Abstract. This research aims to
synthesize the most recent studies
on international student mobility
adjustment difficulties in order to
come up with a set of
recommendations for the institutions
involved in the management of
international students in European
countries. Specifically, this study
analyses the psychological processes
that international students experience
during their mobility. Furthermore,
based on these findings, the authors
underline the strategies that
European countries, wishing to
consolidate their position on the
international education market, might
adopt in order to attract international
students and to support them during
their integration processes. In terms
of methodology, this paper uses the
systematic literature review protocol,
starting with framing review
questions, identifying relevant works,
establishing the criteria of selecting
the studies that are analysed,
summarizing the evidence and
drawing relevant conclusions.. The
main practical contribution of the
study consists in a systematic list of
good practices for institutions
interested in easing the cultural
adjustment process for their
international students. Research
limitations and practical implications
are also addressed.
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1. Current statistics regarding the international mobility of students
One of the implications of globalization is that people are more mobile than
ever before, especially skilled individuals (Koser, 2007). Even though highly skilled
migrants represent a small proportion of the total migrants (Eurostat, 2011), their
social and economic impact of their migration is very consistent. International
students, often called sojourners -individuals who temporarily reside in a foreign place
for activities such as work and education (Murphy-Lejeune, 2002) - represent the
highly skilled population that recorded the greatest surge in the last decades
(Tremblay, 2003). According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization Institute of Statistics (UNESCO), the number of globally
mobile students increased to 3.4 million students in 2009, up from 2.1 million students
in 2002 (Altbach et al., 2009). This number represents a 65% increase since 2000
(Bhandari and Blumenthal, 2011) and some studies anticipate that this figure will rise
to approximately 6 million by 2020 (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2008).
However, the rise of international students is not at all fortuitous. International
students are thought to be advantaged as immigrants: they represent a high-achieving
and highly motivated group (Russell et al., 2010) and they substantially contribute to
the economies of the countries that host them. For example, each year, in-bound
international students contribute with US$17.7 billion to the United States economy
(Bhandri and Laughlin, 2009). Dynamics of international students’ migration might
also be an outcome of the worldwide growth in higher education (UNESCO, 2009;
Agoston and Dima, 2012). However, the mix of host and sender countries might
reflect economic growth in particular countries, or represent the effect of institutional
programs developed in order to incentivize international students’ enrolment/
migration. Table 1 synthesizes information about the main sending (home) /receiving
(host) countries for international students from 1968 to 2006. Romania, for instance,
used to be among the top 10 host countries in the 1980’s, but it lost the place, as after
1989 in spite of the foreign students’ interest to study in Romania, both authorities and
universities did not keep up with the changes in the international higher education
market (Nicolescu et al., 2009; Nicolescu, 2012).
Significant conclusions can be derived from the table above. First of all, it
appears very clear that the United States of America has been the favourite destination
for international students in the last decades, whilst occupying one of the first
positions in the senders ranking, too. However, foreign enrolment in European
countries also increased significantly as a result of the efforts made by the European
Union in order to encourage international mobility. In addition to these efforts,
countries like U.K. developed institutions specialized in recruitment practices starting
with the late 1980s (Galalae and Voicu, 2011). On the other hand, China, India and
Korea are the most active providers of international students. However, one can also
observe that these countries are consolidating their position as receivers, these being
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the effect of several governmental programs (Bhandari and Blumenthal, 2011). Even
though these numerical values and reflect international dynamics, they cannot capture
acountry’s competitiveness over another (Johnson, 2006). For example the United
States seems to enjoy a privileged position on the market of international education,
but it also has the lowest overall percentage of international students enrolled in higher
education, in comparison to its main competitors (Andrade and Evans, 2009). Less
than 4% of the total number of students in USA is represented by international
students, compared to approximately 20% in Australia, 15% in the UK, 14% in
Germany and 12% in France (Bhandari and Chow, 2007). Three of these states are
European countries and indeed historical members of the European Union.
Nevertheless, whilst the international education market is becoming more competitive,
Europe itself faces new challenges in order to maintain its position both as an attractor
of overseas students and as a provider of high quality higher education.
Table 1
Senders and receivers of international students
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0

1968
Home
China
USA
Canada
Syria
UK
Germany
Greece
Korea
Italy
Malaysia

Host
USA
France
Germany
Lebanon
Canada
UK
Russia
Egypt
Argentina
Italy

1980
Home
Iran
Malaysia
Greece
China
Nigeria
Morocco
USA
Hong Kong
Germany
Jordan

Host
USA
France
Russia
Germany
UK
Lebanon
Canada
Italy
Egypt
Romania

2002
Home
China
USA
India
Korea
Japan
Germany
Morocco
Greece
France
Turkey

Host
USA
UK
Germany
Australia
France
Japan
China
Russia
Canada
Spain

2006
Home
China
USA
India
Korea
Germany
Japan
France
Malaysia
Canada
Russia

Host
USA
UK
Australia
France
Germany
China
Canada
Japan
Russia
Singapore

Source: Gürüz, 2008.

