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Introduction and background: Research indicates that Chinese International College Students (CICS) encounter considerable cultural and mental health challenges while studying in the United States. However, there has been limited focus on the processes and outcomes of effective mental health intervention programs tailored to their needs. This study adopted a research-through-service approach to design, implement, and evaluate a four-week group intervention program aimed at enhancing the mental health and well-being of CICS.

Methods and intervention program: The group intervention was designed with the perspective that effective mental health services for CICS should be culturally specific, growth-oriented, and focused on promoting positive learning outcomes rather than merely addressing problems or solutions. Group sessions were conducted in Chinese and emphasized experiential activities aimed at enhancing participants’ cultural confidence and fostering a growth-oriented, positive mindset. Thirteen CICS voluntarily participated in the group intervention. One to three weeks after the program, twelve participants took part in semi-structured post-group interviews. These interviews explored their reflections on the group experience, their general perspectives on well-being, perceived challenges and strategies for managing those challenges, and their attitudes toward seeking professional help when needed. The interview data were analyzed using the Consensus Qualitative Research (CQR) method (Hill, 2012).

Results: Participants shared experiences of cultural conflicts and challenges they faced, as well as the active coping strategies they employed. These strategies included confiding in trusted individuals, practicing forbearance and self-regulation, and seeking practical solutions to underlying problems. When reflecting on the group intervention experience, participants reported notable benefits across intellectual, relational, and emotional domains. Additionally, they provided valuable suggestions for enhancing the program’s effectiveness.

Conclusion: Intervention programs designed to support Chinese International College Students (CICS) should promote cultural confidence, adopt a strength-based and growth-oriented approach, and avoid deficit-focused or problem-centered frameworks.
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Research through service: meeting Chinese international college students’ mental health needs

International college students constitute a large and valuable resource for the United States, from making significant epistemic contributions to academic fields (Xu, 2021) and economic contributions to local communities (Hegarty, 2014) to diversifying campus culture (USC US-China Institute, 2021) and to facilitating the internationalization of higher education (Urban and Palmer, 2014). However, while making such contributions international students must endure and overcome significant obstacles to succeed due to a variety of academic, cultural and social adjustment challenges (Lai et al., 2023). Educational institutions have the responsibility to provide effective support services to meet those students’ needs and support their mental health (Skinner et al., 2019). Unfortunately, research on how to provide effective support service is limited, although the types and severity of the challenges faced by international students have been well documented (e.g., Amlashi et al., 2024; Ching et al., 2017; Skinner et al., 2019; Su et al., 2021). In an effort to learn about effective mental health services for international students, we conducted a research-through-service project. We designed and implemented a group experience to 13 Chinese international undergraduate students (four males and nine females, all in the first and second year of study) in a mid-western university and conducted extensive interviews with 12 of them afterwards to explore their experiences of the group, their overall mental health needs, and their perspectives on beneficial support services.



Chinese international college students (CICS) in the United States

Students from China over numbered those from any other countries and constitute more than one-fourth of the entire international student population in the US (IIE, 2023). According to the Migration Policy Institute (Israel and Batalova, 2021), the number of Chinese students studying in the United States has steadily increased in the past several decades before the pandemic and reached 373,000 in the 2019/20 academic year. It is reported that STEM majors are most popular among Chinese students with nearly half of them studying engineering, mathematics, computer science, and physical life science (Lu, 2019).


Characteristics of recent CICS

Most CICS are motivated students as they are attracted to studying in the United States largely by academic and career reasons, including the advanced scientific status of many academic fields, freedom in choosing majors, and access to more career opportunities (Chao et al., 2019). However, there are other characteristics of them that need to be recognized and integrated into our understanding of and service to their psychological needs.

First, most recent CICSs are “single child” to their parents due to the “One Child” national policy in China from 1979 to 2015 (Zhang, 2017). This is an important context for understanding their relationship needs, skills, and behaviors, as many of them grew up being the center of attention at home and having no need to share with siblings. Further, due to growing up in a relatively open and multimedia learning environment they are generally not as placid or shy as older generations of Chinese (Lai et al., 2023).

Secondly, the recent CICSs grew up in China during a time when both the Chinese culture (the foundation of their parents’ life experience) and imported Western culture constitute their life context (Odinye, 2012). Most likely they have been socialized to honor some foundational Chinese cultural values such as family, relationship, and harmony as well as adopt some Western ideals such as autonomy and independence (Lei, 2017). Accordingly, it is expected that they may feel conflicted or confused at times when confronted by different demands based on different cultural values. For instance, should one choose a college major based on their own interest or follow their parents’ expectations? The former may fit the norm and be viewed as healthy in the host culture while the latter is viewed as appropriate and expected in their heritage culture (Guan et al., 2015).

Thirdly, most recent CICS’ schooling in the United States is funded by their parents, which is a huge financial investment by the family. College education in China would cost significantly less than that in the US. Available data have suggested that most of the families are regular income earners, well-to-do but not excessively so (Mendoza, 2016). The psychological implication of this situation on CICS is imaginable, especially in consideration of the Chinese cultural value regarding individuals’ family responsibilities. While it is hugely positive to have family support, it is unavoidable that family’s sacrifices create mental pressure for the students, which could lead to feelings of fear of failure, being a burden to the family, or having little freedom of not following parents’ request.



Successes and challenges of CICS

In the past few decades, thousands of Chinese international students in the United States have successfully completed their college education. Although a significant proportion of them built their career in the United States, Chinese job market has embraced an increasing number of those who returned to China after graduation (Xinhua, 2024). Their successes and achievements, however, are not obtained without significant and sometimes exhausting efforts to overcome the myriad challenges unique to them as international students from China.

