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Abstract 

The acculturation attitudes, processes, and strategies of international students in the 

transitioning stage (i.e., between temporary residents with a study permit and landed 

immigrants) serve as key predictors of their acculturation experiences in the future. This 

paper reviewed and drew from the leading theories and previous empirical studies. In-

depth interviews were conducted to examine the predominant stressors, attitudes, and 

strategies in the acculturation processes among 6 first-generation Chinese students with 

specific emphases on their multiple identities within the context of heterogeneity in 

Canada, and students’ appraisal of the acculturation strategy adopted by the larger society. 

The findings revealed 4 major aspects: pre-acculturation moderating factors, 

acculturation attitudes and strategies, identity formation within the multicultural context, 

and individuals’ appraisal of policies and practices at all levels. The results of this study 

may provide implications for university programs and counseling services to improve the 

retention and well-being of international students. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

This study explores the predominant acculturative stressors, acculturation 

attitudes, and strategies in the processes of acculturation among the first-generation 

Chinese students in Canadian higher education. The first chapter sets out to elucidate the 

background information about the growing trend of the diversity of the university 

environment in Canada, the increasing needs of recognizing the acculturative stress 

among international students that impede their psychological and sociocultural 

adaptations to the host country, and the general structure of the research study. 

Research Background 

The research background encompasses two categories: (a) international students 

in Canadian higher education and (b) the heterogeneous context and social inclusion of 

the newcomers. 

International Students in Canadian Higher Education 

The development of globalization has increased the migration from various 

countries around the world and the possibilities for students to travel abroad for further 

study. In recent years, the enrollment rate of international students in postsecondary 

institutions has reached unprecedented levels in Canada and throughout the world. From 

3.5 million in 2016, the number of international students in tertiary education around the 

globe climbed steadily to five million in 2018, a 43% increase within a mere 2 years 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2018; UNESCO, 2019). The 

Canadian Bureau for International Education (2019) reports that Canada has surpassed 

Australia and France and is ranked fourth by hosting 370,975 international students in 

higher education from 186 countries, among which China (28%) was the top source 



2 

 
 

country, and Ontario (48%) received the most international students among all 

provinces/territories of destination. 

This massive inflow of foreign students provides Canada with a wide range of 

individuals with higher education backgrounds to invite long-term residents (Lu & Hou, 

2015). More than 270,000 temporary international students (19%) who obtained a study 

permit between 1990 and 2014 became permanent residents by 2014. Many international 

students view their academic life as the first step to immigration. In the 2018 Survey, 

approximately 66% of foreign students expressed their intention to seek permanent 

residence (PR) in Canada (CBIE, 2019). With their improved proficiency in one of 

Canada’s official languages, postsecondary credentials, and desirable workforce 

attributes, international students have shown to make considerable contributions to the 

economic prosperity of the receiving country as an important source of financial assets, 

intellectual capitals, and professionals and skilled workers (AIFS Foundation & IIE, 2018; 

Bevis, 2002; Dam, Chan, & Wayland, 2018; Harrison, 2002; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). 

The Heterogeneous Context and Social Inclusion of the Newcomers 

Australia, the United States, and Canada are often perceived as typical 

multicultural mélanges contrasted with relatively culturally homogeneous societies such 

as Japan and Korea (Berry, 1997; Kashima & Callan, 1994). In the past four decades, 

Canada witnessed a tremendous increase in the diversity of its ethnic origins after 

opening its border to a wide array of immigrants, refugees, and sojourners from different 

social and cultural contexts. Statistics show that Canada has a per capita immigration 

level far exceeding that of other large Western nations and twice as high as that of 

Australia and the United States, the other two major receiving countries with formal 



3 

 
 

immigration programs (Knowles, 2016). In the 2016 Census, an astonishing 21.9% of the 

total population were born outside Canada, with more than 250 ethnic origins or 

ancestries reported (Statistics Canada, 2017). Over the past three decades, the 

predominant countries of origin among immigrants have changed from the United 

Kingdom and European countries to Asia, the Middle East, and Central and South 

America (Banks, 2012; Dewing & Leman, 2006; Statistics Canada, 2017). The rapid 

changes in the racial, cultural, ethnic, religious, and linguistic aspects of the entire 

population have markedly increased the heterogeneity of the social and cultural 

background in Canada. 

However, despite that efforts have been made in the constitutional and legal 

frameworks to ensure structuralized inclusion and accommodation of diversity, some 

perennial problems still exist (Guo & Wong, 2015). At the societal level, tensions are 

perceived between the needs to promote social inclusion and cultural diversity after 

officially adopting the multicultural policy. At the individual level, the underlying 

assumption of transferring commitments from the original culture to the mainstream 

society as a prerequisite for national identity and citizenship often leads to a large number 

of individuals with immigrant or minority backgrounds finding themselves either 

detached from their heritage culture or alienated from the dominant culture (Banks, 2012, 

2014). In addition, a handful of previous empirical studies suggest that although mutual 

accommodation sometimes takes place (e.g., culture shedding and culture learning), 

intercultural interactions may also bring about acculturative stress and psychological 

health problems that individuals, especially those who identify themselves with complex 

and contradictory transnational identifications, are prone to encounter in their 
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postmigration experiences (Kuo, 2014; Lowinger, He, Lin, & Chang, 2014; Ward, 

Bochner, & Furnham, 2001; Zhang, Mandl, & Wang, 2010). These have given rise to the 

increasing scholarly interest upon exploring the optimal paradigms that help discern the 

predominant acculturative stressors, strategies, and relationships to the psychological and 

health consequences to facilitate the integration of the newcomers into the receiving 

country. 

Significance of the Research 

With the surge in the scholarly interest in the field, the past decades saw the 

proliferation of works related to acculturation in the areas of anthropology, sociology, 

cultural psychology, and epidemiology. A number of studies in social, clinical, and health 

psychology attempted to examine the linkages between the predominant indicators and 

psychological and health outcomes by analyzing the pathological and physiological 

symptoms (Aldwin, 2007; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). Many theoretical models have 

been built by expanding the existing models and scales to measure the predominant 

indicators and delineate the process of acculturation from a developmental, evolving, and 

transformative perspective. Due to the perceived gaps between theories and practices 

(e.g., Chirkov, 2009a, 2009b), a number of studies have been conducted through the 

implementation of a variety of interventions, such as participatory programs, symposiums, 

and partnerships with non-governmental organizations to assist and support acculturating 

individuals and communities and promote between- and within-society intercultural 

contact (Ward & Kagitcibasi, 2010). In their latest review and critique, Rudmin, Wang, 

and de Castro (2017) updated the overview of the historical productivity of acculturation 

research between the 1900s and 2015, which demonstrated the marked expansion of 
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literature and indicated that future trends might be expected to shift away from 

developing paradigms in social sciences towards health sciences. 

However, many critics noticed that the increased volumes of production weren’t 

equally translated into corresponding results that have much utility. For instance, there 

remained a large proportion of studies in parallel streams with limited cross-referencing 

or cross-fertilization (Ward et al., 2001), a plethora of inconsistent and inconclusive 

findings (Cabassa, 2003), the overly simplistic, reductionistic, or deterministic models 

(Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010), and neglects of the historical 

development of research constructs, questions, and paradigms, thereby empowering 

confirmation biases and collegial conformity to reproduce useless research (Rudmin et al., 

2017). A few recent literature reviews addressed the need to refine the widely applied 

acculturation models in the general acculturation theoretical framework and advocated 

that future research should (a) be embedded in a comprehensive analysis of predominant 

themes (b) on the basis of single-case measure of acculturative competence (c) with 

applications to specific acculturating groups (Schwartz et al., 2010; Smith & Khawaja, 

2011; Zhang & Goodson, 2011; Zhou, Jindal-Snape, Topping, & Todman, 2008). 

The interplay between the intricate social, cultural, and ethnic identities of the 

first-generation international students and the heterogeneous context of the culturally 

plural society necessitates research attention to the transitional processes of these 

acculturating individuals. From the individual perspective, these incoming visa students 

with a high propensity to become permanent residents after graduation are prone to 

encounter a wide spectrum of acculturative stressors in their postmigration experiences, 

including educational and employment pressure, housing and settlement issues, 

sociocultural and psychological maladaptation, tendency of becoming as a target of 



6 

 
 

discrimination, underutilization of social support, and identity confusion, especially upon 

entering the increasingly competitive education, employment, and immigration markets 

in a different culture. From the perspective of the receiving society, the accelerating 

internationalization of the domestic higher-education industry has given rise to the 

demand for the maintenance of the equilibrium between the nomothetic (organizational) 

and idiographic (personal) needs in the educational system. Furthermore, the reported 

academic and acculturation problems among incoming visa students have raised wide 

scholarly and public concerns of developing the optimal approaches to reduce the friction 

in the process in order to minimize the economic, political, psychological, and emotional 

cost and help the newcomers to achieve their own success. Therefore, it is significant to 

provide a holistic understanding of the acculturative stressors, attitudes, and strategies in 

the transitional process of the increasing body of students in Canadian universities to 

prepare them to participate in the local economy. 