Understanding the real dynamics on the market of international education is
far from being the only challenge. The social and economic impact that international
students flows have, both on the national and international level, is one of the main
topics researched by the scholars in the field of international education (Altbach et al.,
1985; Brawner and Lucas, 2007).
Studies about international students can be divided in two categories. First,
there is a significant literature investigating the trends in international migration,
whilst focusing on the role that international students have in the development of
higher education as well as on the national strategies aiming to encourage inbound and
outbound students’ mobility. Second, there are several studies analysing the
psychological processes that students experience during and after their international
mobility, as well as the effects that these processes have on their school performance
and social integration. Even though the number of individuals studying in foreign
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countries increases constantly, these sojourners still have to face differences between
their home culture and the host culture. These cultural differences can lead to
problems in adjusting to the host culture and in a low performance in their
international assignment (Waxin, 2004). The main processes conceptualized and
discussed by psychologists (e.g. Black and Gregersen, 1991; Sinagil and Ones, 2001)
in the case of international students and their educational and social integration are:
intercultural adjustment, acculturation and cultural shock.
Cultural shock is defined as the anxiety that results when people lose those
familiar signs and symbols of social intercourse that they are not actually conscious of
(Oberg, 1960). However, several previous studies proved a temporal relationship
between cultural shock and adjustment (Gudykunst, 1998; Searle and Ward, 1990).
Adjustment models, such as the U-curve model (Lysgaard, 1955) or the W-curve
model (Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1960) consider that cultural shock represent the first
stage of the adaptation process that sojourners go through. Acculturation, on the other
hand, was often referred to as a way to describe the process of second culture contact
or as the strategy that individuals develop while coping with the second culture (e.g.
Berry, 1994). All these three concepts refer to the behavioural and/or psychological
effects generated by the transition from one country to another.
Whereas the emergence of studies dealing with trends in international mobility
is mainly motivated by the emergence of international higher education itself, the
increase and the diversity of works concerning international students’ adjustment
could probably be explained by the peculiarities that international students have, as a
migratory subpopulation. Moreover, international students represent the fastest
growing international skilled population with 4.1 million students studying abroad in
2011 (IEE, 2012).
Seeking to bridge these research directions, this study analyses international
students’ mobility through a systematic review of the recent corpus of literature on
both the topic of international education and youth migration. The main research
objectives addressed in our study are the following: (1) understanding the fundamental
psychological processes and adjustment difficulties that international students have to
face during their mobility; (2) identifying the best means through which organizations
involved in international education can support the integration of international
students. As a result of exploring these objectives, we will provide a series of
conclusions, as well as recommendations for countries that wish to consolidate their
position as competitive providers of international education, including the European
countries. Through our research we wish to bring our contribution to the field of
international migration and to offer some new perspectives to higher education
institutions interested in gaining a better position on the market of international
education.
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2. Research methodology
The extensive number of academic papers dealing with international student
mobility proves the importance given to this topic. Considering the practical nature of
our research objectives and the existence of various studies that might provide some
interesting answers, the literature review method was considered the most appropriate
for our research. Such a method will not only enable the authors to understand the
main themes recurrent in recent literature, but also facilitate the direction of research
by determining what needs to be done on the practical side (De Los Reyes and Kazdin,
2008). Moreover, through the effort of integrating findings across many studies
pertinent to our particular research questions, we will bring our contribution in the
process of according legitimacy and scholarliness (LeCompte et al., 2003) to the field
of international students’ mobility. In order to overcome the problems associated with
large number of published research studies and variation in quality between studies,
our study will apply a pre-planned and documented systematic review protocol (Kirch,
2008). The use of this methodology implies limiting the number of subjective
decisions that must be made during a literature review and increases the probability
that relevant studies will be identified. This paper extends and builds on the work of
Nicolescu and Galalae (2012).
2.1. Systematic review protocol
Starting from the background analysis of the international students’ mobility
and the statement of our research objectives, the following research questions will be
addressed in this study: (1) which are the main psychological processes and
adjustment difficulties that international students have to face during their mobility?;
(2) which are the strategies that institutions and people involved in international
education management could apply in order to help international students surpass
these difficulties? A documented search strategy is used to unpack these research
questions.
2.2. Search strategy and selection criteria
Migration of international students is a topic that received generous attention
from scholars with different affiliations, from sociology, psychology and education.
Considering the nature of this study and the variety of studies in the field of youth
migration, we used a complex reference search engine and the active support of
experimented librarians. The main combinations of key words considered appropriate
to explore the research questions were: (1)“international students” + “institutions”, (2)
“international students” + “international education management“, (3) “international
students” + “acculturation”, (4) “international students” + “acculturative stressors”.
Running a dry search on these words yielded over 30.000 references. Therefore, we
had to limit the literature scanning process to those domains that are coherent with our
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research questions, namely: European Studies, Political Science and Government,
Statistics and Demographics, Sociology, Business and International Business. All of
these domains, except for the last one, included Education as a separate sub-domain.
After a thorough analysis of the databases indexed in each of these categories, we
narrowed our selection criteria once again, by selecting only the databases that cover
all the above subjects. In terms of content type, even though books, e-books, book
chapters, conference proceedings, data sets, government documents were also
available, we decided to limit our search to peer-reviewed journals and e-journals.
These types of publications represent a field’s primary source of knowledge (Scanlan,
2011) and reflect accurate findings that are specific for the time when they were
published.
In terms of language, we had to limit our search for literature to those readings
written in English. Even though this language restriction is a limitation of our study
(White and Schmidt, 2005), we considered that using the services of a translator
would involve a higher amount of risk. In regards to the time frame considered, we
made several analyses in order to understand the dynamics of publications dealing
with international student mobility. Considering that our research goal is to identify
recent works with an impact on the current times, it is only natural for us to mainly
look at publications that appeared in the last years. However, after running a search
based on the criteria that we described, we determined that the number of publications
indexed between 1912 and 2012 does not differ much from the number of materials
published between 1990 and 2012. However, this might be explained by the fact that
databases were established in the last decades and they do not necessarily include
works that were produced a while ago. Moreover, as stated above, international
students’ migration phenomena emerged in the recent times and it is only natural for
scholars to follow the trend.
After deciding upon all these criteria, we ran our first search in order to
generate a list of all the themes and subjects that respect our requirements. Out of a
number of 212 themes we selected 35 that were considered to best describe our
research subject.
The materials that were finally considered relevant for our review were issued
by six academic publications, all focusing on education, research and development.
Seven of these papers were published in the International Journal of Intercultural
Relations (first published in 1977) and three of them in the Journal of Studies in
International Education (first published in 1997). In terms of methodology, eight of
these articles used a quantitative approach, six of them included qualitative studies and
one applied mixed methods, with an emphasis on the quantitative side. Table 2
synthesizes our search strategy as described up to this point.
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Table 2
Literature search strategy
Main key
words
Themes
and
subjects
included