Chinese students have reportedly experienced significant challenges in adjusting to studying and living in the U.S., including in academic learning, sociocultural adaptation, and their identity development (Zhang, 2021). A survey of over 500 Chinese international students (mostly in graduate programs) revealed that more than 65% of them felt well-adjusted but 20% of them remained “consistently distressed or culture-shocked” even after three semesters (Wang et al., 2012, p. 430). Beyond adjusting to a new learning and living environment, they are confronted by language barriers and high levels of cultural differences in academic work (Bonazzo and Wong, 2007; Han et al., 2013), including the difference in learning and educational styles and methods (Li et al., 2017). Poor relationships and communication with advisors and course professors are common stressors and could lead to experiences of cultural shock, academic challenges, and interpersonal difficulties (Ching et al., 2017) as well as depression and anxiety (Han et al., 2013). Moreover, anti-Asian discrimination and hostility can have negative psychological consequences and exacerbate homesickness and a sense of isolation for CICS (Xiong et al., 2022).




Current understanding and support programs

Various programs have been developed and implemented to support the mental health and cultural adjustment of CICS and other international students. These include standard campus services (e.g., orientation, counseling, culture/language exchange programs) and more specialized programs focused on academic support (e.g., English language support, tutoring, mentoring) or adjustment and acculturative stress reduction (e.g., psychoeducational, cultural orientation, socio-cultural, and peer-pairing programs) (Aljaberi et al., 2021). Personalized help-seeking web applications have also recently been developed for CICS students (Choi et al., 2023). Despite these efforts, however, research on the efficacy of these programs is limited, and a significant gap remains in understanding how to deliver or implement effective and inclusive mental health services to international students (Sakız and Jencius, 2024).

Although educational institutions have demonstrated a growing commitment to developing and implementing programs designed to support international students, a significant proportion of these programs continue to adopt a deficit-based approach, emphasizing problem remediation rather than the promotion of positive student development (Lee et al., 2021). This prevailing approach is consistent with the broader scholarly discourse on international student experiences, which has been largely shaped by a colonial, imperial paradigm and informed by deficit models of language, culture, and literacy (Neupane, 2022, p. 50). Some scholars have pointed out that a key factor contributing to the challenges faced by CICS students in the United States is actually the lack of intercultural competence within U.S. educational systems (Heng, 2023). This systemic inadequacy forces students to “shoulder the burden of adjusting, with the host culture used as a benchmark against which to measure their success” (p. 1). This systemic failure places the burden of adjustment on students, who are measured against the host culture (p. 1). Consequently, international students’ challenges are often publicly portrayed as deficiencies. In contrast to this approach, we advocate for a sociocultural perspective that recognizes CICS students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds, prior schooling, and life experiences as strengths.



The present project

A comprehensive literature review on Chinese international college students (CICS) revealed several key themes. First, a dominant focus on identifying challenges has led to extensive lists of stressors and obstacles faced by CICS (e.g., Ching et al., 2017). This deficit-based approach not only reinforces negative stereotypes (Liu et al., 2023) but also reflects a colonial and imperial perspective on culturally and linguistically diverse students (Neupane, 2022). Second, influenced by this dominant deficit model, suggested interventions often focus on overcoming specific difficulties, such as language barriers (e.g., Mei, 2017) or student-professor relationships (e.g., Kingston and Forland, 2008). This resulted in a mis-perception regarding CICS’ mental health needs. Third, although various programs and recommendations aim to help CICS cope with challenges (e.g., Maleku et al., 2021), evidence of effective implementation is lacking, and the efficacy of these practices is frequently mis-evaluated through a deficit lens of language, culture, and competence (Neupane, 2022). Finally, a promising trend toward a culture-centered and asset-based approach is emerging, promoting a socioculturally attuned understanding of and engagement with CICS (e.g., Heng, 2023; Neupane, 2022). This shift offers the potential to mitigate the negative consequences of deficit-focused research and interventions.

Based on these observations, we saw a critical need for practical and functional interventions that align with the characteristics and needs of CICS, providing effective support grounded in respect and appreciation for their culture and their being. Therefore, the present project employed a research-through-service methodology to develop, implement, and evaluate an intervention program for CICS. This intervention focuses on providing support, validation, and encouragement to CICS as individuals, with problem-solving anticipated as a secondary, emergent outcome. We intend to join the emerging effort to promote a socioculturally tuned approach in understanding and supporting CICS by developing a culture-specific, growth oriented, and positive learning outcome driven (vs. problem or problem solution focused) intervention program.

Our design of the intervention drew upon several theoretical frameworks: ethnic identity studies (e.g., Sue et al., 1998), self-determination theory (e.g., Ryan and Deci, 2017), positive psychology (e.g., Fredrickson, 2004), and research on Chinese students’ mental health values (e.g., Lei, 2017). Recognizing the significant roles of ethnic identity in psychological well-being (Smith and Sylva, 2011) and cultural confidence in mitigating mental health risks (Liao, 2012), we adopted a Chinese culture-centered approach focused on fostering cultural confidence. Informed by self-determination theory, the intervention aimed to enhance participants’ sense of competence through engaging and accessible activities. We also prioritized a person-centered approach (Weber et al., 2004), focusing on fostering feelings of understanding, validation, and value, and strengthening interpersonal relationships. This emphasis on positive development contrasts with the problem-focused orientation of many existing programs. We believe that effective interventions should be strength-based, positive, and growth-oriented, an approach supported by positive psychology theories such as Fredrickson (2004) Broaden-and-Build theory. Furthermore, we incorporated key Chinese mental health values, including harmonious interpersonal relationships, adherence to life principles, prioritization of family, pursuit of purpose and meaning (Duan et al., 2022), and emphasis on achievement and effective communication (Lei, 2017). The intervention’s overarching goal was to empower CICS, fostering motivation, positivity, and hope while respecting their cultural characteristics.



