights into the 
complex ways in which the students experience and manage 
acculturative stress, while revealing the rich, layered interactions 
among stressors, coping strategies, and contextual factors that 
quantitative methods might overlook.

This case study (Yin, 2009) focuses on Chinese international 
students in a university located in the South of England in the UK. Due 
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to the constraints imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic and related 
social distancing measures, a snowball sampling method based on the 
following pre-defined criteria was employed. First, the research targeted 
Chinese international postgraduate students in a one-year program at 
the case university, where the condensed study period heightens the 
importance of peer mentoring in contrast to the longer periods typical 
of undergraduate and doctoral studies. Second, the candidates were 
those without long-term (over six months) overseas living or studying 
experience prior to their postgraduate enrolment. Third, since male and 
female students may perceive stress in different ways and use different 
preferred methods and strategies to deal with stress (Bonneville-Roussy 
et al., 2017), efforts were made in this research to balance the number 
of male and female participants. Last, considering that students of 
different majors may have different adaptation challenges and strategies 
(May and Casazza, 2012), participants were equally recruited from three 
major disciplines: Business, Engineering and Life Sciences, and Social 
Sciences and Humanities. A total of 12 Chinese international students 
were recruited as interviewees, with four students in each group. The 
demographic features of interviewees are presented in Table 1.

4.2 Data collection

The primary data collection method employed in this study was 
semi-structured interviewing, a widely used technique in qualitative 
research designs. Each interview commenced with a brief introduction 
to reiterate the research background and significance. The interviews 
were conducted following a pre-designed schedule, which included 
questions regarding participants’ demographic information, wellbeing 
status, acculturative stressors, and perceptions on intercultural 
peer mentoring.

In addition to interviews, emotions drawing was used to explore 
the emotional fluctuations experienced by Chinese international 
students. In this method, participants were asked to draw an emotional 
line representing their emotional fluctuations over a specified period. 
This drawing method has previously been applied in studies with 
elementary or kindergarten children to capture emotional flows 
(Harrison et  al., 2007). Compared to traditional methods like 

numerical scales or verbal labels, emotions drawing enables 
participants to freely express their feelings at each stage without the 
constraints of numbers or specific words. Therefore, researchers such 
as Kearney and Hyle (2004) and Bagnoli (2009) acknowledged 
drawings can better capture participants’ emotions and experiences 
than the language itself. However, few studies in the field of 
acculturation research have employed this approach. During the 
interviews, 12 Chinese international students were invited to draw 
emotional timelines. This provided a straightforward way to 
understand when participants felt emotionally “UP” or “DOWN.” 
Additionally, after each interview, the participants were encouraged to 
draw one picture to show which stressor influenced them the most. In 
total, six such drawings were collected and are presented in the 
next chapter.

4.3 Data analysis

The collected data were processed and analyses via thematic 
analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), with the assistance of NVivo. 
Thematic analysis, as Thomas (2017) described, is a commonly used 
interview data analysis strategy to identify recurring themes within 
a dataset. The tape-recorded interviews were transcribed and 
subsequently translated into English. A series of themes were 
developed to represent acculturative stressors, which are presented in 
Table 2.

To further enrich the understanding gained from the interview 
data, the drawings provided by participants were analyzed. Each 
drawing was examined alongside its corresponding interview 
transcript, facilitating the identification of key stressors illustrated 
visually and their connections to the themes identified from the 
verbal data. Moreover, analysis of the fluctuations in the 
participants’ timelines revealed their emotional variations during 
the first 10 months after arriving in the UK. Pronounced changes 
were indicative of intense cultural shock, and sharp deviations 
coinciding with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic underscored 
its profound impact on the interviewees’ emotional wellbeing and 
overall experiences.

TABLE 1 Demographic features of interviewees.