Cast within this specific context, this research study aims to reexamine the 

conceptual and contextual issues in the acculturation process. The study reviews and 

draws on the continuously expanding theoretical framework of acculturation research by 

John W. Berry (1997, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2006b, 2006d; see also Berry & Sabatier, 2010) 

to identify the predominant stressors, attitudes, and acculturation strategies among first-

generation Chinese students in Canadian tertiary education by conducting in-depth 

individual interviews. The study probes into the main research question: What are key 

themes that best delineate the trajectory of the acculturation experiences among first-

generation Chinese students with regard to the predominant stressors, acculturation 

attitudes, and strategies? 
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In particular, the study analyzes the interplay between the multiple identities of 

these students and the influence of the increasingly heterogeneous context of the larger 

society. The acculturation attitude and strategy of the host society serve as key variables 

as well, thus students’ appraisal of the policies and practices at all levels were also 

investigated. The results may provide implications for future acculturation research and 

education policies to better address the needs of minority groups on campus and facilitate 

their transition and integration into the receiving country. 

Research Structure 

This chapter made a brief statement on the research background by describing the 

changing demographic composition of Canada, the trends and limitations of recent 

studies, and the focus and significance of this study. 

The second chapter reviews the leading conceptual approaches and scales from 

unidimensional and multidimensional perspective, and discusses the predominant 

acculturative stressors frequently documented in recent empirical studies. The following 

part introduces the acculturation framework by John W. Berry as the core construct of the 

interview questions to explore the key themes that emerged from the acculturation 

experiences of first-generation Chinese students. 

The third chapter discusses the methodology employed in the research. Individual 

interviews were conducted with six first-generation Chinese students at a single 

university in Ontario to examine the predominant acculturative stressors, attitudes, and 

strategies in the processes of acculturation. Two specific foci were emphasized in the 

investigations: the identity changes and formation of these acculturating individuals 

within the host context, and their appraisal of the policies and practices at all levels. 
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The fourth chapter analyzes the key themes that emerged from the stories, 

experiences, and perspectives with regard to the predominant stressors, acculturation 

attitudes, and the prevailing acculturation strategies among these individuals. Lastly, the 

fifth chapter draws a conclusion based on the results, as well as the implications and 

limitations of the study. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review for this study clarifies the key concepts of the research study 

and attempts to elaborate on the development of acculturation conceptual approaches 

moving from unidimensional to multidimensional perspectives. The following part 

reviews the frequently identified acculturative stressors and the correlation with coping 

mechanisms and adaptation outcomes in recent empirical studies on international students. 

The remainder of this chapter introduces the continuously developing theoretical 

framework of acculturation research by John W. Berry to investigate and analyze the key 

themes that emerged from the postmigration experiences among first-generation Chinese 

students with regard to the predominant acculturative stressors, acculturation attitudes, 

and prevailing strategies. 

Concepts of Acculturation 

Although cultural changes have long existed in various forms of intercultural 

contact (e.g., colonization, military invasion, migration, sojourning; Berry, 2003), the 

study of systematic and scientific acculturation stemmed from the early 20th century and 

included work by Park (1928), Yieh (1934), and Stonequist (1935). Initially, 

acculturation was extensively examined in anthropological and sociological studies as a 

group-level phenomenon that resulted in changes in cultural practices and social 

structures. For instance, Gillin and Raimy (1940) defined acculturation as “those 

processes whereby the culture of society is modified as a result of contact with one or 

more other societies” (p. 371). Sociological studies primarily emphasized the hierarchical 

classification of members of society by studying the unequal distribution of capital, 

resources, and power (Parrillo, 1966). In subsequent decades, acculturation was gradually 
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examined as an individual-level variable that involved changes in a person’s behavioural 

repertoire in a number of psychological studies stressing that acculturation might not only 

occur as a group phenomenon but also an exclusively individual phenomenon (Broom & 

Kitsuse, 1955; Dohrenwend & Smith, 1962; Eaton, 1952; Graves, 1967; Spiro, 1955; 

Teske & Nelson, 1974). In recent empirical studies, acculturation has been widely 

recognized as an important indicator in terms of the elements, processes, and the 

consequences of migration and cultural transition to identified the internal and external 

changes, especially among the minority groups in the course of intercultural contact 

(Arbona et al., 2010; Jibeen & Khalid, 2010). 

The classical definition of acculturation by Redfield, Lipton, and Herskovits 

(1936) in the Memorandum for the Study of Acculturation defines acculturation as “those 

phenomena which result when groups of individuals from different cultures come into 

continuous first-hand contact with subsequent changes in the original patterns of either or 

both groups” (p. 149). The Social Science Research Council (1954) adds three features to 

acculturation: (a) acculturation can be both direct and indirect causes (i.e., contextual or 

demographic changes rather than direct human activities); (b) acculturation might be 

retarded due to the modification and reinterpretation of traits taken over; (c) acculturation 

can be reactive if contra-acculturative movements arise at oppression or imposition of 

inferiority (p. 974). In his recent theoretical elaboration, Berry (2005) describes 

acculturation as “the dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as 

a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual members” (p. 

698), which may bring cultural changes to members in both donor and receiving groups 

and in the emerging ethnocultural groups. 
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Ward and Searle (1991) identify two domains in the process of acculturation: 

sociocultural and psychological adaptation. The former represents the capability of 

individuals or groups to cope with changes in the external social and cultural 

environment and one’s ability to communicate and interact effectively with other 

members. The latter is primarily an internal process which is rendered as emotional 

changes—such as uncertainty, anxiety, and depression—that affect the mental health 

outcomes and cognitive appraisal of life in intercultural contact. From a pragmatic 

perspective, Black, Mendenhall, and Oddou (1991) divide social adaptation into three 

categories: adjustment to work, adjustment to interacting with the receiving culture, and 

adjustment to the general environment. Work adjustment indicates one’s adaptability to 

new routines, job roles, work responsibilities, and organizational culture. Interaction 

adjustment refers to the level of proficiency and comfort in direct social intercourse with 

the host culture. General adjustment involves dealing with the material changes in daily 

life, such as diet, housing, climate, and transportation. Among the three major facets, 

interaction adjustment is often viewed as insuperable for the expatriates in transnational 

corporations. Thus, the implications of advancing the acculturation theories may add to 

both theoretical significance for the better understanding and predicting the physiological 

and psychological peculiarities of individuals as cultural carriers affected by various 

antecedents, both globally and specifically, as well as practical significance for the 

development of intercultural training to facilitate the acculturating individuals to better 

adjust to the context of receiving societies. 

A few concepts need to be clarified before commencing the discussion. In the first 

place, a culturally plural society is a conglomeration of diverse cultural or ethnic groups 
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who live together within a shared sociopolitical framework (Skelton & Allen, 1999). The 

first-generation international students in this study are categorized as the group of 

individuals intermediate between short-term visitors (i.e., sojourners; see Table 1) and 

landed immigrants due to their high propensity to reside in the receiving society after 

completing their studies. Incidentally, the research subjects in this paper do not involve 

those who voluntarily migrate to another country, suggesting that there is no forced 

acceptance of cultural traits by the dominant group (Bemak & Chung, 2008). 

The conception of acculturation needs to be differentiated from assimilation (or 

amalgamation), adaptation, and enculturation. In the discussion of the Pawnee Hand 

Game, Lesser (1933) defines assimilation as a “process of transforming aspects of a 

conquered or engulfed culture into a status of relative adjustment to the form of the ruling 

culture” (p. ix). Another vintage definition proposed by Park (1930) emphasizes the 

underlying nature of assimilation that it cannot be realized until members of other racial 

and cultural groups have attained “a unity of thought that underlies the ‘veneer’ of 

acceptance of traits of a material nature” in the process of achieving cultural solidarity 

and national unity. Herskovits (1958) argues that the essential distinction between 

acculturation and assimilation lies in whether the recipient culture has the freedom to 

select or reject the traits from the donor culture. In the process of acculturation, the 

cultural groups share a reciprocal relationship that involves both gives and takes; whereas 

in the process of assimilation, the dominant culture imposes the reception of their cultural 

patterns upon the nondominant culture and often leads to intergroup conflicts, resistance, 

and subjugation. 
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Table 1 

Varieties of Groups in Plural Societies 

Mobility 

Voluntariness of contact 

Voluntary Involuntary 

Sedentary Ethnocultural groups Indigenous peoples 

Migrant – – 

Permanent Immigrants Refugees 

Temporary Sojourners Asylum seekers 

Source: Berry (2006b, p. 30). 
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Berry (1990) categorizes assimilation into one of the four main acculturation 

strategies (i.e., accept the practices, values, and identities of the host culture and discard 

those of the heritage culture). Wang and Li (2004) define adaptation as the behavioural 

changes and psychological adjustment that an individual consciously selects based on 

one’s preference and attachment to their cultural communities after they transfer from the 

original culture to another, while acculturation involves resocialization as a deeper 

process of internalization. Under most circumstances, the slight difference between 

adaptation and acculturation is not explicitly identified and thereby are both widely 

referenced in the majority of acculturation studies. Enculturation refers to the learning 

process without making deliberate efforts to impart that learning on the person, which 

often occurred during the first stage in one’s primary culture (Vedder & Horenczyk, 2006; 

Weinreich, 2009; Yoon et al., 2012). 