Themes
and
key
words
excluded
Research
domains
Databases

Content
type
Content
language
Time frame
Results

“international
“international
students” +
“international
students” +
“international
students” +
“acculturative
education
“acculturation”
stressors”
management“
“education”, “sociology”, “political science”, “international relations”, “educational research”,
“culture”, “economics”, “research”, “globalization”, “higher education”, “social sciences”,
“interdisciplinary linguistics”, “international colleges and universities”, “international migration”,
“social aspects”, “anthropology”, “students”, “social sciences”, “economic theory”, “nationalism”,
“western Europe”, “immigration”, “economic development”, “minority and ethnic groups”
“psychology”, “demography and learning behaviour”, “economic growth”, “multidisciplinary”, “social
conditions and trends”, “social sciences”, “schools and educational services”, “social trends and
culture”, “social issues”, “developing countries”, “study and teaching models”.
“clinical conditions”, “very short programs”, “involuntary and illegal student migration”, “second
generation immigrants”, “internal migration”, “mental or other illnesses”, “intermarriage”, “obesity”,
“children migration”, “teachers migration”, “repatriation motives”.
“international
students” +
“institutions”

Business and International Business, European Studies, Political Science and Government,
Sociology, Statistics and Demographics.
Business Source Complete, Emerald Insight, Europa World of Learning,
FRANCIS (International Humanities and Social Sciences), National Bureau of Economic Research
(NBER) Working Papers, OECD iLibrary, Social Explorer, Web of Science (Thomson Reuters
Web of Knowledge), Wiley Online Library, World Development Indicators (WDI).
Peer reviewed journal /e-journal articles
English
19122012
6,760

19902012
6,577

19122012
1,190

19902012
1,170

19122012
2,943

19902012
2,900

19122012
173

19902012
173

Source: Authors’ findings.