Participant ID Gender Major IELTS Interview date Interview length

Participant 1 Female Finance and management 7.0 June 26th, 2020 83 min

Participant 2 Male Finance and investment 6.5 June 22nd, 2020 51 min

Participant 3 Female Finance and marketing 6.5 June 20th, 2020 54 min

Participant 4 Male Finance and investment 6.5 June 20th, 2020 34 min

Participant 5 Female Water engineering with management 6.0 June 22nd, 2020 36 min

Participant 6 Male Mechanical engineering 5.5 June 22nd, 2020 40 min

Participant 7 Male Advanced computer science 5.5 June 17th, 2020 27 min

Participant 8 Male International supply chain management 6.0 June 22nd, 2020 27 min

Participant 9 Female Creative arts in education 5.5 June 27th, 2020 55 min

Participant 10 Male Technology, creativity and thinking in education 6.0 June 27th, 2020 92 min

Participant 11 Female International education 6.0 July 6th, 2020 104 min

Participant 12 Female Education leadership and management 6.0 June 24th, 2020 53 min
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4.4 Ethical considerations

Conducted under strict adherence to British Educational Research 
Association (2018) guidelines, this study received ethical approval 
from the case university’s ethics review board (Ethics number: M1920-
142), ensuring compliance with high ethical standards. Informed 
consent was obtained from all participants through detailed 
information sheets and consent forms, which fully briefed them on 
the research’s aims, methods, and their rights, including the right to 
withdraw at any time without repercussions (Cohen et al., 2018). To 
safeguard privacy and confidentiality, measures such as data 
encryption and anonymization were implemented (Bryman, 2016). 
As an insider researcher, the first author maintained a reflexive 
approach throughout the study, actively interrogating their own 
biases, seeking diverse perspectives, and working closely with the 
supervisor to ensure the ethical integrity and trustworthiness of the 
research (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). Given the specific challenges 
presented by the COVID-19 pandemic, detailed risk assessments were 
carried out to identify and mitigate any potential harm to the 
participants often viewed as a vulnerable group. This ensures that the 
research respects and protects their wellbeing at all stages.

5 Research findings

5.1 Acculturative stressors

5.1.1 Perceived cultural distance
Culture shock is one of the main stressors that influences the 

psychological wellbeing of international students during cross-cultural 
transitions (Zhou et al., 2008; Smith and Khawaja, 2011). As shown by 
the emotional timelines drawn by interviewed Chinese international 
students, five out of 12 interviewees experienced a period of wellbeing 
decline after arriving at their university, as indicated by a sharp 
downward trend. Four interviewees experienced significant wellbeing 
declines following a short period of initial excitement, exhibiting an 
up-down trend. These emotional fluctuations are presented in 
Figure 1.

Participant 12 explained it as follows:

“… it was still hard for me to adapt to the host culture after 
I arrived. However, I gradually realised that it didn’t really matter 

whether I could follow the sociocultural norms here … That’s the 
reason why I felt better after a period of depression.”

Hofstede’s model examines cultural distance across six 
dimensions. In this study, interviewees were asked to describe their 
views on the cultural differences between Chinese culture and the host 
(British) culture, as summarized in Table 3.

The answers given by the interviewees supported the cultural 
distance framework, particularly in terms of individualism–
collectivism and power distance dimensions. Pronounced cultural 
differences were perceived by Chinese international students, who 
reported that these differences notably contributed to acculturative 
stress, particularly upon their arrival. Conflicts between individualistic 
and collectivistic values were particularly stark between Chinese and 
British cultures. Additionally, differences in power distance 
contributed to the Chinese students feeling uneasy in British society 
(see Figure 2). Adjustment issues became evident as the students tried 
to settle in, with some experiencing psychological health problems, 
including diminished feelings of social belonging, increased anxiety, 
and depressive symptoms. Despite considerable differences in power 
distance, individualism, long-term orientation, and indulgence 
between Chinese and British cultures, Chinese international students 
typically adapted to the host culture within a short period. Overall, 
while perceived cultural distance serves as an acculturative stressor, it 
does not significantly affect the wellbeing of international students 
over time.

5.1.2 Social integration
To investigate how well the interviewees integrated into British 

society, this research categorized the theme of social integration into 
three subthemes: discrimination, orientation, and social 
network expansion.