Acculturation Models 

Notwithstanding the intricate, interdisciplinary, and evolving nature of the field, 

acculturation studies as a core construct in contemporary social and behavioural research 

compels practitioners and researchers to continuously explore the patterns of continuity 

and changes of minority groups in the intercultural contact (Chun, Organista, & Marín, 

2003). Two predominant perspectives are found in the previous copious volumes of work 

on the review and discussion of the expanding subdivisions of the acculturation theories: 

unidimensional and multidimensional models. The primary distinction lies in how they 

treat the mutual interaction between the heritage culture and the host culture (Ryder, 

Alden, & Paulhus, 2000). 

Unidimensional 

In the traditional conceptualization, acculturation is often described as a linear, 

unidirectional process (Arends-Toth & Vijver, 2004). In other words, the acculturating 
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individuals undergo the process from discarding the traits of the heritage culture to 

identifying and internalizing the significant symbols of the host culture. In this 

perspective, the nondominant groups are expected to arrive at the end of the 

unidirectional continuum to fully assimilate the values, beliefs, and behavioural patterns 

of the dominant culture (Flannery, Reise, & Yu, 2001; Phinney, 1996; Schildkraut, 2007). 

“Biculturation” refers to the status at the midpoint of the continuum with the co-existence 

of both original and host cultural patterns. The unidimensional perspective emphasizes 

the irreversible linear transition from the original culture to the host culture with several 

predominant models as follows. 

Culture shock. “Culture shock” was first publicly used by DuBois in 1951 to 

describe the disorienting experience upon entering a different culture. Oberg (1960) 

expanded the term into the classical culture shock model to describe the physical, 

psychological, and behavioural reactions “precipitated by the anxiety that results from 

losing all of our familiar signs and symbols of social intercourse” (p. 177). Culture shock 

is often examined in the study of the symptoms (e.g., helplessness, home-sickness, 

irritability, etc.) of the occupational disease among individuals (especially expatriates) 

who are suddenly transplanted abroad. 

The model contains four stages in the changing psychological status of sojourners 

in between-society culture contact: honeymoon, crisis/regression, adjustment, and 

recovery. The “honeymoon” stage may last from several days to 6 months, during which 

time individuals are fascinated by the new environment and display positive attitudes to 

different ethnic groups. After the initial contact with the host culture, they face directly 

with the real condition of life and have to deal with the inconvenience and difficulties 

that vary greatly in the extent to which culture shock affects them. Feelings of fear, 

helplessness, anger, frustration, and anxiety evidently grow out towards the receiving 
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country due to barriers resulted from different ways of perceiving and interpreting the life, 

challenges, and situation in the world. With the accumulation of negative impacts and 

criticisms, members of minority groups begin to dissociate from the mainstream social 

and cultural activities and strengthen the attachments to their fellow countrymen. During 

the third stage, the prejudice and stereotypes among the visitors gradually break down. 

Although challenges still exist, they start to switch their appraisals from derogatory to 

objective. In the fourth stage, with a full grasp of the cultural iceberg with superficial and 

hidden implications, the sojourners start to savor the differences and even miss the host 

country when departing for their homeland. 

Expansion of the culture shock model. The culture shock model has been 

expanded by many theoreticians with elaborations or variations to the original conception 

in the following decades. In comparison to the previous argument which views culture 

shock as a disease or a field problem resulted from misunderstanding social and cultural 

symbols, Perls (1969) contended that culture shock served as a positive incentive for 

cultural learning, self-development, and authentic growth, which accompanied “the 

transcendence from environmental to self support” (as cited in Adler, 1975, p. 14). Adler 

advocated a 5-stage model (i.e., contact, disintegration, reintegration, autonomy, and 

independence) as an alternative to the “culture shock” prototype. Similarly, Bennett 

(1977) developed a broader perspective of “transition shock” within which culture shock 

was viewed as a part of the reactions that naturally occurred when individuals could not 

effectively deal with the changes in the new environment, such as divorce, relocation, the 

death of loved ones, or the abrupt decrease in the attachment to the heritage culture. 

Austin (1983) stressed that cultural reentry (or reverse culture shock) might be a more 

challenging issue than the first-stage entry. 
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Smalley (1963) introduced the concept of “language shock” to account for the 

specific symptoms resulted from the loss of familiar socio-relational cues inherent in the 

human language domain. Higbee (1969) used “role shock” to describe the barriers of 

identity cognition that individuals might encounter in an ambiguous, unfamiliar 

environment in which repositioning their social and cultural identities is required. 

Zaharna (1989) added the notion of “self-shock” to the discussion and emphasized the 

“double-binding challenge of identity” which often emerged when individuals attempted 

to confirm self-identities and maintain consistent, recognizable self-identities (p. 501). 

Zaharna further elaborated on the conception in three primary dimensions: the loss of 

communication competence vis-à-vis the self, distorted self-reflections based on the 

response from others, and the challenge of changing identity-bound behaviours. Guthrie 

(1975) raised the concept of “cultural fatigue” to describe physical and psychological 

discomforts with many symptoms involved (e.g., irritability, insomnia, and other 

psychosomatic diseases). Furnham and Bochner (1986) examined several themes that 

best described psychological and social processes of culture shock, including learning 

new culture-specific skills, managing stress and coping with an unfamiliar environment, 

changing cultural identities, and enhancing intergroup relations. 

U- and W-curve models. Lysgaard (1955) illustrated three stages in the famous 

U-curve model that sojourners might undergo in the process of acculturation according to 

the variations in their psychological status: initial adjustment, crisis, and regained 

adjustment. The correlation between the duration and adjustment fluctuates in accordance 

with the length of duration in the host culture, which is rendered as a U-curve—that is, 

the initial stage of euphoria, followed by the acculturation “crisis,” after which good 

adjustment is again achieved (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. The U-curve cross-cultural adjustment (Lysgaard, 1955). 
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Considering that the travelers might undergo a similar acculturation process after 

returning to their countries of origin, Gullahorn and Gullahorn (1963) extended the U-

curve model into a “W-curve” hypothesis with the combination of two U-curves. The W-

curve model delineated the first and the second stage as the same cross-cultural 

predicaments that occurred upon reentry into the country of origin as the sojourners often 

found themselves alienated and isolated in their home environments. This can also be 

described as experiencing a degree of existential alertness when most people have little 

chance to prepare themselves for changes in their home countries and tend to suffer from 

severe psychological distress and sense of loss (David, 1969; Miller, 1988). 

7-step assimilation model. Gordon (1964) and other assimilation theorists 

considered that migrants proceed along a linear continuum from “completely 

unacculturated” (i.e., attached to their heritage cultural traditions and not to the receiving 

culture) to “completely acculturated.” In the discussion of Assimilation in American Life, 

Gordon (1964) put forth the 7-step assimilation model with the illustration of the post-

migration experiences among Mundovian immigrants in Sylvania (pp. 69-71). In this 

case, the outsiders adopted the “assimilation” strategy to adapt themselves into the host 

culture, which encompasses seven particular aspects or stages in the process of 

assimilation: (a) cultural or behavioural assimilation (modifying cultural patterns of the 

host society); (b) structural assimilation (entering social cliques, clubs, and institutions 

and forming group relationships); (c) marital assimilation (intermarriage and interbred 

with members from the host culture); (d) identificational assimilation (discarding the 

original ethnicity and developing an exclusive sense of belonging to the host society); (e) 

attitude receptional assimilation (encountering no prejudice); (f) behaviour receptional 

assimilation (experiencing no discrimination); and (g) civic assimilation (without value or 



20 

 
 

power conflict with the members in the host society). Gordon (1964) viewed structural 

assimilation as a crucial catalyst for other stages of transformation (such as marital 

assimilation) and considered “indistinguishable” in the extrinsic cultural traits (i.e., the 

perceived cultural differences, such as dress, social etiquettes, emotional expression, and 

language) among individuals from different groups as a prerequisite for the genuine non-

discriminatory intergroup relationships (pp. 80-81). 

However, the “assimilationist” conceptual approach has received extensive 

criticism by scholars who argued that acculturating individuals should not be regarded as 

passively receiving the cultural changes by the larger national society and having to give 

up their heritage culture to attain social inclusion and function effectively in the host 

community (e.g., Banks, 2014; Berry, 2009). Cultural and psychological homogenization 

(i.e., the assimilation strategy) may not be the only possible outcome of acculturation 

when the acculturating individuals feel secure as members of their cultural communities 

due to the widespread acceptance of cultural diversity in the larger society (Berry, 1997, 

2006b, 2017). Indeed, the acculturation processes may bring about beneficial 

consequences and reciprocal intercultural relations, thereby providing positive effects for 

both the acculturating individuals and the receiving society. 