Method


Intervention service: theme-based and semi-structured growth group experience participants


Group facilitators

The group was co-facilitated by two female credentialed counseling psychologists from China (the third and fourth authors; they were visiting scholars in the U.S. at the time of this intervention/research project). One of them held a doctoral degree in counseling psychology and was a college professor, and the other a master’s degree in social work and was a psychological counselor for a college in China. They were in their early and mid-40th, respectively, and had worked with college students in mental health related teaching and counseling for over 10 years. Besides the co-facilitators, two female doctoral Chinese international students in counseling psychology (the second and sixth authors) also attended the group activities as observers/assistants.



Group members

The intervention program was open to all CICS on a midwestern university campus. Thirteen CICS (three males and ten females) responded to an announcement of the group on the Chinese student association’s community wechat and participated in the group intervention program. Their age ranged from 19 to 23, major was diverse, and years of U.S. experience varied from 1 to 3.




Group experience design

The first part of our research through service project was to provide CICS needed psychological assistance based on our professional observations and understanding of the literature. Drawing from ethnic identity development theories, we designed the intervention to create a process that provides CICS psychological comfort with a sense of cultural connection and familiarity and to meet their developmental and adjustment needs/interests at this stage of their life. Following the theoretical understanding of the power of positive emotions, we strove to make the program inviting, engaging, and enjoyable. Accordingly, we (1) organized a series of four group sessions under the name “I Can Be Here And There” (contrasting the “Being not here or there” feeling of being culturally misplaced) for any CICS who are interested. We avoided using conventional names such as support group or therapy group and called it a growth group. (2) used multiple group facilitators who are either Chinese educators or Chinese international graduate students in counseling psychology and used the Chinese language for communication and group activities. (3) employed activities that are consistent with CICS mental health values and characteristics and easy for them to get involved in, and (4) designed group activities that fit CICS’ developmental and adjustment needs, such as needing direction for and seeing meaning in life. We intentionally included activities meant to stimulate deeper levels of discussion (beyond talking about the specific difficulties they encountered) such as meaning in life or the art of giving and receiving support. Specifically, we provided tools for expressing feelings, reviewing life experiences, and recognizing that having negative emotions is natural and meaningful. Meanwhile, the focus was on having members encourage and support each other in emotional regulation and debugging, facilitating a sense of belonging, and aiming at their ultimate life goals.



Procedures

We ran four weekly two-hour-long group sessions for four consecutive weeks. At the beginning of each group, authentic Chinese food/snacks, prepared by the group leaders, were shared to help participants feel the care and cultural familiarity. The overarching themes focus on discovering “what we have experienced, what we want to gain, and how we pursue achievement.” The following four group sessions were offered.


Session one

The focus of the first group session was on “The difference and its beauty.” The participants drew self-portraits, prepared thoughtful self-introductions (for use in social settings), expressed expectations for each other in the group, shared their difficulties in acculturation, and validated each other’s experiences. The process was helping participants recognize and feel comfortable with being “different” from domestic students and view the differences as resources. The facilitators provided feedback to validate participants’ feelings and planted a seed of reframing cultural differences as their assets/resources.



Session two

The second group focused on “The challenge: real, normal, and functional.” Participants were first led to experience a warming-up activity in which they symbolically experienced “coming out of a difficult place” with physical moves. Then they drew streams of the major challenges they had encountered in life and noted how they had (or not) overcome them. These activities were to help participants recognize that having ups and downs in life is normal and expected, and they are not the only ones with unfortunate events/experiences in life. Afterwards, participants were instructed to write a letter about their past struggles and attempts to overcome them. Randomly and anonymously, each member took home one letter from another group member so they can write a reply to the anonymous author for sharing in the next session. The goal was to help members see that others share their struggles and that they all had successfully overcome some challenges in the past.



Session three

The third group was about “The benefit of life difficulties: Allowing one to walk out stronger.” Participants each identified the author of the letter they took home and gave the replying letter they composed to the author. They were encouraged to use ways, Chinese or Western, they are comfortable with to “meet and greet” the author and share their replies. Both verbal and nonverbal (handshakes, hugs, bows) actions were observed. Then the group went through a carefully designed experiential activity symbolizing implicit and indirect expression of emotions. Participants took turns to share one “low” experience and then tapped on one random item provided (e.g., a pot or a box) to express their feelings during the struggle and allowed others to experience empathy. Collaboratively, diverse sounds symbolizing different emotions expressed by members seemed to make a symphony. This session was to provide an experience of collaboration and help members gain confidence in overcoming difficulties with each other’s support.