2.3. Assessment process
In the following phase of our scanning process we identified the overlapping
materials that appeared in our searches and concluded that the references identified
under category (1) “international students” + “institutions” generally include the ones
identified in the category (2) “international students” + “international education
management“ and that the category (3) “international students” + “acculturation” also
captures the references yielded under the last category, (4), “international students” +
“acculturative stressors”. Therefore, we narrowed our research by including a mix of
these criteria. The result consisted in 297 articles published in the last twenty-two
years. All the abstract of these publications were scanned, and again we eliminated
certain publications, mainly the ones that were published under the same research
project, publications that did not directly address our topic of interest and works that
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were dealing with other category of migrants. After this assessment, we ended up with
a number of 48 papers and after a thorough analysis of their contents; we decided to
include 15 in our review. The main final criterion that we considered was the
relevance of the research questions addressed in these articles, in the context of our
study.
Some of these studies focused on the role of social informal structures in
students’ adjustment whereas others place emphasis on the academic ones. For
instance, Campbell (2011) analyses the positive effect of friendship through an
experiment consisting in “pairing” international students with native students.
Through these means, adjustment of the international students is explored at the same
time with the cultural development of native students. However, the findings of the
research show that if this interaction is not voluntary for both parties involved, or even
if the students engaged in such a program are constrained to meet more often than they
would like to, the positive effects decrease. Another study (O’Reilly et al., 2010)
proves that even when students receive high levels of social support they still
experience high levels of socio-cultural adjustment difficulties and psychological
distress.
Other surprising findings are generated by the studies focusing on the role of
academic structures in students’ adjustment. Brown (2007) explores the correlation
between stress/adjustment and academic requirements that international students face.
According to the conclusions of these studies, stress declines during the international
mobility but not as a function of time – as it could be expected – but as a function or
reductions in the academic workload. There is more to be said about the relation
between adjustment and academic structures. Le and Gardner (2010) proved that
international students will have different experiences because of their domain of
research/study. This might be explained by the availability of resources (availability of
advisors, laboratories, funding) or even departmental peculiarities. Another study
(Coles and Swami, 2012) uncovers some downsides of university structures aiming to
improve international adjustment. According to this research, accommodation
provision, clubs and societies, introductory courses etc., all provide opportunities for
adjustment support in the early stage of the sojourn even though that is not the most
critical interval in the adjustment curve. Many of the studies that we included in our
literature review provide different recommendations for universities/institutions that
would like to consolidate their positions as providers of international educations and
attractors for students. Appendix 1 summarizes the main integration problems
addressed by each article, along with the methodology used and the implications for
the management of exchange students. Overall, considering the rigorous criteria that
we used in our research review, we can definitively conclude that the main foci of
interest on the topic of international students’ adjustment are:
Social adjustment (friendship and interaction with natives and/or other
international students);
Academic adjustment (teaching and evaluation criteria, academic
requirements, studying in a different language);
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Programs designed to help international students’ social and academic
integration (formal and informal projects, projects developed for the dependents of
international students).
3. Discussion
3.1. Findings and meta-analysis
In this section we will try to identify patterns among the studies that we
explored, through the use of meta-analysis. This method focuses on contrasting and
combining different approaches and findings in order to identify interesting
correlations that may come to light in the context of multiple studies (Rothman et al.,
2008). We will focus our analysis on three main aspects, namely perspectives on
psychological adjustment, perspectives on international mobility stages and
methodological observations.
A. Perspectives on psychological adjustment. Since one of the major goals
of this study is to uncover the nuances of psychological adjustment in the case of
international students, all the papers that we included in our review directly analyse