Multidimensional. A unifying thread found in recent studies interrogated the 

validity and utility of the linear, unidirectional models, and conceived acculturation as a 

process in which practices, values, and identities of heritage and mainstream cultures 

vary independently in the process (e.g., Berry, 1980; Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; 

Church, 1982; Rudmin, 2003). The following part of this section elaborated on the 

leading multidimensional models and several scales for the measurement of predominant 

factors, acculturative stressors and strategies, the cross-cultural adaptation processes. 
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Sociocultural and psychological adaptation and the ABCs of acculturation. 

Acculturation can be understood either as a static condition or a dynamic process. In the 

latter understanding, acculturation has been proved to be a complex mechanism that 

involved a variety of macro and micro level variables. Ward (2001) draws on the stress 

model of Lazarus and Folkman (1984), the fourfold acculturation framework by Berry 

(1990), and the theory of culture learning by Furnham and Bochner (1986) and 

incorporates these models in the expanded model of “the acculturation process” (p. 44). 

The model distinguishes psychological and sociocultural domains of adaptation and 

identifies a range of micro and macro level factors. Ward (2001) also puts forth the 

affective, behavioural and cognitive (ABC) components of intercultural interactions to 

describe the societal and individual level variables which are illustrated in Figure 2. 

The macro-level factors encompass the characteristics of the larger society and 

the heritage society in the economic, sociopolitical, and demographic aspects. The micro-

level includes features of the individual and the situation. Individual variables include 

personality, language competence, cultural identity, and acculturation strategies within 

the internal mechanism, and social networks, cultural distance, intergroup relations, or 

social support from the external conditions. In the initial stage of intercultural contact, 

changes in the new life may be perceived as fascinating and challenging on one hand, or 

confusing and disorienting on the other hand. As individuals have to face and deal with a 

wide range of demanding issues and unfamiliar changes in the external environment, the 

stage of affairs can be depicted as “debilitating stress” or “social skills deficits” (Ward, 

2001, p. 43). This may lead to the affective, behavioural, and cognitive responses for 

stress management and the acquisition of skills that corresponded to the appraisal of the 

level of difficulty.  
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Figure 2. The acculturation process (Ward, 2001, p. 44). 
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The model of acculturation process provides pragmatic significance for the 

acculturation theories as it places value on the acquisition of culture-specific social skills 

as affecting factors on sociocultural adaptation and distinguishes between psychological 

and sociocultural adaptations in the process of acculturation (Smith & Khawaja, 2011; 

Zhou et al., 2008). 

Stress-adaptation-growth dynamic. Yong Yun Kim (2001) has contributed 

extensive research on acculturation from the perspective of intercultural communication. 

Kim (2001) proposed the Stress-Adaptation-Growth Dynamic model to depict the 

common trajectory of intercultural adaptation process (see Figure 3). Participation in 

intercultural contacts often accompanies changes in attitudes and behaviours to a certain 

extent during the process. According to Kim (2001), adaptive change inevitably causes 

stress in the individual’s psyche—“a conflict between the desire to retain old customs and 

keep the original identity, on the one hand, and the desire to adopt new ways to seek 

harmony with the new milieu, on the other” (p. 55). This conflict can be described as a 

“push-pull” force that arises between the need for acculturation and the resistance to 

deculturation, between the existing conditions inside the stranger and the demands of the 

external environment. Individuals will suffer from a temporary flux or disequilibrium, 

which is often reflected in a set of emotional “lows” of uncertainty, confusion, and 

anxiety. The natural tendency of human to achieve homeostasis (i.e., the tendency of an 

open system to regulate itself to stay constantly in balance) and resist the changes that 

often accompany the “breakdown” in the old structure that activates the defensive 

responses in strangers to keep the balance in the internal system. 
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Figure 3. The stress-adaptation-growth dynamic (Kim, 2001, p. 57). 
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In this situation, they attempt to avoid or minimize the imaginary or real pain 

caused by the inconsistencies through “selective attention, self-deception, denial, 

avoidance, and withdrawal, compulsively altruistic behavior, hostility, and cynicism” 

(Kim, 2001, p. 56). The defensive mechanisms are partly shaped by one’s predisposition, 

and in most cases, the individuals are prone to experience mental, emotional, or physical 

disturbance to a certain degree. 

Meanwhile, the biological organism has compensatory mechanisms that enable it 

to adjust to and survive environmental changes. Such disequilibrium will be stabilized by 

the internal system eventually with some aspects of the new cultural understanding and 

behavioural patterns incorporated into the original structure. Through this process which 

follows after the period of crisis, the individual develops new ways of dealing with 

sociocultural and psychological problems and gradually increases his or her adaptability 

and resilience to the external environment. Stress, adaptation, and growth thus depict the 

cyclic and continual process of cross-cultural adaptation and all together constitute the 

stress-adaptation-growth dynamic in the psychic movement. 

Fusion model. The Fusion model refers to an emerging group within which an 

acculturating individual mixes both cultures in a new “integrated culture” (see Table 2). 

In this situation, a new subculture occurs and may either perform as the coexistence of 

the best features from both cultures or may contain unique features that are atypical of 

either culture (Coleman, 1995; Padilla, 1994; Arends-Tóth & van de Vijver, 2004). This 

model receives increasing attention especially in the culturally plural societies, such as 

Canada or the United States, where the acculturation process of groups and individuals 

are all shaped by different practices, values, and beliefs of a myriad of subcultures (e.g., 

Ferguson, Bornstein, & Pottinger, 2012). 
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Table 2 

A Classification of Acculturation Models (Dimensionality and Fusion Models)  

Unidimensional models Bi-dimensional models Fusion models 

– Migrant adapts to the 
main culture 

– Maintenance of 
original culture 

– Adaptation to the host 
culture 

– A new culture emerges 

 

Note. Adapted from Arends-Tóth and van de Vijver (2004) 
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Scales. Several scales have been developed for the measurement of the level of 

acculturation, predominant indicators, and the articulation of the process of acculturation 

in previous studies. The Suinn-Lew Asian Self-Identity Acculturation Scale (SL-ASIA) 

developed by Song et al. (2004) has been widely applied to assess the acculturation (or 

assimilation) of Asian Americans by 21 items for the measurement of cultural 

preferences, ethnic identity, friendship choice, language, history, and attitudes based on 

5-point Likert-type scale. Another widely applied unidimensional acculturation scale was 

Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans (ARSMA) proposed by Jolicoeur and 

Madden (2002).  

From the bi-dimensional perspective, Ward and Kennedy (1994) developed the 

Acculturation Index (AI) which included host national and co-national identifications and 

has been recently tested among a group of university students from mainland China in the 

United States with results supporting the independence between cultural orientations (i.e., 

cultural maintenance and cultural adaptation; Li, Liu, Wei, & Lan, 2013). Stephenson 

(2000) also addressed the problem of zero-sum assumption in the unidimensional scales 

and developed the Stephenson Multigroup Acculturation Scale (SMAS). Ryder et al. 

(2000) constructed a bi-dimensional self-report Vancouver Index of Acculturation (VIA) 

instrument to assess several domains relevant to acculturation, including values, social 

relationships, and adherence to traditions, and revealed a benefit for retaining one’s 

heritage cultural identity, which was unable to be detected by the SL-ASIA. Barry (2001) 

conceptualized acculturation as a multidimensional phenomenon by including attitudes 

and behaviours in a variety of situations and put forth a 29-item East Asian Acculturation 

Measure (EAAM) scored on a 7-point Likert-type scale. The result supported the validity 
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of Berry’s four-factor model with a statistically significant correlation among the factors 

in the semi-structured investigation. 

Safdar, Lay, and Struthers (2003) developed the Multidimensional Individual 

Difference Acculturation (MIDA) model which was tested longitudinally among the 

international students (Rasmi, Safdar, & Lewis, 2009). The report demonstrated that 

predictor variables of hassles and psychosocial resources did predict the outcome 

variables of psychological and sociocultural adaptation. Arends-Tóth and van de Vijver 

(2006) developed a comprehensive acculturation model which incorporated an 

individual’s orientation towards heritage and other cultures as central components. 

Drawing on Sandhu and Asrabadi’s (1998) Acculturative Stress Scale for International 

Students (ASSIS), Bai (2016) put forth the Acculturative Stress Scale for Chinese 

Student (ASSCS) and reported that language barriers ranked first among the major 

acculturative stressors, followed by social isolation and perceived discrimination. 

Previous Studies 

Acculturation often leads to the alteration of the original cultural patterns 

(Kottak, 2004). Despite that both mainstream cultural groups and ethnic minorities 

undergo psychological and sociocultural adaptation in the dynamic contact process, the 

bulk of acculturation research indicates that individuals from minority groups are prone 

to experience considerably intensive acculturative stress which often leads to adverse 

psychological outcomes (Berry, 2005; Danckwortt, 1959; Kuo & Roysircar, 2004; 

Organista, Organista, & Kurasaki, 2003; Sun, 2010; Ward, 2001; Zheng & Berry, 1991). 