5.1.2.1 Discrimination
International students, often from ethnic minority groups, seek 

higher education in unfamiliar cultural settings. Discrimination based 
on ethnicity and race is common in intercultural interactions. Chinese 
international students, as a minority group in the UK, are found to 
be influenced by discrimination. The discrimination experienced by 
Chinese international students originates from two main sources: 
language barriers and the COVID-19 pandemic, both significant 
acculturative stressors. The most common discriminatory behaviors 
include avoidance and ignoring. Physical assaults and verbal abuses 
are less frequently reported. Exposed to direct or indirect 
discrimination, Chinese international students regularly suffer from 
adverse mental health outcomes, including low self-esteem, 
depression, and anxiety. Participant 1 described a scenario in which 
she and another Chinese student faced discrimination during a 
peer evaluation:

“There were five peer partners in our group, but the boy refused 
to give feedback to my friend and me, even though we insisted on 
asking him to do so.”

5.1.2.2 Orientation
None of the 12 interviewees perceived OR as an acculturative 

stressor. However, the findings revealed that Chinese international 

TABLE 2 Themes for acculturative stressors.

Description Acronyms

Discrimination DI

Orientation OR

Social network expansion SN

Teaching styles TS

High expectations HE

Heavy workloads HW

Writing obstacles WO

Social isolation SI

Crisis uncertainty CU

Virus-related discrimination RD
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TABLE 3 Interviewees’ perceptions of cultural distance.

Cultural dimensions Comments

Power distance

“I’d like to say I feel distanced from my personal tutor and other teachers alike.”

“I seldom turned to my personal tutor for help. I just think he is a teacher, who is only responsible for dealing with some emergency issues 

for us. There is great distance between us.”

“Chinese students are taught to show respect to authorities, but the British culture is quite different.”

“I find the relationship between parents and children is more balanced here. In China, parents have superior control over their kids.”

Individualism

“I find my classmates from the UK, Belgium, Ireland, or the Netherlands tend to focus more on ‘I’ rather than ‘we’.”

“Most Chinese students prefer listening to others rather than giving their own opinions in group discussions.”

“To avoid potential conflicts, I just say ‘yes, I agree, or no problem’ in group discussions.”

“The team always comes first.”

“I do not know why, but I am afraid of voicing my opinions in class.”

Masculinity
“Students here also compete for a better performance, but I feel more competition in China.”

“Stress…not coming from competition but from making adapting myself to the academic atmosphere here”

Uncertainty avoidance No comments

Long-term orientation

“Many British people enjoy living in the moment, but we Chinese think more about the future.”

“When COVID-19 struck the world, we had to stay at home. Many Chinese people have a lot of savings to cover their living costs, but many 

Western people do not have the habit of saving. That’s a cultural difference.”

Indulgence

“I think China is a highly restrained society. In China, we do not have a lot of leisure facilities or activities to entertain ourselves, but British 

people do. I’d like to live here for a longer time.”

“My local classmates like to have some drinks after class, but I prefer not to. This makes me feel hard to get integrated.”

students rarely received social support from host country nationals. 
Instead, they predominantly depended on their co-national 
network to access essential information (e.g., shopping and dining 

locations). For instance, Participant 9 stated that ‘developing a 
close-knit compatriot social network’ facilitated her rapid 
adaptation to local life:

FIGURE 1

Emotional timelines.
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“I joined many group chats via different social networking apps, 
such as WeChat. Whenever I want to get some information, I can 
ask other Chinese international students for help.”

5.1.2.3 Social network expansion
As shown in Table 4, when asked “How do you feel socializing with 

local people?”, the interviewees commented that it is extremely difficult 
for most Chinese international students to develop and maintain social 
connectedness and interaction with host country nationals. One 
participant drew a picture to illustrate the phenomenon of “developing 
a close-knit compatriot social network” among Chinese international 
students in the UK (see Figure 3).

However, the research found that the interviewed Chinese 
international students did not consider their inability to maintain 
close relationships with host country nationals as a primary stressor. 
This result contradicts previous empirical studies, which have 
demonstrated that the social support international students receive 
from locals is a key predictor of their psychological and 
sociocultural adjustment (Yeh and Inose, 2003; Zhang and 
Goodson, 2011).

5.1.3 Academic integration
As illustrated in Table 5, all 12 interviewees acknowledged that 

academic integration as a main source of stress. Under the theme 
of academic integration, there are a list of different codes designed 
to represent different sub-categories of stressors, including 
teaching styles, high expectations, heavy workloads, and 
writing obstacles.