Session four

The last group was “The future for me: Meaning in life.” The group activities included practicing guided imaginary mindfulness, during which participants were led to imagine their life as a big tree. Then they drew the life tree on a big piece of paper to reflect their ideal life, with their dreams and wishes as “fruits” hanging from the tree. In small groups, participants shared with each other their fruits and the meaning of these fruits to them. Afterwards, they shared in the big group their discoveries about their dreams for life and their own strengths and resources that would help them succeed. Returning to their trees, participants each wrote down specific efforts they needed to make in life. The second round of mindfulness practice focused on the feelings they may have after reaching their goals. The intention was to help participants connect their life goals with needed pursuits and gain a sense of control in life, which could prevent or reduce self-negation and feeling lost when running into cultural adjustment difficulties. All group members were encouraged to send farewell wishes to each other at the end of the session.




Research: post intervention interviews


The purpose

Subsequent to the completion of the group intervention, a qualitative interview study was implemented to investigate participants’ experiences and evaluations of the program, their perspectives on psychological well-being (framing well-being in contrast to deficit-based conceptualizations of mental health), their approaches to challenge management, their attitudes toward help-seeking behaviors, and their views on effective forms of psychological assistance. Using a qualitative research method, the post-intervention interview study specifically aimed to solicit information regarding: (1) CICS’s perceived need for psychological support; (2) their perspectives on accessing professional mental health services; (3) the perceived utility of specific components of the intervention; and (4) their recommendations for enhancing the service.



Participants and procedure

Twelve out of the thirteen group members (three males, nine females) were interviewed either individually or in pairs about one to 3 weeks after the group experience. The thirteenth member was not able to do the interview because he moved out of town for internship right after the group was completed. The semi-structured interviews were conducted by the group co-facilitators who followed an interview protocol (Appendix A). The questions covered the following areas: their experiences that have affected their sense of well-being and their challenge coping methods, their views regarding obtaining mental health service, their evaluation of the group experiences, and the suggestions they have for mental health service for CICS. All participants gave permission to be audio recorded, and the recorded interviews were later transcribed for data analysis. The length of the interviews ranged from 55 to 150 min as some participants had more to share than others.




Data analysis

A team of three female Chinese scholars and doctoral students in counseling psychology analyzed the data using CQR (Hill, 2012) method. CQR provides a systematic approach to analyzing complex and nuanced data, emphasizing collaboration and consensus-building among multiple researchers. We selected this method to mitigate potential individual biases and ensure balanced and credible findings. To ensure confidentiality, no identifying information was provided to the data analysis team.

Each team member first read through all the transcripts to familiarize themselves with the data. They then used two transcripts to develop domains consensually before they each independently constructed core ideas for the raw data under each domain. Then the team met multiple times to discuss and consensually arrive at final core ideas for each case. The first, second and third authors audited and reviewed the drafts of the consensual versions of the result multiple times. An active feedback-response-review process was engaged and continued with the coding team till everyone felt the results represented the data adequately. The team followed CQR procedure and performed a cross-analysis of themes within domains across cases and constructed categories for each domain. Then the auditors examined the “fit” of those categories and engaged a similar feedback-response-review process before the team finalized the results. The data analysis was conducted in Chinese, the results were translated into English for presentation by three research team members following the back translation process (Brislin, 1980).




Results

Six domains and 41 categories nested under the domains were identified and presented in Table 1. We labeled the categories and core ideas following Hill’s (2012) recommendation that “general” refers to a result applicable to all or all but one participant (eleven or twelve), “typical” to more than halfway up to the cutoff for general (six to ten), and variant to at least two up to the cutoff for typical (two to five). Data that applied to single cases was excluded from this report.



TABLE 1 Post-group interview data.
[image: Table1]


Challenges encountered

Participants identified challenges they had encountered. They generally reported experience of cultural differences and conflicts studying in the U.S. One participant shared,


It is awkward when classmates talk about their favorite singers or movies because I do not understand what they are talking about. It is even harder when they talk about favorite animations and books. It is hard to translate a Chinese book title, which is embarrassing. We have not hung out together since then.
 

Another participant said openly “Some people suggest I directly bring up the issues, but I am too reluctant to do so because this way of communication is different from that I learned in my home country.”


Participants typically identified daily life struggles including having different lifestyles from others and barriers in daily life. A participant shared,

My biggest struggle was living with a roommate. We had different habits, and I had language barriers that made me not good at communication. Our schedules were different, but I was afraid to communicate that. I avoided making any noise in the morning to avoid their retaliation. I fear to express my frustration or different thoughts.
 

Another shared, “My roommate had a different living style, e.g., hygiene, loud stereo, issues with using common space, and bringing guys to our unit.”

Academic struggles are typically identified by the participants, who recognized the struggle in achieving high goals, enduring overloads of courses and tasks, lacking allegiance with their major, and having language barriers in studying. For example, a participant shared that “I have academic stress. I set high expectations for myself and feel stressed out by it. I feel upset when I have too many things to do.” Another participant said, “I feel overloaded with academic stress and have to stay up late to write essays.”

Relational difficulties were typically identified including communication challenges, lack of social support, difficulty in getting involved in communities, and barriers when communicating with own family. A student shared “Unless you were from here, outsiders can hardly get involved however great English you speak. Asians still hang out with Asians. I do not push myself anymore. I do not have to get involved (into the community).” Another noted, “I know one person (Chinese) who spoke English all the time, got along with non-Chinese people, and made great progress in English. But they were kind of excluded by Chinese students.”

Language barriers were typically reported, including fear of and struggle with communication and discussion, and fear of saying something wrong or not understandable to others. As one student shared “(I) feel uncomfortable. I fear being embarrassed making mistakes in front of (American) people. Even if others understand what you meant, you may not be able to understand what they say the next, which is extremely embarrassing.” Another reported, “Poor language also impacts academic performance, which further leads to a decrease in motivation.”