The remainder of this chapter discusses the main acculturative stressors that have been 

frequently documented in the empirical studies on international students in the recent 

10 years. 
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The majority of acculturation studies demonstrate that language barriers 

significantly affect the acculturation experience of international students (Green, 2015; 

Yu & Shen, 2012). English proficiency is often reported as a significant predictor of 

acculturative stress and may academic performances in the learning experiences of 

international students (Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Moreover, a lower level of language 

skills may undermine students’ self-confidence and increase the sense of isolation among 

minority students (Kwon, 2009). In a recent survey of Chinese university students in 

Canada, Zhang and Zhou (2010) found that language fluency and cultural barriers play 

crucial roles in international students’ academic performance as they often hinder non-

native English speakers in communicating and cooperating effectively with members of 

other cultures on campus. Similar results were also found in the studies of acculturation 

between Chinese students and non-host natives on campus in the United States (e.g., Liu 

& Dong, 2019). 

Academic stress serves as a significant indicator of acculturative stress among 

international students and shows significant correlations to individual’s communication 

competency (e.g., Kim, 2011; Kwon, 2009; Zhou & Zhang, 2014). A longitudinal 

investigation conducted by Rasmi et al. (2009) in the United Kingdom found that 

students who reported experiences of academic difficulties were prone to undergo 

significantly higher levels of psychological and health issues. Zhou and Zhang (2014) 

surveyed to investigate the retention rate of first-year international students at a Canadian 

university and reported that 73% of participants had never contacted their instructors, and 

37% of the students felt uncomfortable reaching out to the service on campus. In a recent 

comparative study of Canadian-born and foreign-born Chinese Canadian postsecondary 
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students in Ontario, Wang (2016) found that foreign-born students tended to suffer from 

severe academic problems and language and cultural barriers albeit they valued their 

learning experiences at university. 

Interpersonal relationships with native members of the new environment, cultural 

distance, and social support constitute very much of the research on sociocultural issues 

affecting the adjustment process of international students. Research found that feelings of 

homesick, loneliness, or isolation in the host country peaks during the first stage of 

postmigration experiences among international students (Kelly, 2010; Kim, 2001; 

McLachlan & Justice, 2009; Montgomery & McDowell, 2009). Many studies reported 

that the more commonalities both cultures share in cultural practices, values, and 

identifications, the easier minority groups could blend into the host culture (Rudmin, 

2009; Schwartz et al., 2010). On the contrary, cultural discrepancy often leads to a higher 

level of social anxiety (David, Okazaki, & Saw, 2009). Differences between the receiving 

culture and the migrant’s heritage culture often plays an essential role in predicting the 

level of acculturative stress that individuals might encounter in the process of 

acculturation, as they often reinforce the barriers in communication and mutual 

understanding, and may lead to the phenomena of different cultural circles among 

students on campus (Hsu et al., 2012; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Yan & Berliner, 2013). 

Although such an “insular” approach might mitigate the degree of anxiety, loneliness, 

and maladaptation in the first-stage, it might impede the authentic development and 

integration into the native society from a long-term perspective (Kelly, 2010). Tan and 

Liu (2014) found that visible minority students had a stronger orientation for heritage 

culture. Bertram, Poulakis, Elsasser, and Kumar (2014) reported in their study that most 

Chinese students seek support from their family and Chinese friends rather than faculty 
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and staff at the university in the United States; while the students with higher level of 

cultural competence and more social resources available tended to experience less and 

maintain psychological well-being in the long run (O’Reilly, Ryan, & Hickey, 2010; 

Rasmi e al., 2009). 

Experience of discrimination was frequently identified as one of the predominant 

acculturative stressors (e.g., Gu, Schweisfurth, & Day, 2010; Sherry, Thomas, & Chui, 

2010). Prejudice and discrimination are found more likely to occur among visible 

minorities or members from countries with different customs, beliefs, and ideologies 

(Schwartz et al., 2010). Perceived discrimination is critical for acculturating groups and 

often leads to severe intergroup conflicts or extreme cases that affect national security 

and social stability (e.g., Harrison, 2010, as cited in Smith & Khawaja, 2011). Evidence 

shows that students may experience discrimination from the domestic students (Gu et al., 

2010). Specifically, a causal direction has been found between the experience of 

discrimination and acculturation strategies. In other words, minority groups tend to adopt 

the acculturation strategies corresponding to the attitudes and policies adopted by the 

mainstream culture. Berry and Sabatier (2010) found that perceived discrimination may 

lead to a higher preference for separation and marginalization. Individuals may choose to 

avoid contact with the host culture and strengthen attachments to their heritage culture. A 

recent longitudinal study among 113 international students from 32 countries in British 

higher education reported the positive correlation between the perception of becoming a 

target of discrimination and the sense of impermeability of the boundaries between the 

heritage and host cultures. In this case, students were prone to conceive a devalued view 

of their group and embrace their ethnic background (Ramos, Cassidy, Reicher, & Haslam, 

2016). 
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Theoretical Framework 

Compared with some previous models and hypotheses in the acculturation 

theories, the research framework of acculturation proposed by Berry incorporated more 

comprehensive and detailed explication of the categories, processes, and conditioning 

factors in the process of acculturation, which has been influential and widely cited in the 

field of acculturation studies (e.g., Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006; Benet-Martínez 

& Haritatos, 2005; Schwartz & Zamboanga, 2008; Ward & Kus, 2012). This study is 

based on the expanding multidimensional theoretical model by John W. Berry (1997, 

2001, 2003, 2005, 2006b, 2006d; see also Berry & Sabatier, 2010) and adjusted for the 

variations among individuals and circumstances to examine and analyze the acculturative 

stress, attitudes, and strategies of acculturating individuals from the same ethnic group in 

the culturally plural society. The core construct of Berry’s framework addresses the 

major distinction between one’s “orientation” towards the heritage and other groups, 

which is defined as the relative preference for maintaining attachments to heritage culture 

and identity, and the relative preference for building connections with members from 

other cultures in the host society (Berry, 2003, p. 22). The intersection between the 

attitudinal dimensions yields four acculturation strategies represented by the bipolar 

arrows (see Figure 4). 

On the left side of the diagram, the acculturation strategies of ethnocultural 

groups may be determined by their values, attitudes, and expectations. Assimilation is 

applied when individuals do not wish to maintain their cultural identity and seek 

participation in other cultures. On the contrary, when people maintain strong attachments 

to their heritage culture and at the same time avoid interaction with other cultures, they  
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Figure 4. Acculturation strategies in ethnocultural groups and the larger society (Berry, 

2006b, p. 35). 
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are using the separation strategy. When people prefer to maintain their original cultural 

identity and keep in contact with other cultures simultaneously, they are applying the 

integration strategy. In this case, the integration strategy is also referred to 

“biculturalism” (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013) 

which often leads to the most favourable psychological and health outcomes, such as 

higher self-esteem, life satisfaction, less acculturative stress, and social support from both 

cultures (e.g., Berry, 2017; David et al., 2009; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013). 

Marginalization is used when the member of minority groups has little interest in 

interacting with people from both heritage and other cultures. Berry (2003) stresses that 

acculturation is the process of conscious selection of traits of other cultures, and it largely 

depends on how people position themselves in their own culture. 

The right side of Figure 4 portrays four common acculturation strategies adopted 

by the larger society, which are often manifested in the national policies and ideology 

promoted by such core institutions as governmental, educational, health, employment, 

and community agencies. When the dominant culture assumes that ethnocultural groups 

have to give up their community cultures, language, and ethnicity to attain inclusion in 

the national civic culture, they adopt the melting pot strategy (or pressure cooker if it 

reinforces cultural homogeneity). When the dominant culture separates itself from 

minority cultures, it is defined as segregation. Exclusion takes place when the larger 

society employs ethnocide or exclusion as a tool of state-building, and multiculturalism is 

achieved when ethnic diversity of various cultural groups is accepted by the receiving 

society and integrated as a whole. Therefore, the integration strategy cannot be achieved 

without three preconditions: individuals’ preferences and engagement in both heritage 
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community and the receiving society, and the nondiscriminatory attitudes and practices of 

the dominant group. 

Drawing upon Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) stress-appraisal-coping theory, 

Berry (1997, 2006d) integrated interconnections among the stress and coping, 

acculturation, and psychological and health outcomes into the framework of acculturation 

research (see Figure 5). A stressor is any condition which individuals evaluate as 

requiring some accommodation or readjustment in ongoing lifestyle or behaviour 

(Spradley & Philips, 1972, p. 519). Coping is the “constantly changing cognitive or 

behavioral efforts by an individual to manage specific external and/or internal demands 

that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984, p. 155).  