this topic. However, what is rather unexpected is the fact that
adjustment/acculturation/cultural shock or other concepts that capture these integration
processes experienced by students are alternatively analysed as dependent and
independent variables. When scholars (e.g. Brown, 2007; Campbell, 2011) measure
adjustment, acculturation and integration as dependent variables, they are mainly
interested in explaining which other factors influence these processes. While analysing
the independent variables that scholars relate acculturation/adjustment/integration
with, we identified two main categories. One of them includes academic aspects and
the other personal or cultural aspects. The main academic issues that were used in
order to explain adjustment are the academic requirements, the need for a good level
of English language proficiency, the differences between the academic conventions in
the home/host country, the structures of the university, the degree of information about
destination/host that sojourners have, the academic resources available and the
availability of extracurricular activities in the academic context. The recurrent
personal/cultural issues discussed are personal characteristics, personal values, types
of social interaction, cultural dimensions and self-construal.
The studies that analyse the same psychological processes as independent
variables (e.g. Gullekson and Vancouver, 2010; Sakurai et al., 2010) mainly try to
explain which other behaviours/psychological processes are influenced by adjustment
to a new culture. If we would look at the dependent variables in these studies we will
observe that in several cases these are the same aspects that in the previous case were
treated as independent variables. For example, some of the works that we mentioned
measure the impact that adjustment has upon the efficiency of intervention projects
and social interaction.
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Seminal works on acculturation (e.g. Berry, 1994) acknowledge the double
role that acculturation might have – both as a behavioural influencer and as a
consequence of other attitudes and behaviours. However, the practical implications of
these findings for the field of higher international education are rather enthralling. On
the one hand, this proves that orientation programs or other methods to support
international students’ definitively influence their adjustment. On the other hand,
adjustment itself moderates academic results, social interaction, and communication –
features that are often associated with the goals of international education.
B. Perspectives on international mobility stages. The majority of the
selected studies mainly focused on investigating the behaviour/attitudes of
international students during their mobility. The most trivial explanation for this fact
would be, indeed, convenience. It is rather difficult to collect data from returned
sojourners or even from international students that are preparing to undertake their
studies abroad. However, seminal studies (e.g. Lysgaard, 1955) emphasize that
cultural shock becomes intense upon arrival in a new country, immediately after the
stage of adaptation. The cultural shock is usually followed by a stage of leveling off in
the subsequent period. According to the W-curve theory (Gullahorn and Gullahorn,
1960), the entire process will repeat once the students return to their home countries.
These theories were widely analysed and acknowledged in the studies that we
investigate irrespective in which mobility stage were the data collected. Moreover, the
practical recommendations that some of these articles provide, often concentrate not
only on the actions that international educations providers should undertake, but also
on the timing of these actions. For example, Verthelyi and Frank (1995) emphasize the
utility of “on-going orientation” whilst Gaw (2000) stresses the importance of postdeparture strategies.
C. Methodological observations. Other unexpected conclusions are related to
the populations and samples considered in the studies analysed. Even though a
significant part of these studies uses samples of international students interviewed
during their mobility, there are also exceptions. For example, some of these studies
approach international students after they finalize their international mobility or also
include data collected from native students in order to compare two different samples.
Moreover, interesting results come out of studies made on faculty members that
interact with international students or with spouses of international students.
3.2. Practical implications for European countries
However, irrespective of the sample included in these studies, all of them went
beyond the theoretical aspects and, starting from the adjustment problems that they
identified, managed to develop a list of recommendations for those involved in
international education management. Another aspect that we would like to underline
consists in the underrepresentation of Europe in these studies. However, this might be
driven both by our research methodology and the distribution of papers focusing on
European samples. This will not impeach in any way on the final focus of our