Social discrimination was variantly talked about by interviewees, who reported feeling socially discriminated against by others and feeling worried about it. They were also afraid that nobody would respond to their questions on public platforms. One student noted, “Some teachers were incongruent. They were nice in their appearance but internally viewed me as stupid. They looked down upon me… appeared happy to help, but actually not.”

Financial difficulties were variantly mentioned. A participant described, “my family encountered financial difficulties, so I had to spend a lot of time working a part-time job, and I felt overloaded.”



Coping strategies

CICS try to use various ways to help themselves cope with the difficulties in adapting to studying abroad. Participants generally reported seeking support from trusted others when experiencing mental struggles, such as venting to friends and family, and sometimes seeking professional help. One participant described,


I called my mom two to three times a day at that time, and my mom was never bothered by me. She told me that I would be fine after this. I guess if your parents blame you after you share with them, you would be very likely to become depressed because you are not affirmed by (this place and your parents).
 

Another participant noted, “I will share with best friend(s) about my uncomfortable feelings, usually with Chinese friends.”

Typically, participants reported using forbearance and self-regulation in coping with challenges, as the result of their family’s education and expectations as well as their own personalities. Sometimes it is because of no other choice. One participant noted, “Everyone has their own struggles. Others are not able to bear you if you vent to them frequently. You cannot always vent to friends.” Another noted, “I mentioned a little bit to my family, but did not disclose details.”

Participants also typically recognized that solving concrete problems that made them struggle or changing the environment is a coping strategy. As a student described, “(I) sought help from others. Firstly, I asked Chinese friends what to do if they were in that situation. Regarding the specific struggles, for example, changing the dorm room, I sought help from my advisor.” Another noted, “I communicated with my roommate by text. Although they did not reply, they changed their behavior a bit as the result.”



Concerns regarding professional help

Participants expressed concerns regarding seeking professional help. They typically reported being unaware of their need to seek professional help. They thought that counseling was for bigger or more serious problems than what they had experienced. Sometimes, they were not aware of the availability of professional help. One participant noted, “Only when it is extremely severe, and I cannot handle it at all by myself, will I seek (counseling). I am afraid that it is a waste of time for others for small struggles such as not doing well in exams.” Another participant noted, “Counseling can only help those who seek help. Many (CICS) do not know it is an option and not because of unwillingness.”

Concern with “face” or stigma with counseling was a typical response. As one participant said, “It would be great if counseling can help. (I am) worried people around me will have stigma and see me as someone with mental problem if I seek counseling.” Another noted, “Some Chinese students are passive in seeking counseling, because they think it means admitting something wrong with them that they could not recover from.”

Participants typically reported doubts about the effectiveness of counseling, including distrusting counselors and feeling that American counselors would not understand them well. Additionally, due to being non-native English speakers, they were afraid of not being able to express their struggles clearly. One participant said, “It is hard for a counselor from a different cultural background to give me the answer that I want. Or maybe the counselor does not think of it as a problem and has difficulty understanding me.” Another participant said, “Some people think that counselors cannot understand them without having the same experiences, so they reject counseling.”

Participants variantly expressed concerns about confidentiality. They were afraid that the content of their therapy would be disclosed to others. For example, one participant said,


Even though I know counselors have professional ethics, the Chinese community is just so small that I am afraid my secret may be accidentally disclosed. It would be terrible if it happened.”
 



Benefits from the group service

Participants identified four areas in which they gained from the group experience. Intellectually, they felt an expansion of thoughts and contemplation in four aspects. Firstly, they generally reported obtaining opportunities to think and reflect. One participant said, “The group helped me reflect on the causation of some life experiences. I would not think about it in my daily life, but I got to do so in the group.” Another participant said, “I reflected on myself after hearing different thoughts from others.” Secondly, participants typically noted that they obtained new ideas from the group. One participant stated, “I have gained a new sense of meaning which is to help international students who just come here and feel lost.” Another participant said, “I reflected on my relationship with my family and understood something new.” Thirdly, students typically reported the acquisition of positive thoughts and ideas. One participant shared, “I became more hopeful as I realized that I would have a higher and better experience after hitting the bottom in life.” Another participant said, “I found the meaning, that is substantial. I should not give up but stick to it.” Fourthly, students variantly reported achieving better self-understanding from the group. One participant said, “There are commonalities among group members’ experiences and perceptions, which helped me know better who I am in others’ eyes.”

Relationally, participants reported feeling being supported and acquiring a sense of belonging in the group. One participant shared, “I experienced mutual support as others are seriously helping me figure out the solutions to my struggles.” Another participant said, “I was not the only one that had experienced depressing time. I am not alone.” It is typical that students experience promotion of interactions with others. One said, “in the real world we usually say hi and leave. But in the group, we sat down and talked to each other.” Another said, “I got opportunities to understand others in this group.”

Emotionally, participants reported gains in three aspects. Firstly, it is typical that participants reported gaining opportunities to express themselves emotionally. One participant said, “I found that I can show the real me. I do not have to suppress and isolate myself but express my feelings.” Another said, “People can calm down and chat in the group after being emotional.” Secondly, participants typically reported feeling less stressed as a result of the group. As one participant shared, “It is relaxing and free of worry in the group. I felt well relieved.” Another student shared, “After releasing my stress, I felt much better and able to fall asleep.” Thirdly, students typically experienced positive feelings. One said, “I feel warm in heart.” Another noted, “I feel satisfied when others accept what I said.”