Although the stress-appraisal-coping model has its roots in psychology, it cannot 

be separated from the understanding within the coping-acculturation system as previous 

empirical studies have found that stress-coping mechanisms are conceptualized as 

inherent and inevitable aspects of the acculturation process for individuals involved in the 

migration process (Kuo, 2013, p. 18). Acculturation may lead to behaviour shifts (if life 

changes are identified as non-problematic) or acculturative stress (when the changes 

exceed one’s ability and resources available; Berry, 2006d, pp. 46-47). The latter was 

often represented by stress behaviours, such as lowered mental health status (e.g., 

confusion, anxiety, depression), sense of marginality and alienation, heightened 

psychosomatic symptom level, and identity confusion (Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987, 

p. 492). 
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Figure 5. Factors affecting acculturative stress and adaptation (Berry, 2006d, p. 45). 
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Coping style is determined by the individual’s appraisal of the situation and 

personal resources, which can be categorized into three major functions: problem-

oriented (focus on resolving the problem) and emotional-oriented (attempt to regulate the 

emotional fluctuations; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), and avoidance-oriented (avoid 

dealing with the stressor; Endler & Parker, 1990). Previous studies have found that 

problem-oriented coping was often positively associated with better mental health 

outcomes, while emotional-oriented and avoidance-oriented coping might predict 

physical and mental health problems (e.g., Felton & Revenson, 1984; Holahan & Moos, 

1987). Nevertheless, given the categorization mentioned above was not specifically 

designed for investigating the coping strategies in intercultural contact settings, the 

outcomes of appraisal and action might be altered under the influences of culturally 

specific factors and thereby affected their psychological and sociocultural adaptations 

(Berry, 1997). 

In the acculturation framework of stress and adaptation, the relationships among 

acculturation experiences, stressors, and stress are found probabilistic rather than 

deterministic, and the level of acculturative stress is largely affected by five primary 

dimensions of moderating factors: (a) the characteristics of the larger society (e.g., the 

acculturation strategies of the larger society); (b) the type of acculturating group (e.g., 

tradition, social status, cultural similarity); (c) the mode of acculturation being 

experienced (e.g., preferences and acculturation strategies of the individuals); (d) a 

number of demographic and social characteristics; and (e) psychological characteristics 

(including coping abilities) of the group and individual members. The following 

investigation of this study incorporated these five aspects into the main questions and 
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probing questions and illustrated their influences on intragroup and individual 

acculturating experiences in detail. 

As many critics have pointed out, there were some deficiencies in this model 

(Chirkov, 2009a; Rudmin, 2003, 2009; Schwartz et al., 2010). Constraints from the 

heritage community on the members may lead to inconsistencies between the 

acculturation strategies and individual’s orientation towards other cultures. Moreover, it’s 

difficult to decide the midpoint of the 2 X 2 matrix of acculturation categories. This 

interrogation was taken into account in this study by including the question of “How 

would you describe your time distribution (if, for instance, divided into 10 parts) of 

participation in social interactions with members from your heritage culture, dominant 

culture, and other ethnic cultures?” 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

This chapter introduces the key research question and sub-questions of the 

research study, the selection scope of research subjects, the characteristics and general 

description of participants’ background information, the structure and content of the 

research instruments (i.e., semi-structured interviews with temporarily designed and 

theoretically based questions), and the procedures of data collection and analysis. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study is to explore the main themes that occurred in the 

trajectory of the acculturation process among first-generation Chinese students at the 

postsecondary level with regard to the predominant stressors, acculturation attitudes, and 

strategies in their postmigration experiences. Drawing on Berry’s acculturation model, in-

depth interviews were conducted with six students during the transitioning stage of 

temporary residents with a study permit and who are pursuing to be permanently settled 

in the new homeland. The study probes into the main research question: What are key 

themes that best delineate the trajectory of the acculturation experiences among first-

generation Chinese students with regard to the predominant stressors, acculturation 

attitudes and strategies? 

In addition to the inquiry into the significant variables (e.g., demographic 

information, personality, intercultural competencies, pre-departure experiences, cultural 

distances), two specific foci were also included: (a) the interplay between the hybrid 

identities of these students and the context of heterogeneity and complexity in the 

receiving society; and (b) the cross-validation process that confirms the acculturation 

strategies of larger society from the very end of its recipients. 
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Participants 

International students as an important component of the overall migrant 

population are one of the three groups of temporary economic residents admitted to 

Canada (together with temporary foreign workers and International Experience Canada; 

Lu & Hou, 2015). The first-generation international students (i.e., temporary residents 

with a new study permit) in this study are identified as the foreign-born students who are 

currently enrolled in postsecondary education programs in Canada and intend to apply for 

permanent residence after completing their studies. This unique cohort of international 

students shall be distinguished from other groups of university students: international 

students who have already possessed permanent residence at the time they obtained a 

university degree in Canada (i.e., Canadian-educated immigrants); individuals who had a 

university degree from abroad at the time they immigrated to Canada (e.g., foreign-

educated immigrants); sojourners who relocated to the new country on a time-limited 

basis with full intentions to return to their home countries after that period of time is over 

(e.g., degree/credential-oriented students, or exchange students; Berry, 2003); and native-

born university graduates. 

The research sample consist of six first-generation Chinese students from 

mainland China who were enrolled as full-time graduate students at a single university in 

Ontario at the time of the interview. Participants were recruited from students with an 

equal division in males and females; ranged in age from 19 to 31 years (M=26.3); without 

immediate family members in Canada prior to arrival; without legal marital partners (due 

to the significant impact of marital status on interpersonal and familial relationships, this 

study didn’t involve the discussion of students’ marital relationships; e.g., see Chirkov, 
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Safdar, De Guzman, & Playford, 2008); capable of communicating in Mandarin; length 

of stay in Canada ranged between 10 months and 48 months (M=23.5, excluding the time 

spent outside Canada); within the annual household income range of USD10,000~140,000. 

Previous studies have noted that length of residence was conceptually and empirically 

connected with acculturation experiences (Barry, 2001; Kuo & Roysircar, 2004; Lebrun, 

2012), whereas a number of findings appeared to be inconsistent in the correlation 

between gender and acculturative stress (Lowinger et al., 2014; Ramos et al., 2016; 

Rosenthal, Russell, & Thomson, 2008; Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015; Ying & Han, 

2006; Yu & Wang, 2011).  

In this study, male and female participants were equally drawn from three cohorts 

with different lengths of residence in Canada: short-term (less than 1 year), medium-term 

(within the range of 1 to 2 years), and long-term (from 2 to 4 years) to reduce gender 

biases and include variations across different phases of sojourning experiences. 

According to the result, lengths of residence were found very close to students’ overall 

full-time learning period at post-secondary level in Canada (± 3 months). In addition, 

both students in the short-term cohort had the experience of studying in only one program 

(the program that they were currently taking); two students in the medium-term cohort 

had completed a masterʼs preparation certificate program prior to taking the master’s 

program; the long-term cohort had lengthier learning experiences at more than one 

postsecondary institutions in Ontario. More details of participants’ background 

information are described as follows: 

Olivia is a 31-year-old female student with friends who live in Toronto when she 

first arrived in Canada 10 months ago. She had spent 3 years working at an English 
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educational institution in China. She had also spent 2½ years in France where she 

received her master’s degree and applied for an exchange program during which she had 

the opportunity to visit other European countries. She speaks both English and French as 

additional languages. 

Thomas is a 27-year-old male student who arrived in Canada 10 months ago. He 

spent 2 years working as a journalist for a television broadcaster in China and switched to 

the language teaching and training career for another 2 years. During the stage of 

transition, he spent 3 months sojourning in the United States where he lived with his 

friends and travelled to the east coast by himself. 

Emma is a 24-year-old female student who came to Canada 2 years ago. Her 

native languages include Mandarin and Cantonese. In the final academic year of her 

undergraduate program, she attended an exchange program with field experiences at a 

university in the United States. After working shortly as an editorial assistant, she was 

admitted into a master’s preparation certificate program in education, and will be 

graduating from the master’s program this year. 

Michael is a 25-year-old male student who arrived in Canada 2 years ago. He 

worked as an English teacher at a public elementary school in China for 1 year. He 

finished a masterʼs preparation certificate program a year ago and expressed his interest 

in applying for doctoral programs after receiving his master’s degree. His girlfriend is 

also attending a university in southern Ontario. 

Susanna is a 26-year-old female student who has been living in Canada for 4 

years. In her freshman year, she participated in a short-term exchange program in the 

United Kingdom. After receiving her bachelor’s degree in advertising in China, she came 

to Canada to take a 1-year prepared graduate program in advertising. Then she completed 
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a 2-year college diploma program in advertising and marketing with practicum courses, 

and began working in a part-time position on campus as a full-time graduate student at 

the current university. 

Dylan is a 25-year-old male student who came to Canada 2½ years ago. He 

received his bachelor’s degree in accounting in China. In his first year of life in Canada, 

he completed a prerequisite program in business and spent one month participating in an 

international volunteer program. After entering the master’s program in accounting, he 

found the courses too demanding and soon quit the program. In the next year, he worked 

at a local pub for several months and finished an English language program, and then was 

admitted to the current master’s program. 