5.1.3.1 Teaching styles
The differences in teaching styles between British and Chinese 

universities are considered to be a major obstacle that may impede 
Chinese international students from achieving academic adaptation 
in their postgraduate studies. The current study found that student-
centered teaching methods, such as interactive teaching, cooperation-
based teaching, inquiry-based teaching, and discovery learning, are 
commonly utilized in the university being researched. By contrast, 
teacher-centered lecturing is the main source of knowledge at most 
Chinese universities. Chinese students accustomed to traditional 

teacher-centered teaching styles may find it challenging to adapt to 
postgraduate programs that prioritize self-directed learning and the 
cultivation of individual initiative. As participant 7 noted:

“At my undergraduate university (in China), we seldom challenged 
our teachers. They give and we just took. We did not have too 
many group projects then, so all we needed to do was listen to 
the lecturer.”

5.1.3.2 High expectations
Failing to meet their high self-expectations is another source of 

stress for many Chinese international students. All the 12 research 
participants were required to self-assess to what extent they were 
satisfied with their academic performance (i.e., to what extent they 
had achieved their academic expectations) in this research. The 
participants’ satisfaction with their academic performance was 
measured using a 5-point Likert scale, with options ranging from 
“extremely dissatisfied” (1) to “extremely satisfied” (5). The mean 
score of the 12 self-assessments was 3.00, suggesting that the 
interviewees, on average, held a moderate level of satisfaction 

FIGURE 2

A picture drawn by participant 2 (showing the social distance 
between people in the UK).

TABLE 4 Chinese international students’ views of social integration with 
locals in the UK.

How do you feel socializing with local people?

Sentiment Participants Participant comments

Positive

3
“I joined many clubs here, so I have made 

friends with several local people.”

9

“I usually hang out with foreign friends, 

but they are from different countries, not 

only the UK.”

Negative

1

“They (host country nationals or 

international students from other 

countries) are not my friends. I’d rather to 

call them classmates.”

2
“I am not really interested in making 

friends with foreigners.”

4 “No local friends at all.”

5
“Whenever I talked with local people, 

I often felt awkward about it…”

6

“We (the interviewee and local students) 

only had opportunities to talk with each 

other in class.”

7

“Not real friends, I mean. When we meet, 

we just talked about the weather, food, 

and other unimportant things.”

8
“Only Chinese people can truly 

understand Chinese people.”

10

“It’s hard for me to get integrated and 

socialize with locals because of cultural 

differences.”

11 “My friends are Chinese.”

12
“If I had some troubles, I would turn to 

my Chinese friends for help.”
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regarding their academic achievements up to the point of the 
interview. Table 5 presents the specific reasons and comments given 
by the interviewees.

5.1.3.3 Heavy workloads
In this study, seven out of 12 interviewees mentioned that 

heavy academic workloads, including team projects, pre-readings, 
quizzes, or online forum discussions, are a significant source of 
stress that constantly threatened their mental health. Participant 
12 explained that:

“During the lockdown period, we had to stay at home and start 
distance learning. We had so much group work, and you know it 
is so time-consuming to do group work online. I remember I used 
to spend more than 2 hours each day on video calls. It was 
physically and mentally exhausting.”

Spending a lot of time on pre-readings is also a common problem 
for Chinese international students. One participant drew a picture to 
show the heavy workloads of Chinese international students in the UK 
(see Figure 4). Participants 1, 3 and 6 all explained this issue in great 
detail. For example, Participant 6 mentioned:

“I have to read relevant materials in Chinese before I start learning 
something… However, reading in English is such a struggle for 
me. I prefer to use Google Translator to do some translations… 
but, you know, I still need to read the English version sometimes 
because translations are not always reliable. It takes me so 
much time!”

5.1.3.4 Writing obstacles
Many Chinese students recognize academic writing as a substantial 

stressor, a finding consistent with previous studies on the non-native 
challenges encountered by English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students. 
For example, EFL students had difficulties in structuring because of their 
insufficient genre-specific writing skills (Bitchener and Basturkmen, 
2006; Singh, 2015; Komba, 2016). Another prevalent non-native 

challenge that EFL students often face is the use of appropriate academic 
style (Bakhou and Bouhania, 2020). In the current research, one of the 
most significant academic writing challenges that most Chinese 
international students face is the lack of critical thinking. Three 
interviewees acknowledged this issue:

“The teachers always say, ‘Don’t be too descriptive’, but I just don’t 
know how to be critical in many cases.” (Participant 3)

“The most serious problem is I have no idea how to be critical in 
writing. I don't know what is expected of me.” (Participant 9)

“We were not taught to be  critical at Chinese universities.” 
(Participant 10)

Although the issue ‘How to write academically in English’ has been 
identified as a stressor, four interviewees mentioned that the 
pre-sessional program they had undertaken helped them overcome 
this trouble.