Behaviorally, participants variantly reported that the group activities and exercises helped them improve problem-solving ability. One said, “The group activity helped me become interested in socialization. I was able to talk to old friends and acquaint new friends as well.” One said, “Helping others is also a way to address my own concerns. I found it easier and more objective when solving problems for others, while benefitting from the solution myself as well.”



Helpful and limiting aspects of the group

Participants recognized three helpful aspects of the group. Firstly, it is a typical response that participants found the group content and activities were beneficial to them. They identified writing and exchanging letters, drawing a life tree, and tapping instruments as especially helpful. One participant said, “The themes of the group helped us share different ideas.” Another noted, “Writing and exchanging letters not only offered coping solutions to others but also to oneself.” Secondly, they typically noted group set-up was effective including meeting at regular times and with stable membership and facilitators, preset discussion themes, and group contract. One participant stated, “Meeting at a specific place and time gives me an opportunity to think about some problems clearly which I did not in the past.” Another participant shared, “I felt good in the process of communicating regularly with the same members. This format is different from daily life, and we talked on a deeper level.” Thirdly, participants typically noted the positive roles group members played. They noted that members were willing to help each other, actively participated, openly reflected, expressed, and were serious and conscientious about the group. One participant said, “Group members took it seriously and supported each other sincerely.” Another participant shared, “During group activities, I felt being understood when others got the emotions I wanted to express.”

Participants also identified the limitations in the same three aspects. Firstly, students generally noted that some members were not inclined to express themselves or lacked participation, which may make others feel unsafe in the group. One said, “(some) were not willing to expose in front of others; they prefer not to express their feelings.” Another student said, “(some) are introvert and shy, and have no motivation (to participate).” Secondly, students typically recognized limitations in group content (e.g., themes were overly broad, lack of depth and interest, and some concrete problems were not fully addressed) restricted their group experience. A student said, “The theme was too broad to resonate with some specific (feeling).” Another said, “The theme of life meaning is too overwhelming.” Thirdly, group set-up was variantly reported as restrictive as well. It includes insufficient time duration and session amount (e.g., four times are not enough to fully get involved. It would be better if it was longer and more times), and not fully established relationships among group members (e.g., people tended to hide something and did not fully express; they did not fully disclose their real feelings).



Suggestions for future intervention groups

Participants offered suggestions for providing effective intervention groups for CICS, and their suggestions were about the set-up and content of the group, respectively.

For group set-up, suggestions were made in six areas: namely, setting, meeting times, promotion advertisement, modality of service, language choice, and group activities. Firstly, participants typically suggested that the group setting be convenient, safe, quiet, relaxing, theme-based, and offering Chinese comfort food. One participant said, “It is relaxing in the group without any concerns. We can do activities and eat comfort food.” Another participant noted, “I hope the group can be extended to more people. It provides a social space and a good atmosphere in which folks can eat and chat.” Secondly, students typically suggested meeting frequently at regular times at convenient locations with continuous service. A participant shared that, it would be like a vaccine to have the group started at the beginning of the semester, and continuously meet.” Another participant said, “(I wish the group) could be hosted somewhere close to the dorm.” Thirdly, students typically provided suggestions on advertisement in advance via various platforms to attract more people. One participant suggested, “advertising the service by sending the emails and promoting on Wechat blogs, and letting more people know would be helpful.” Another suggestion was “Advertisement is important. You can organize more social activities and share them (on the platforms).” Fourthly, participants typically supported “combining the growth group and individual counseling service.” Another shared, “both individual and growth group service are necessary. In the growth group, members can discuss together; in individual therapy, clients can receive one-to-one service.” Fifthly, students typically preferred that the service be conducted in Chinese. One participant noted, “service in my native language can provide me great psychological support.” Another participant said, “language itself can influence many people.” Lastly, students variantly suggested group activities being more relaxing, involving more interactive participation between students and facilitators. One participant said,


Facilitators should follow the trend of the era and offer content that resonates with students. It is not a lecture, but more like friendship. We can have more social activities of playing games and communicating, and share with each other concerns and feelings, rather than visiting a doctor or taking a class.
 

In terms of the content of the group activities, participants offered four specific suggested focuses, namely, emotional regulation (a typical response), interpersonal relationship (a variant response), cultural adaptation (a variant response), and knowledge of mental health (a variant response). Participants shared “(I hope to) learn how to manage self (emotions) through these activities;” “(I hope) this group can help students to relax and mitigate stress;” “themes related to study, social relationships, intimate relationships, and relationships with parents are more attractive;” “the group should help deal with cultural shock, teach better adjustment to the new environment, increase knowledge and understanding, and change the mindset of CICS;” and “(group service should) introduce knowledge to prevent (mental disorders) and change the wrong beliefs.”




Discussion

While scholarly attention has been directed toward CICS’s adjustment to the U.S. higher education context, the application of action research or research-through-service methodologies to this population has been limited. This study addresses this gap by employing such a methodology to identify a specific need, develop and implement a targeted intervention, and subsequently evaluate its efficacy in promoting CICS’s growth and learning. This approach provides a novel framework for both researching and supporting CICS, effectively bridging the divide between understanding their mental health needs and developing effective interventions. The key advantages of this methodology include its emphasis on bridging research and practice, providing direct benefits to the participants, as well as its collaborative nature empowering participants as stakeholders. From an ethical perspective, this action research paradigm reflects a commitment to minimizing the potential for unintended harm, specifically by mitigating the risk of perpetuating negative stereotypes associated with this population (Heng, 2023). Furthermore, this approach may contribute to increased CICS engagement in campus-based mental health initiatives.