Method 

Qualitative research design is constructed on the basis of inductive reasoning, 

which allows important categories or dimensions of analysis to emerge from the data 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Patton, 2002). The study used in-depth interviews to explore 

and analyze the key themes that emerged from the acculturation experiences among first-

generation Chinese students in Canadian higher education. The aim of qualitative, 

interview-based research is to explore multiple perspectives about how the participants 

perceive, interpret, and experience their lives (Schultze & Avital, 2011). Thus, it is 

conducive to adopt in-depth interviews to probe into the stories, experiences, and 

perspectives with regard to the predominant stressors, acculturation attitudes, and the 

prevailing strategies among these individuals. Meanwhile, the open-ended questions in 

semi-structured interviews permit the researcher to capture instinctive responses and 

perspectives during the interview and ask probing questions to seek confirmation and 

clarification (Patton, 2002). 
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Table 3 

Demographic Information of Research Participants (N=6) 

Pseudonym Gender 

Annual 
household 

income 
(USD) 

Educational 
level 

achieved 
Professional 
experiences 

Program(s) 
completed 
in Canada 

Length 
of stay in 
Canada 

(months) 

Intercultural 
communication 

or overseas 
learning 

experiences 
before arrival 

Olivia Female $10,000-
$19,999 

Master 3 years  
(prior to 
arrival) 

0 10  3-year overseas 
learning 

experience in 
Europe 

Thomas Male $45,000-
$139,999 

Bachelor 3 years & 10 
months  
(prior to 
arrival) 

0 10  3-month 
sojourning 

experience in 
the United 

States 

Emma Female $10,000-
$19,999 

Bachelor 6 months  
(prior to 
arrival) 

1  
(pre-

master) 

21 6-month 
exchange 

program in the 
United States 

Michael Male $20,000-
$44,999 

Bachelor 1 year  
(prior to 
arrival) 

1  
(pre-

master) 

22 None 

Susanna Female $45,000-
$139,999 

Bachelor 1 year  
(after 

arrival) 

2  
(pre-

master, 
college 

diploma) 

40 1-month 
exchange 

program and 
abundant 
traveling 

experiences 

Dylan Male $10,000-
$19,999 

Bachelor 1 year  
(after 

arrival) 

2  
(pre-

master, 
ESL) 

30 None 
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The interview protocols in this study were designed after conducting a detailed 

comparison and analysis of acculturation literature. Semi-structured interviews were used 

to collect detailed information about the acculturation experiences among first-generation 

Chinese students who were enrolled as full-time graduate students at the time of the 

interview at a single university in Ontario. The research used self-reported assessments 

and pre-established open-ended questions to elicit detailed responses of pre-acculturation 

status, experiences of acculturative stress, acculturation attitudes and behaviours, coping 

strategies, identity formation, and appraisal among the individuals in the process of 

acculturation. The interview protocols included three sections in order to provide an in-

depth and comprehensive understanding of the process of acculturation, which included: 

demographics and background information, self-evaluation of cross-cultural adaptability, 

and acculturation experiences in the receiving society. 

A demographic information form was used to collect general demographic 

information about participants that have been identified as important moderating factors 

prior to acculturation in the acculturation theories and empirical studies (see Appendix A), 

including age, gender, marital status, socio-economic status, previous education and 

occupational experiences, length of residence in Canada, families and relatives in Canada 

prior to arrival, current living companion, and intercultural communication and overseas 

learning experiences. In addition, the personal characteristics of acculturating individuals 

when both cultures encounter may affect and predict their psychological and 

sociocultural adaptations in the process of acculturation. Drawing on the theoretical 

elaboration on the cross-cultural adaptability of international students by Danckwortt 

(1959, pp. 127-160; see Appendix B), nine items in the comprehensive self-reported 
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cross-cultural adaptability were asked to take into account the individual-level 

moderating factors related to pre-contact conditions, including physical health condition, 

adaptability, language and knowledge, emotional status, self-efficacy, attitude towards 

others, interest and expectation, self-correction and openness to change, and living habits. 

Research participants then explained briefly under these items, which helped provide an 

in-depth understanding of their pre-contact conditions and the acculturative stressors that 

they have encountered. The third part of the interview design in this study was an 

adaptation of the acculturation research framework by John W. Berry to probe into four 

primary domains during the process of acculturation, including acculturative challenges, 

acculturation attitude and strategies, ethnic and cultural identity, and appraisal of policies 

and practices of the larger society (see Appendix C). Open-ended questions were asked to 

collect in-depth and detailed personal reflection of the major changes in the acculturation 

processes of these students and their psychological and sociocultural adaptation outcomes. 

Procedure 

The research examined the acculturation process experienced by six first-

generation Chinese students who were enrolled in their respective master’s programs at a 

single university in southern Ontario at the time of the interview. All the interviews were 

conducted in May 2019. Ethics approval was obtained from the Research Ethics Board in 

April 2019. Using purposive sampling, the study participants were recruited from a 

cohort of full-time graduate students with various learning phases in Ontario, and they 

were all approaching graduation in fall 2019. Interviewees were recruited via face-to-face 

invitations or social media applications (such as WeChat). The participants who stated 
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their interests in participating in the study and met the inclusion criteria listed above were 

contacted by the researcher and provided with the details of the interview. 

Before commencing the interview, Informed Consent forms were signed by each 

participant with further explanation about the detailed information, including the purpose 

of the study, the potential benefits and risks, confidentiality issues, and implications of 

participation in the research. Interview Protocols were translated into Chinese and 

distributed to the participants after they confirmed participation and signed the consent 

forms. Individual interviews (90-120 minutes) were conducted with six first-generation 

Chinese students who voluntarily agreed to participate in this study. All the interviews 

were carried out in Mandarin to ensure clear expression and in-depth communication. 

Interviews took place in either an empty study room or an open public place on campus. 

Participants were informed about their rights to refuse or withdraw from the study at any 

time before the interviews formally began. Chances that interviewees might undergo 

emotional vulnerabilities when recalling previous experiences related to the challenges 

that they have gone through in the processes of acculturation were also disclosed. All 

interviews were audiotaped, transcribed verbatim, and selectively translated into English. 

To help ensure the accuracy of interviewee responses, answers were reflected back and 

probes were used to seek confirmation and clarification during the interviews. 

Pseudonyms were either chosen or assigned to the participants, and personal identifiers 

(e.g., name, birth date, address, phone number, email address, names of family members 

or friends, employer’s name or address, etc.) were removed from the transcription. 

Memos were written by the student principal investigator, and audiotapes were 

repeatedly listened to and continuously checked to make sure that each transcription was 
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accurate. The information that might convey ambiguity was reflected back to seek 

confirmation and clarification from each participant respectively. A complete data set 

was confirmed after constant review and comparison of the transcription to ensure the 

consistency and credibility of the final version of the data. Inductive content analysis was 

used to code and categorize the responses under key themes which emerged from the 

answers of research participants. The code list was continuously revised to include new 

perspectives and to reduce overlapping categories related to acculturation challenges, 

attitudes, and strategies (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998). Finally, dominant 

themes were identified and listed under four major domains which included: moderating 

factors prior to acculturation, individuals’ preference for acculturation attitudes and 

strategies during acculturation, negotiating multiple identities within the multicultural 

context, and students’ appraisal of the acculturation strategy adopted by the larger society. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

This study attempted to shed light on the acculturative challenges that occurred to 

the first-generation international students and the corresponding attitudes and strategies. 

The model was an adaptation of Berry’s acculturation theoretical framework to examine 

the key themes that emerged from students’ narration of their post-migration experiences 

with regard to the predominant stressors, acculturation attitudes, and strategies. 

Additionally, the design of the interview protocol accentuated two specific foci: the 

interplay between the multiple identities of these students and the context of 

heterogeneity in the receiving society, and students’ appraisal of the policies and 

practices of the larger society. Questions related to both processes and outcomes were 

asked to collect sufficient data for a better understanding of the acculturation experiences 

of acculturating individuals. The remainder of this chapter expands upon the four key 

domains in detail and summarizes the findings of this study. 

Moderating Factors Prior to Arrival 

The existing mediating and moderating factors of acculturating individuals when 

cultures interact may influence and predict the consequences of psychological and 

sociocultural adaptations, thus it is significant to identify those characteristics preceding 

the process of acculturation (e.g., Berry, 1990, 1997, 2006c). The findings revealed three 

primary categories of pre-contact moderating factors that have played critical roles in the 

post-migration experiences of the research participants, including migration motivations, 

pre-acculturation experiences, and cross-cultural adaptability. 

Migration Motivations 

Reasons for migration and expectations were frequently documented as the 

predominant individual-level factors prior to arrival. Migration motivation can be viewed 
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as a reactive-proactive continuum, in which push factors at the reactive end were 

generally negative motives (such as involuntary or forced migration), and the pull factors 

at the proactive end mostly encouraged people to move to a new country (Richmond, 

1993). 