270

A systematic literature review on students’ international mobility and cultural adjustment

research, which is to develop a set of recommendations useful for European
international universities. Moreover, we acknowledge in our analysis studies that do
investigate international education and its effects on individuals in European countries
such as the insightful studies carried out by Mehdizadeh and Scott (2005) and Gu et
al., (2010) in the United Kingdom. One of the limitations – probably explained by the
applied focus of such studies - is the limited attention given to the peculiarities of
European international education system. To this end, before proceeding to this final
step, we should briefly present some insight on this specific topic.
First of all, with the exception of the Great Britain, European countries do not
use English as their main or second language. However, the main international
programs developed in Europe in the last decades - with the exception of the Erasmus
program which still includes programs thought in other European languages - are
thought in English (Altbach et al., 2009). Therefore, not only international students
have to adjust to using English in all the academic/social interactions, but also the staff
of the universities that offer international programs.
Secondly, the Bologna Declaration on the European Higher Education Area,
signed in 1999 by representatives of 29 European countries (EACEA P9 Eurydice,
2010) established a series of reforms and a general framework for the modernisation
of European higher education. These regulations confirmed Europe’s intention to
adopt a system of comparable degrees divided in two main cycles (undergraduate
studies and graduate studies). Other accomplishments of the Bologna process are the
implementation of a system of transferable credits, the establishment of several
programs aiming to encourage international mobility among students, teachers,
researchers, administrative stuff. However, even though these reforms prove European
cooperation in quality assurance, they are not necessarily compatible with other higher
education systems in the world. Moreover, as it was discussed earlier, the main
sending countries, at least for international students, are located in Asia. Therefore,
irrespective of the level of internal coherence that European education guarantees, the
most important among all the actors involved – the international students, most of
them coming from outside Europe – do not benefit from it. Moreover, international
students from outside Europe will also face difficulties in obtaining a study visa and
will have to support higher tuition fees than European students.
All these peculiarities show that European states have to face more difficulties
than the United States or Australia, for example, when it comes to consolidating their
position on the market on international education outside the European Union.
Starting from the analysis of these difficulties, the authors of this study
developed the model depicted in Appendix 2, designed to capture the most important
actions that universities, among which the European ones should include in their
strategy when wanting to consolidate their position on the international market. In
order to develop this model, the authors considered both the input given through the
studies that were analysed and the peculiarities of European international education
system.
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3.3. Recommendations for European countries
The model that we propose separates the activities that universities should
develop based on the lifetime cycle of international students. First and foremost, we
posit that there are five distinct intervals that constitute the cycle of students’
international mobility. Out of these five phases, the first and the last one refer to what
activities that international students offices should develop before and after the factual
mobilities and do not even require the presence of students in the host campuses. In
order to be able to accommodate and to facilitate the integration of international
students in a new cultural and academic context, universities should, on the one hand,
prepare the new incoming students for what it will follow and, on the other, prepare
their staff and professors for the interaction with international students. In order to
address the latter, universities might organize seminars and discussions with those
who will be interacting with the incoming international students and explore issues
such as cultural differences or difficulties imposed by studying in a second language.
In order to prepare students for their international mobility, institutions should, first of
all, supply them with information about practical aspects – such as accommodation –
and more abstract problems – such as social habits in their future destination.
Probably the most critical stage during the life cycle of an international
student is the beginning of the mobility. As we discussed in the previous sections, the
first contact with the new cultural environment and the assessment of this contact
might influence the adjustment of international students on a long run. Therefore,
international student offices should organize orientation trainings and introductory
meetings. Moreover, engaging international students in a dialogue, instead of just
sending information to them is crucial at the beginning of the process.
Moreover, international offices might want to facilitate the contact between
native students and international students. Previous studies showed certain reluctance
from both groups when it comes to freely interaction. Therefore, a well thought
external intervention through the means of exploiting common interests, for example,
might prove very useful. Even though interactions between international students
usually come more naturally than the ones between natives and internationals,
programs aiming to create stronger connections between the members of the latter
category might also be useful. Furthermore, besides good quality academic training,
international students should have the option to attend language classes focused on the
academic usage of foreign languages.
It is often believed that just because students are travelling abroad for their
studies, they should be aware of cultural diversity. However, this is not always the
case. Therefore, both international student and native students should be made aware
of cultural and social differences through formal and informal activities. Another
aspect that might be factored in refers to the families of international students.
Forming family support networks for the families of international students and
encouraging their autonomous development even from the beginning of their
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experiences might prove beneficial for all the parties involved. Indeed, the majority of
the activities mentioned above are to be developed constantly throughout the duration
of an international program. However, it is extremely important to engage
international students in these projects from the beginning of their stay. A challenge
will also constitute in keeping international students interested in these activities and
receiving and interpreting their feedback.
Towards the end of their stay, students coming from abroad should be given
support in the case in which they wish to extend their stay in the host country.
Moreover, if there are legal aspects – such as visa requirements – international offices
should address them thoroughly.
Even once a program is completed, the expectations from a responsible
international university do not go away. Keeping contact with former international
students, engaging them in other international programs, even with the use of an online channel might help their reintegration in their home culture and home countries.
3.4. Conclusions, limitations and future research
The study focuses mainly on how students’ experiences abroad have been
analysed in the literature, emphasizing the main strategies that institutions might apply
in order to facilitate international students’ adjustment process, which, on a long term,
hinges into the consolidation of their position as attractors of international students.
Our study has some important theoretical and practical implications. First of all, we
developed a systematic and coherent approach of the literature on the topic of
international students’ cultural adjustment. Such a framework proves useful in the
process of selecting the relevant publications to be analysed when being faced with a
very rich literature. Second, this study doesn’t only explore adjustment difficulties in
the case of international students; it actually factors the insight given by literature into
a set of recommendations for the institutions involved in the management of
international students in European countries, aiming to help these institutions improve
their programs. However, our study doesn’t empirically test its findings and, even
though that was not our purpose, this might be considered a limitation. We do consider
that this will be an interesting avenue to pursue in future empirical investigations.
Moreover, future studies might also approach the same topic from the
perspective of institutions that want to emphasize their status as senders of welltrained students. It is also important to notice that a big part of the studies that we
reviewed were carried outside Europe, although the samples often included European
students. This might be interpreted as an alarm signal both for researchers and
international universities in Europe. Some of these valuable studies might be
replicated in order to better underline the needs and peculiarities of international
students undertaking their studies in Europe.
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Appendix 1. Literature review synthesis
Brown (2007)

Campbell (2011)

The incidence of
stress in international
students in relation to
the requirements of
an international
master’s program
(academic
requirements, the
need for a good level
of English language,
the dissonance
between the academic conventions).
The positive influence
of friendship with
native students on
international students’
adjustment.