The interview study following the intervention provided information toward the identified goals, namely, CICS’s perceived need for psychological support, their perspectives on accessing professional mental health services; the perceived utility of specific components of the intervention, and their recommendations for enhancing the intervention program. These results not only revealed that CICS did experience many challenges that have been reported in the literature, but also allowed us to learn more about CICS’ psychological needs and their thoughts regarding helping seeking and helpful mental health services. Their specific feedback regarding our intervention provided valuable information for future program development to help CICS. Most importantly, the findings supported our assumption that cultural confidence-focused and psychological growth-oriented interventions (vs. problem-focused) are effective modalities for CICS.


Challenges and coping strategies

Participants identified several major challenges they encountered while studying in the United States. Consistent with the existing literature (e.g., Yan and Berliner, 2009), they reported experiences of cultural differences and conflicts, language barriers, social discrimination, and financial worries. These challenges seemed to cause difficulties in their academic work, interpersonal relationships, and daily life activities. Using English as the second language and in a strikingly different cultural context, CICS undoubtedly must overcome significantly more demands and challenges than their domestic counterparts to succeed at college. Moreover, social discrimination could lead to psychological distress and a reduction of opportunities for the targeted people (Fibbi et al., 2021). These findings align with stereotypical portrayals of CICS in existing literature. However, it is crucial to recognize that experiencing challenges is a normal part of the international student experience. What is problematic is the tendency to attribute CICS’s challenges to a lack of ability or competence, thus overlooking the significant impact of cultural adjustment (Heng, 2023). This misattribution can negatively affect CICS’s self-confidence and self-esteem.

According to our participants, CICS have made great efforts to manage encountered larger-than-usual challenges in their own way. Some of them would exercise forbearance and self-regulation to cope with the challenges as much as they can, which are traditionally preferred cultural methods by the Chinese (Wei et al., 2012). Chinese culture emphasizes that emotions be regulated using the individual’s will, which is shown in the tendency of making internal attribution in face of difficulties (Lieber et al., 2000). This attribution tendency may lead to more reliance on self-help and higher hesitation in professional help-seeking. Notably, unlike older Chinese generations who do not accept out-of-family help-seeking or disclose family misery (Wei et al., 2012), our participants also considered sharing their difficulties with trusted others. There may be contributing factors for those who are unwilling to rely on families when suffering. On one hand, it’s typical in Chinese culture that people only share positive updates but not negative ones to avoid making families worry for them. On the other hand, due to the cultural distance, CICS may find it hard for their families to understand their current struggles in context. Thus, CICS would choose to vent and seek help from close and reliable friends. Meanwhile, they also want concrete solutions to their difficulties. Additionally, some CICS wanted the space to express their struggles and related feelings and are eager to increase self-understanding, and even seek professional help when having too serious challenges or self-help had failed. It is clear that this generation of CICS have been influenced by both Chinese traditions and Western cultures.



Perspectives on seeking professional help

In relation to professional help-seeking behaviors, participants reported a general lack of perceived need, even when confronted with various challenges. This reticence may be attributed to CICS’s cultural emphasis on self-reliance, which may discourage the utilization of external professional resources, or to a conceptualization of professional help as being reserved for severe psychopathology. This perspective facilitates a non-pathologizing approach to normative adjustment difficulties, allowing for self-directed coping strategies and reliance on informal support systems. While institutional efforts to address practical concerns such as roommate conflicts, academic advising, and language acquisition are warranted, some participants indicated that existing language programs do not adequately meet their needs. Furthermore, they suggested that diverse dormitory placements, without accompanying intercultural education and preparation, may inadvertently exacerbate adjustment difficulties. These findings underscore the imperative for institutions to provide comprehensive and timely support services, including proactive policies and programs that promote intercultural understanding and mitigate potential sources of conflict.

When reflecting on actual professional help, participants articulated several salient concerns, including the potential for negative social evaluation within their community, and the fear of losing face with accessing counseling services. Participants also expressed apprehension regarding the cultural competence of American counselors, specifically citing concerns about a lack of familiarity with Chinese cultural norms and values. Moreover, the realistic potential for language barriers to impede effective communication between counselors and clients was present. These findings are congruent with existing literature on international student help-seeking behaviors (e.g., Williams et al., 2018) and underscore CICS’s evident ambivalence toward engaging with professional mental health services. While some of these concerns are attributable to the influence of Chinese cultural values and beliefs, others represent more universal anxieties shared by individuals considering seeking psychological assistance. These culturally nuanced concerns present a considerable challenge for universities seeking to provide effective and culturally responsive mental health services that demonstrate a deep understanding of CICS’s social and cultural realities within the context of their studies in the United States.



Benefits from the group

Participants’ self-reports indicated that the intervention yielded positive outcomes that addressed both their practical and culturally relevant needs. These outcomes included the development of new cognitive frameworks for understanding personal challenges, the formation of meaningful interpersonal relationships and support networks, opportunities for emotional expression and the attainment of psychological well-being, and enhancements in problem-solving capacities. Participants specifically articulated that the group experience facilitated deeper levels of reflection and self-understanding, contributing to the adoption of a more positive cognitive orientation. The observed benefits of social interaction and emotional expression within the group context underscore the importance of interpersonal connection, a value emphasized in both Confucian philosophy (Tsui and Farh, 1997) and Western psychological research, which has demonstrated significant associations between social relationships and mental health (Bassett and Moore, 2013).