“I appreciate that I participated in the pre-sessional programs. It 
was really helpful because the courses not only helped us improve 
language proficiency but also taught us how to write an academic 
paper!” (Participant 5)

FIGURE 3

A picture drawn by participant 9 (showing the phenomenon of 
“developing a close-knit compatriot social network” among Chinese 
international students in the UK).

TABLE 5 Participants’ self-reported academic satisfaction scores and 
comments.

Participants Satisfaction 
score

Comments

P1 3.00
“I have high expectations… Feel 

worried that I would fail S2 exams”

P2 3.00
“Did not perform well in the past 

exams”

P3 3.00

“I am not quite confident, and I still 

feel uncertain whether I would pass 

the assignments in the second term”

P4 3.00
“My performance in the first term 

was terrible”

P5 2.00

“I am really dissatisfied with my 

academic performance in the last 

term”

P6 3.00 “Not so good”

P7 3.00 “Prefer not to comment on it”

P8 4.00
“Not bad, but I still need to work 

harder”

P9 3.00
“I failed twice in the last term, and 

this shocked me”

P10 3.00

“I am not quite satisfied with my 

performance, and I do not know why 

they gave me such terrible scores”

P11 3.00 “I think I should have done better”

P12 3.00 “Just let it go…a bad memory”

Average score 3.00
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5.1.4 Language barriers
Perceived language discrimination is a source of stress for Chinese 

international students, as they felt ignored and disrespected when 
talking in English or found language problems challenging due to 
language barriers. As indicated in section 5.1.2 and reported by 
five interviewees:

“I found the students from the UK or other European countries 
tend to avoid forming groups with Chinese students. I guess they 
might think communication is a problem.” (Participant 10)

“I don’t like my accent, and I am afraid they will laugh at me.” 
(Participant 4)

“Our teachers don’t speak too fast in class, but other people (off 
campus) don’t really care about whether you can understand or 
not.” (Participant 5)

Language proficiency is not synonymous with communication 
competence (Masgoret and Ward, 2006). Even though an international 
student speaks English fluently, it does not necessarily mean they are 
linguistically competent in real communication. A typical problem is 
that Chinese international students may not understand the meaning 
between the lines due to cultural differences. As Participant 5 observed:

“I can understand what they say but can’t understand what they 
mean. Whenever I  had communication problems with locals, 
I would feel depressed, anxious and inferior.”

Lastly, language incompetence, as a persistent stressor that cannot 
be resolved in a short period, exerts a lasting negative influence on the 
wellbeing of Chinese international students.

5.1.5 Homesickness
Interestingly, 11 out of the 12 interviewees in this study 

reported that their physical and psychological wellbeing was not 
influenced by homesickness, thus they did not regard homesickness 
as a significant acculturative stressor. Their responses to the 
question ‘How do you  feel about being far from home?’ are 
summarized in Table 6. Furthermore, Participant 11 used a picture 
to show how ICTs helped international students communicate with 
their families (see Figure  5), just as the high school students 
benefited from the use of mobile phones in China (Xiao, 2020).

This contradicts the finding of Thurber and Walton (2012) who 
claimed that international students could be mentally influenced by 
homesickness. This was mainly because the interviewees had frequent 
social interactions with their home-country networks via social 
networking websites or apps, which is considered an effective way for 
international students to deal with homesickness (Pang, 2018). In 
fact, although homesickness is undoubtedly a negative psychological 
state (Stroebe et al., 2016), it does not necessarily mean it is a source 
of acculturative stress, i.e., acculturative stressor. Stroebe et al. (2015) 
explained that homesickness, in its mild form, can help sojourners 
develop their coping skills and motivate them to maintain 
relationships with significant others. Only when sojourners suffer 
from severe or intense homesickness can they feel the negative mental 
and physical consequences caused by this painful and debilitating 
emotion (Thurber and Walton, 2012; Billedo et al., 2020).