Coles and Swami
(2012)

The role played by
university structures
in socio-cultural
adjustment of
international students.

De Verthelyi and
Frank (1995)

Characteristics and
expectations of
international students
spouses (choice and
decision making,
psychological
preparation, length
of proposed stay,
preparedness for
change, family
tradition of overseas
study, degree of
information about
the USA, and
formulation of a
personal project).
International graduate
students’ perceptions

Erichsen and
Bolliger (2011)

Qualitative study;
ethnographic analysis
through repetitive
interviews and
participant observation
on a sample of
international students in
the United Kingdom.

Adopting a cultural-skills-learning
approach in order to prepare international
students for the new academic culture,
focusing on developing several abilities,
such as essay writing and referencing.
Organizing academic orientation trainings
before the commencement of each
program.
Providing academic support in order to
alleviate the distress experienced by
students.

Qualitative experimental
study; international
students were paired
with native studies for a
semester. The later
sample was supposed
to offer support to the
former; data were
collected through
narrative journals kept
by the host students,
describing the
encounters.
Qualitative research; the
study consist in smallgroup interviews with
Malaysian students
enrolled in
undergraduate
programs in the UK.
Qualitative study; indepth semi structured
interviews with spouses
of international students
from various countries
were conducted during
their stay in America.

Organizing programs aiming to connect
international students and domestic
students only with voluntary participation
of the later; periodically assessing these
projects in order to maintain their quality.

Mixed methods; data
were collected through
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Designing intervention programs for
international students not only at the
beginning of their programs but also at
different moments during their stay
abroad. Creating co-cultural student
networks in order to integrate
internationals into the wider student body.
Sending more detailed pre-arrival
information for spouses (about housing
opportunities, ethnic-food stores, child
care facilities, budget considerations,
access to services and programs offered
by the university and the community, visa
work and study restrictions, etc.).
Scheduling pre-arrival interviews with
students who intend to bring their
spouses in order to discuss the possible
obstacles of the spouses. Providing ongoing orientation for incoming spouses.
Encouraging autonomous peer group
activities between spouses, creating a
spouses community.
Controlling international students
emotional needs through programs

A systematic literature review on students’ international mobility and cultural adjustment
of academic and
social isolation, both
in traditional and
online environments.
The effects of reverse
culture shock on selfreported problem
severity, willingness
to see a counsellor,
and student support
service usage in the
case of students that
return to their home
countries after an
international
experience.
Differences perceived
by international
students in emotional
display norms between home and
host cultures, in the
context of
international
adjustment.
The extent in which
different cultural
dimensions
(individualism/
collectivism) of the
host cultures produce
different patterns of
acculturation in the
case of international
students.

surveys and in-depths
interviews.

designed to reduce anxiety or isolation
among international students, being them
involved in traditional or online education.

Quantitative study;
survey on a sample of
American students that
graduated from a
program
abroad/attended an
exchange program and
returned to their home
country.

Developing psycho-educational outreach
modules and discussion groups in the
institutions that host students who
undertook a program/a term abroad.
Creating opportunities for returnees to
become involved with international
aspects on their campus.

Quantitative study;
survey investigation
applied on international
and American students
studying in America.

Developing cross-cultural programs to
train sojourners and host nationals on the
nature of emotional display across
cultures (focusing on the notion that more
display of emotion is acceptable in
individualistic than in collectivist cultures).

Quantitative study; the
population of the study
comprised collectivistbound students studying
in a collectivist countries
and individualist-bound
students studying in an
individualistic countries.

Le, Gardner
(2010)

The experience
international doctoral
students enrolled in
Science, Technology,
Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM)
fields in American
Universities.

Qualitative study;
interviews with
international Ph.D.
Asian students enrolled
in the United States of
America.

Mehtap-Smadi,
and Hashemipour
(2010)

International students
reasoning for
choosing to pursue
their education in a
university in a small
island state.

Quantitative study;
survey on a sample of
international students
enrolled in a university
in Cyprus.