Participants reported sense of social connectedness is identified as a key component of motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000) and a mitigating factor against stress (Seppala, 2016), further contributing to positive affect and a sense of empowerment (Chen, 2022). Notably, some participants demonstrated measurable improvements in their problem-solving skills, likely attributable to expanded perspectives, increased social support, and enhanced emotional regulation. These findings resonate with the core tenets of positive psychology (Seligman, 2002) and Fredrickson’s (2001) Broaden-and-Build theory, suggesting that positive emotional experiences can facilitate the expansion of individuals’ cognitive and behavioral repertoires (Fredrickson, 2001) and promote their pursuit of self-actualization (Chan et al., 2006; Seligman, 2002) within the context of their academic and personal lives in the United States.



Suggestions for improving the intervention program

Participants provided actionable recommendations for enhancing the group experience, focusing on content, structure, and outreach. They highlighted the importance of experientially engaging and appealing activities, noting the positive impact of interactive and meaningful experiences. Stable group membership and consistent facilitators were also deemed valuable. To maximize engagement and participation, participants suggested convenient, safe, and relaxing meeting environments; more frequent meetings; and the provision of Chinese food. They also recommended broader advertisement of these services to increase accessibility for CICS. These recommendations offer practical guidance for institutions seeking to develop more effective support programs for CICS, with the goals of improving mental health and promoting greater utilization of available services. Content suggestions included addressing realistic challenges related to emotional regulation, interpersonal relationships, cultural adaptation, and mental health literacy—topics directly relevant to the challenges CICS encounter.



Implications of the study

Participant feedback from the group and subsequent suggestions affirmed the value of adopting a positive, growth-oriented and culture-centered approach, in contrast to a solely problem-focused model, in program development for supporting CICS. Providing them with an opportunity of being with others with similar cultural backgrounds, sharing personal experiences while eating comforting food, and engaging in deeper explorations with peers’ support may enhance participants positive emotions, including relief through self-expression, testing their perceived reality with others in similar situations, and gaining a sense of understanding and emotional connection with peers. This process will facilitate CICS’ deeper understanding of their challenges as well as resources and foster insights into meaning and purpose, resulting in expanded perspectives and enhanced feelings of empowerment.

The findings of this study also provide compelling support for a systematic institutional commitment to fostering a cultural lens in the interpretation of CICS behaviors. It is imperative that these behaviors be understood within a cultural context, recognizing them as reflections of active engagement in the process of cultural adjustment, rather than attributing them solely to individual personality traits or deficiencies. Therefore, the most efficacious form of support for CICS likely involves a deliberate and sustained institutional focus on cultivating transcultural sensitivity and enhancing the overall cultural competence of the educational system.

For mental health services on college campuses, the study results suggest that psychological support should be conceptualized and promoted as a service that fosters well-being and personal growth, rather than solely as a treatment for mental illness or psychopathology. Effective interventions for CICS should explicitly incorporate individuals’ existing strengths and leverage their cultural confidence as valuable resources. Furthermore, these services should provide CICS with structured opportunities for self-exploration, facilitated emotional expression, and meaningful interpersonal interaction with peers, aiming for mitigating stress, cultivating a sense of belonging within the campus community, and fostering the development of positive cognitive and affective perspectives.

Finally, the study results suggest the benefits of using Chinese in intervention programs. A culture-centered approach is undoubtedly enhanced by the use of participants’ native language. Given that CICS constitute one of the largest international student populations on many campuses, the presence of Chinese-speaking counselors and professionals is highly beneficial. In both individual and group interventions, using Chinese can enhance participants’ sense of familiarity, connection, and comfort, leading to increased sharing and active participation.



Limitations and future research

There are several limitations to this study. First, our sample was small, which limited the applicability of the data to understand CICS broadly. Secondly, the group facilitators conducted the interviews, which had the advantage of existing trusting relationships but also the possible disadvantage of demand characteristics, namely the participants knew what the interviewers wanted to hear. Thirdly, the participants’ group experience may have influenced their answers to some of the interview questions. Fourthly, we used Chinese in running the group and conducting the study. When the results are translated into English for presentation, there is an unavoidable loss of richness of the data. It was challenging to precisely portray the meaning of some Chinese words in English. Lastly, even though we used a rigorous qualitative data analysis method (CQR), the effectiveness of it in analyzing qualitative data in Chinese is limited because Chinese verbal communication is often implicit and indirect (Gao and Ting-Toomey, 1998), and it is sometimes hard to capture the meaning between or behind the verbal lines.

Future effort to study CICS experience through action research is strongly encouraged. Group intervention is ideally made available for all CICS, and have it always followed by participant interviews as the interview process itself has the value of being a positive closure as well as a rich source of data. Further potential researcher bias is to be avoided by not having the group facilitators to do the interviews. Finally, qualitative research methods need to be developed for analyzing Chinese interview data. Perhaps regulated interpretation of hidden meaning can be allowed using a consensual approach to address the issue that Chinese communication tends to be indirect and subtle.
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Appendix A

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol (probing is allowed)

1. As a Chinese international college student (CICS) from China living and studying here in the U.S., how do you describe your psychological well-being?

2. What experiences have you had that had affected your sense of well-being?

3. How do you manage challenges to your well-being when they arise?

4. Have you ever sought help from professionals (counselors or psychotherapists on and off campus)?

5. What are your views regarding using professional mental health service, e.g., counseling service offered by the counseling center on campus.

6. You recently finished our 4-session growth group experience; What do you think about it?

7. What are your suggestions for the university to offer mental health service for CICS?
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