FIGURE 4

A picture drawn by participant 4 (showing the heavy workloads of 
Chinese international students in the UK).

TABLE 6 Chinese international students’ attitudes to homesickness.

How do you feel about being far from home?

Participants Response

P1 “I do not miss my home at all. I enjoy living alone.”

P2
“I miss my parents, my friends and everything at home. But 

this feeling did not make me feel depressed.”

P3
“Not really. We only study here for one year. It is not long 

enough to make me miss home.”

P4

“Last October and November, I felt terrible due to 

homesickness…I suffered from insomnia… A painful 

experience!”

P5
“Not a problem for me. I had video calls with my dad and 

mum once a week.”

P6
“I felt lonely when I just arrived here, but I soon got used to 

this feeling. It is not a serious problem for me.”

P7
“I am accustomed to living alone. I do not think being far 

from home challenges me.”

P8
“Sometimes I missed my friends at home, but I also have new 

friends here. This is not a problem.”

P9
“It depends…when I face difficulties, I miss home. In 

general, I am alright.”

P10
“I had video calls with my parents several times a week. 

We keep in contact, and this makes me feel secure.”

P11
“I can take good care of myself. I do not feel bad. When 

I miss home, I phone my parents.”

P12
“I do not miss home too much. I can phone my mum 

whenever and wherever I want.”
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5.1.6 COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic first broke out in China at the 

beginning of 2020. Extant research literature reports that this 
unprecedented public health crisis has exerted a significant negative 
influence on the wellbeing of Chinese international students. The 
impact of COVID-19 on their wellbeing is evident in the emotional 
lines they have drawn (see Figure 6), which show a dramatic decline 
after the outbreak. Three main codes were constructed to represent 
the primary sources of stress: social isolation, crisis uncertainty, and 
virus-related discrimination.

5.1.6.1 Social isolation
Over the past several months, due to the outbreak of the virus 

and the subsequent social distancing rules, university students in 
the UK were required to leave campus and engaged in temporary 
“online learning” in an attempt to mitigate the spread of this full-
blown pandemic. The resulting social isolation meant that some 
Chinese international students lacked face-to-face interactions 
with their friends and had limited opportunities for entertainment 

activities, leading to feelings of loneliness and depression. 
Participant 3 mentioned:

“COVID-19 influenced me a lot. Had everything been well (no 
pandemic), I could have made more friends here, and had much 
fun with them, like going travelling and participating in more 
interesting club activities. But now we can do nothing.”

5.1.6.2 Crisis uncertainty
Because of the uncertainty surrounding the crisis, many Chinese 

international students decided to return home to continue their 
studies online. However, under China’s latest COVID-19 prevention 
and control policies, all Chinese airlines were required to reduce the 
number of international flights. Facing this situation, many students 
had no choice but to abandon their plans, due to the insufficient 
number of available flights. This problem further exacerbated the 
anxiety among international students, as explained by Participant 2:

“I want to go back home, but I just couldn’t. I cannot afford the 
expensive flight tickets. Even though I had money, it is so difficult 
to book a flight now.”

Under such circumstances, most Chinese international students 
had to remain in the UK and adapt to the uncertainty caused by the 
crisis. One participant expressed his concerns and fear of the 
pandemic-related uncertainty through drawing (see Figure 7).

“I dare not leave my apartment. If I am affected, what should I do? 
I don’t want to die here (with a joking tone).”

“At first, when I  saw the number of affected people increase 
dramatically in China, I felt worried about my parents. Now, when 
I  see British people not wearing face masks, I’m worried 
about myself!”

During the pandemic, crisis uncertainty posed a serious threat to 
the wellbeing of Chinese international students, proving to be one of 
the main stressors.

FIGURE 5

A picture drawn by participant 11 (showing how ICTs helped 
international students communicate with their families).