Organizing courses focusing on cross
cultural issues, with the teaching style
focused on student discussions, with the
participation of both host and exchange
students.
Sponsoring social events between host
country students who have previously
visited current exchange students’
countries (applicable in the case of
exchange programs)
Encouraging informal interaction between
exchange students and international
students.
Providing international students with the
necessary tools to succeed academically
and socially by offering information about
the American culture, appropriate funding
and guarantee of continuous funding for
the duration of the study, regular meetings
with graduate advisors increased
availability of courses, up-to-date
technology, and research equipment.
Offering quality education that is student
focused, offering immigrants the possibility
to stay and work after graduation,
providing English-medium instruction,
designing a student friendly web-site and
advertising international programs at
target groups.

Gaw (2000)

Gullekson and
Vancouver (2010)

Jang and Kim
(2010)
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O’Reilly et al
(2010)

Psychosocial
adaptation of
international students
in Ireland using
measures of social
support,
loneliness, stress,
psychological wellbeing, and sociocultural adaptation.
The effects of
multicultural
intervention programs
on the development
of social ties, cultural
orientation, and
psychological
adjustment among
international students
in Australia.

Quantitative study; data
were collected from both
international students
and native students in
Ireland through
subsequently applied
surveys.

Organizing pre-arrival orientation program
and offer post-arrival support to students.
Encouraging international students to live
in on-campus accommodations in the host
universities, and providing good
accommodation for them.

Quantitative study;
survey on international
students involved/ not
involved in socialization
programs during their
stay in Australia.

Sliwa and Grandy
(2006)

The process of
second culture
contact in the case of
international Chinese
students.

Toyokawa and
Toyokawa (2002)

The relation between
the level of
engagement in
extracurricular
activities of Japanese
students studying in
the United States and
the students’
psychological health,
academic
involvement, social
support from friends
and active use of
leisure time.
Correlations between
self-construal,
communicative
competence in the
language of the host
society and crosscultural adaptation of
international students.

Qualitative study; indepth interviews with
Chinese international
students enrolled in a
university in England
and faculty members
from the same
university.
Quantitative study;
surveys were used in
order to explore the
behaviour of Japanese
students in America.

Conducting intervention programs that aim
to enhance social engagement among
international students, while creating
opportunities for international students to
interact with each other and maybe even
with native students.
Encouraging international students’ offices
and associations to take an active role in
developing clubs where students can
interact based on their
academic/nonacademic interests.
Exploring the expectations of faculty,
international students, and national
students in regards to course content and
cultural experiences in order to align them
Expectations in delivering higher
education.

Sakurai et al.
(2010)

Yang et al. (2006)

Quantitative study; data
were collected through
surveys applied on two
samples: one of international students registerred at a Canadian university and originating
from societies with a
collectivist cultural
orientation, and a group
of Canadian-born
students.
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Facilitating the engagement of
international students in out-of-class
activities whilst supporting their successful
performance in the classroom.
Providing international students with
information
On both the academic aspects of their
program and opportunities for off-campus
activities.
Assessing students’ interests and needs
before designing any kind of support
program for internationals.
Designing programs in order to help
international students develop or improve
linguistic and communication skills.

Before students arrival

15. Constant evaluation of the interaction between professors, staff and
international students.

At the beginning of the
mobility

During the entire
mobility

At the end of mobility

Time frame

After the return home

19. Creating opportunities for students
who return from a mobility program to
get involved in international activities /
to keep in touch with the university

18. Offering international students the possibility to enlarge their
stay if they wish to do so

16. Sponsoring socialization events between international students and natives who have international
experience
17. Developing non-academic programs with the voluntary participation of native students

8. Organizing post-arrival recurrent meetings
9. Adopting a teaching style that acknowledges cultural relativism
10. Organizing co-cultural seminars aiming to connect international students from different
countries
11. Encourage the development of clubs where international and native students can
share their non-academic interests
12. Forming family support networks for the families of international students and
encouraging theirs autonomous development
13. Include courses focus on cross cultural issues in the curricula of international students
14. Offering language courses focused on the academic requirements

6. Organizing cultural orientation trainings
7. Organizing academic orientation trainings

Appendix 2. Recommendations for organizations receiving international students in Europe

1. Organizing seminars for professors and all the staff of the
departments/institutions that will interact with international students in
order to prepare them for the experience
2. Scheduling pre-arrival interviews with international students and the
ones who will accompany them abroad in order to understand their
expectations
3. Organizing interviews with different national students registered in
an international class and with faculty members that teach in such a
program in order to understand their expectations
4. Sending detailed information to the students about the host culture,
university requirements, housing alternatives, life-style and social
events.
5. Advertising the opportunities offered by the foreign university on the
website and other similar channels

Activities
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