FIGURE 6

Influence of COVID-19 on wellbeing.
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5.1.6.3 Virus-related discrimination
As indicated in section 5.1.2, Chinese international students have 

been subjected to serious virus-related discrimination at the early 
stage of the pandemic, because China was blamed for the COVID-19 
outbreak. Moreover, the cultural conflicts on the use of face masks 
further intensified Chinese international students’ anxiety. They found 
that wearing face masks had become a stigmatized act in British 
society, which put them under considerable pressure. Participant 8 
explained the cultural conflict in this way:

“My roommate told me that many British people considered only 
the affected should wear masks. It is an abnormal behavior for 
healthy people to wear face masks. If they saw you wearing a 
mask, they might treat you  like a patient. This sounds 
strange to me.”

Consequently, seven students reported experiencing 
discrimination when wearing masks in public. The interpretation of 
stigma associated with wearing face masks among Chinese 
international students is illustrated by one of the interviewees (see 
Figure 8).

5.2 Intercultural mentoring program

5.2.1 Rationale
In this research, all 12 interviewees acknowledged that it is a 

positive attempt for UK universities to help international students 
improve their intercultural competence and maintain mental health 
via IMP. The reasons why the interviewees supported such a program 
are twofold:

On the one hand, there is no “one size fits all” approach that can 
be effective with all international students. Compared to some formal 
learning approaches, mentoring can be more effective because of its 
flexibility. To achieve better results, mentors can draw on different 
sources of information so that their support to mentees will be more 

customized and effective. On the other hand, mentoring often 
constitutes a reciprocal and potentially life-altering relationship that 
not only helps mentees out of trouble but also inspires mutual growth 
and development. Mentees can reduce the negative impact of 
acculturative stressors with the help of their mentors, while mentors 
can gain diverse experiences and achieve self-improvements through 
organizing mentoring activities.

During this research, when asked whether they would like to join 
the program and become a mentor, all 12 interviewees gave a 
positive answer:

“This mentoring experience can help me enhance my 
communication competence and hone my interpersonal skills.” 
(Participant 8)

“I would say yes because I think this experience will bring me a 
sense of achievement.” (Participant 3)

“Becoming a mentor allows me to make more friends here.” 
(Participant 6)

Based on these findings, the research concludes that establishing 
an intercultural mentoring program would be a rational and positive 
endeavor for UK universities.

5.2.2 Suggestions for establishing IMP
Although all interviewees supported the proposal to establish the 

IMP, they identified several potential challenges that could emerge 
following the program’s implementation. To address these issues, 
corresponding suggestions were provided as each problem was 
identified (Table 7).

FIGURE 7

A picture drawn by participant 6 (showing Chinese international 
students’ fear of pandemic uncertainty).

FIGURE 8

A picture drawn by participant 8 (showing the stigma of wearing face 
masks in the UK).
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5.3 Research limitations and future 
research directions

In terms of the research design, this study has the following three 
limitations: First, the study’s data were solely collected from a single 
university, located in a small Southern England city, the university 
likely presents a social environment that is distinct from those in other 
cities. Similarly, universities may differ in their expectations of Chinese 
international students. Consequently, while the findings provide deep 
insights into the context of a single university, which is the focus of a 
case study design, they may not be  directly applicable to other 
institutions with different environmental or academic dynamics. 
Future research would enhance the generalizability of such findings by 
including a more diverse range of university settings. Second, it was 
likely that the research findings were influenced by insider bias. 
Although the researcher, as an insider, has a good understanding of 
Chinese international students’ acculturative experience and can thus 
provide some privileged insights into the investigated topic, the 
“insider bias” is still considered as a research limitation, although 
we  made transparent such potential bias throughout the research. 
Third, the use of a Likert scale to assess self-reported academic 
satisfaction among Chinese international students presents a 
methodological limitation. The cultural inclination toward modesty 
may have influenced participants’ responses, leading to scores that do 

not accurately reflect their true satisfaction levels. For instance, a score 
of “3” could signify high satisfaction for some students but 
dissatisfaction for others. This variance highlights the complexity of 
interpreting self-reported data. Future research should incorporate 
mixed methods to better capture and understand the complex 
experiences of these students.

6 Conclusion

This research collected primarily qualitative data from semi-
structured interviews and emotions drawing to explore how Chinese 
international students from a single UK university managed to overcome 
acculturative stress that they had experienced after arriving in the host 
country, as well as how they perceived the potential of intercultural peer 
mentoring programs at UK universities. Findings indicate that academic 
integration, language barriers, social integration, and the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic constitute the primary macro stressors. Contrary 
to expectations, perceived cultural differences and homesickness were 
not identified as significant stressors. Despite great differences between 
Chinese and British cultures across various dimensions, the research 
found that Chinese international students were able to adapt to the host 
culture within a relatively short period of time. Moreover, the rapid 
development of information and communication technologies (ICTs) 

TABLE 7 Challenges and strategic solutions for the intercultural mentoring program (IMP).

Identified 
challenges

Concerns expressed Recommended 
actions

Rationale

Mentor 

qualifications

“What if mentors are not qualified? 

How could we ensure that a mentor can 

provide effective support to his or her 

mentees?” (Participant 6)

“If I were a mentee, I would like to know 

whether my mentor has psychological 

counselling qualifications.” (Participant 

2)

Establishing a system of 

quality control

Establish a quality control system for mentor recruitment that includes specific 

academic criteria, mandatory training, and a systematic feedback collection and 

analysis process. Regular feedback collection at the end of each mentoring program 

enables ongoing assessment and enhancement of mentorship quality, ensuring the 

effectiveness and high standards of the mentoring services provided.

Limited mentor 

availability

“In the UK, most master’s programs 

only last for one year. How can 

we become mentors to support new 

enrolled students?” (Participant 12)

Launching incentive 

programs to recruit 

mentors and 

broadening mentoring 

approaches

To address the shortage of mentors, universities should offer incentive programs 

including certificates, rewards, academic credits, or honoraria to attract more 

qualified mentors. Additionally, forging partnerships with specialized non-profit 

international organizations focused on youth development can further diversify 

and enrich the mentoring options available, facilitating both group and individual 

intercultural mentorship opportunities for students.

Effective 

mentor-mentee 

pairing

“I prefer to choose a mentor who has the 

same major as me. If my mentor is 

fluent in both English and Chinese, such 

as a Malaysian, it must be fantastic!” 

(Participant 6)

Establishing a mentor-

mentee pairing system

Research suggests that students value mentors with similar academic interests and 

compatible interpersonal skills (Cope et al., 2000; Gray and Smith, 2000). To 

facilitate effective pairings, it is recommended that universities establish a dynamic 

information system that continuously updates mentors’ demographic and 

professional details. Students should be able to specify their preferences in this 

system, including age, gender, major, language proficiency, and other relevant 

criteria.

Ethical 

challenges

“I do not know whether it is safe to tell 

my stories to my mentor. Can he/she 

keep it secret for me?” (Participant 4)

“I feel worried about my privacy.” 

(Participant 3)

Implementing a 

mandatory 

confidentiality 

agreement before 

starting each mentor-

mentee relationship

To ensure peer mentoring remains ethically sound, research indicates that each 

mentor-mentee pairing should be governed by a contractual agreement. Prior to 

initiating mentoring activities, mentors are advised to discuss their role 

expectations and establish clear boundaries to prevent mentees from developing 

unrealistic expectations (Brown, 2016). Furthermore, it is recommended that 

mentors set well-defined “office hours” to maintain a healthy work-life balance and 

protect their personal time.
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has facilitated Chinese international students’ maintenance of social 
networks, thereby mitigating the psychological distress associated with 
mild homesickness.

This study also examined how the students perceived intercultural 
mentoring programs at UK universities. Introducing such programs 
may constitute an effective approach to enhancing the intercultural 
competence and wellbeing of international students. However, this 
research has identified four primary issues that warrant careful 
consideration: (1) mentor qualifications, (2) limited mentor availability, 
(3) effective mentor-mentee pairing, and (4) ethical challenges. To 
address these identified issues, the research provides a series of 
recommendations. First, to enhance the quality of mentoring activities, 
it is recommended that universities establish a quality control system. 
Second, to increase mentor availability, the research suggests that 
universities should offer incentives to attract more mentors and explore 
diverse mentoring channels. Third, to promote effective mentor-
mentee pairing, the research proposes the development of a structured 
mentor-mentee pairing system. Finally, to mitigate potential ethical 
challenges, it is advised that mentors and mentees sign a contract 
outlining clear ground rules before commencing mentoring activities.
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