Proactive factors. The result revealed that most participants were driven by 

positive motivations and expectations for studying and moving abroad. The primary 

reasons included pursuing quality and affordable education, employment and 

immigration opportunities. The advantages that made Canada an attractive international 

study destination around the world were also endorsed by the participants, such as their 

perception that Canada is a peaceful and safe country with non-discriminatory and open 

attitudes towards immigrants and its encouragement of multiculturalism. In addition, a 

female participant considered the Asian communities in the receiving country as an 

important source of ethnic group support in the process of selecting host destinations and 

she felt that this was the case in Canada. A detailed analysis of the interview transcripts 

revealed distinctions between students’ process of decision-making. 

The three male participants reported that they spontaneously initiated the idea of 

studying abroad by themselves, while two female students reported that they changed 

their minds and shifted from their original ideas of undertaking short-term overseas 

studies to pursuing long-term immigration due to the influences of their family members. 

Specifically, Emma stated that her elder sister has played a vital role in affecting her own 

decision. Susanna’s mother was an exchange scholar at a university in Saskatchewan and 

encouraged her with the positive experiences in Canada in the process of choosing study 

destinations. Despite these differences, all interviewees considered family support as 



51 

 
 

decisive factors in making final decisions. As Thomas remarked, “it is significant to 

receive the consensus from my family members…if they weren’t standing on my side 

when making my important life decisions, I will be burdened with much more pressure.” 

Reactive factors. Two participants expressed their concerns about the push 

factors that constituted their migration motivations. The survival pressure in the 

increasingly competitive employment market at home was the major push factors in the 

considerations of Olivia. Thomas revealed his complex feelings about being a member of 

a marginalized group that made him vulnerable to controversies, which contributed to 

relatively strong motives for moving to countries with reputations of tolerance, 

inclusiveness, and diversity. Besides, he also stated his work role ambiguity in the 

organization: 

I gave up an offer of admission from a Canadian college four years ago to fulfill 

my career aspiration…but they [organization] didn’t assign us much autonomy, 

and they intended to promote the sales to improve the department performance. I 

felt disoriented and struggled as I couldn’t foresee the future. …Besides, I also 

yearned for personal freedom. The LGBT communities weren’t accepted by a lot 

of people here [in the home country]…so I decided to leave. 

Pre-Acculturation 

Notwithstanding the original definition of acculturation as “continuous” “first-

hand” contact indicated that the genuine acculturation process took place after entering 

the host culture, the acculturating individual might have experienced cultural changes 

before two groups from different cultures came into contact, such as through education, 

mass media, tourism, secondhand experiences and indirect contact (Berry, 2006b). Pre-
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acculturation may prepare the individuals with host communication skills, academic 

competence, culture awareness, and adaptive personality, and may provide a buffering 

effect on the acculturative stress and depress in students’ postmigration experiences. 

The findings indicate that pre-acculturation experiences have played a positive 

and promotive role in preparing students psychologically and emotionally for better 

adapting to life in Canada. One student specifically reported that previous overseas 

experiences have profoundly shaped his personality and improved his resilience and 

adaptability. More specifically, Thomas considered that his experience in the United 

States facilitated his first-stage transition in Canada after discovering many shared 

commonalities between the two societies, “Besides the common language and 

individualistic cultural context, I wouldn’t feel panic when I was acclimating to the local 

transportation system in Canada as it was similar in America.” Once he had established 

the confidence, he believed himself in successfully navigating challenges under any 

different circumstances. 

Pre-acculturation experiences have also improved students’ host-country 

communication competence and readiness for adapting to a different educational system 

which was considerably different from the traditional static and content-based teaching 

strategies in China. Two students reported that previous occasions often required public 

speaking practices, which helped alleviate their acutely stressful feelings and decreased 

their anxiety and pressure about speaking in seminar discussions and class presentations 

in their Canadian classrooms. More specifically, Susanna developed her preference for 

the small-class interactive pedagogical style in the short-term exchange program in the 

United Kingdom during her freshman year. In particular, she determined to study abroad 
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after graduation due to her appreciation for such type of instructional technique as it 

granted every student the opportunity and encouragement to participate in class 

discussions. 

For others, they revealed some negative impacts of pre-acculturation on their 

acculturation experiences in Canada. Emma reported that her previous experiences in the 

United States had inspired her longing for the lives in North America, but she didn’t expect 

the challenges of Canadian winters although she chose one of Canada’s more southerly 

cities in which to undertake her studies. Olivia reported that her previous working 

experience overseas left her an unoptimistic impression of the employment prospect of 

Asian populations in English-speaking countries and thus increased her sense of 

uncertainty for the future. In addition, Thomas reported two negative experiences of 

becoming a target of racial discrimination in his sojourning period, which has increased his 

worry about encountering racial discrimination and xenophobia prior to coming to Canada: 

I often played volleyball with a couple of domestic students, and we’ve been 

hanging out for several weeks. …Once, I attempted to start a conversation with an 

[assimilated] Asian American student, but he rudely said, “stop talking”… and I 

found that students from different ethnic groups never went to the shower rooms 

together after the games. …I was also mistreated by a staff at Starbucks who 

refused to let me enter the washroom without checking my receipt, whereas other 

customers were just ignored. 

Cross-Cultural Adaptability 

The comprehensive self-assessment of cross-cultural adaptability was used to 

investigate the participants' pre-contact conditions with respect to cross-cultural 
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adaptability. The inventory was adapted from Danckwortt (1959) and supplemented with 

probe questions to examine how the interviewees perceived their pre-existing individual 

characteristics that had either mitigated or exacerbated the adaptive stress in their 

acculturation experiences. The results show that “intellectual curiosity” and “attitude 

towards others” scored the highest among all items prior to the first-stage contact, 

followed by “adaptability,” “self-correction and openness to change,” and “language and 

knowledge,” while the scores of “physical health condition,” “self-efficacy,” “living 

habits,” and “emotional state” were comparatively low 

Intellectual curiosity refers to the desire for seeking new knowledge and skills, 

obtaining degrees, and new challenges and experiences in life. Participants reported 

greater interests in pursuit of knowledge, skills, and experiences prior to arrival, 

especially among the three students who came to Canada immediately after graduation. 

In addition, all participants in this study saw their academic life as a preliminary stage of 

transition preceding their long-term adaptation in the future. 

Attitude towards others refers to the tendency to like, trust, respect or dislike, 

suspect and deny others. Three participants reported that they had developed explicit 

consciousness of their national identity when approaching departure and considered 

international amity as important in their daily social interactions. In this regard, mutual 

respect and cultural awareness were recognized by the participants as the premises to 

interact with members of other cultural groups in the receiving society. On the other hand, 

trust was viewed as more likely to occur in the intimate interpersonal relationships. Three 

students regarded trust as a critical component in genuinely stable and lasting relations 

and could only be established with the joint effort of both sides. 
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Adaptability involves the capability to live independently and manage unexpected 

changes in a new environment. Participants reported that their previous occupational and 

overseas sojourning experiences have profoundly changed their personalities, improved 

their resilience and adaptability, and equipped themselves with transferrable knowledge 

and skills that facilitated their first-stage transition to life in Canada. 

Self-correction and openness to change involve the willingness to alter one’s 

prejudice and stereotypes and preparedness for change. Four students further elaborated 

on the primary reason and unanimously connected it with growing older and with greater 

maturity. Michael, for example, revealed that he sensed a marked increase in the tension 

and urgency for achieving authentic growth and development after turning 25 years old. 

Language and knowledge encompass language proficiency and knowledge about 

their academic major and the receiving society. These essential components may have 

some predictive value for academic achievements and effective communication with host 

members as they affect the quality and quantity of intercultural interactions (Masgoret & 

Ward, 2006). In comparison to their learning experiences at the universities in China, most 

students reported that their language proficiency and academic competence were barely 

enough to achieve the same satisfactory performances in their current master’s program. 

Physical health condition refers to physical fitness or genetic predispositions and 

is one of the predictive indicators of physical health adaptation. In addition, the 

acculturating individual’s functional fitness may also affect the outcome of psychological 

adaptation. The problem of physical health condition was explicitly reported by Michael 

as it often brought about feelings of anxiety whenever any subtle symptoms occurred. 

Although he had sought professional help from the clinic and his current physical health 
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status was fine, such concerns and the concomitant anxiety arose periodically and became 

an ongoing issue that interfered with his day-to-day life. 

Self-efficacy refers to one’s confidence in achieving goals. Previous studies found 

that students with better academic competence and higher level of confidence in 

achieving goals reported lower academic stress (e.g., Nilsson, 2007). Four students 

scored themselves three points, while only Susanna explicitly stated her confidence in 

overcoming any obstacles in life. 

Living habits involve managing and living a healthy and regular life, and was 

found interconnected with students’ physical health condition. Emma specifically 

reported that she was lacking in self-discipline particularly in completing her own tasks 

rather than group assignments. Four students illustrated their difficulties in managing 

daily living habits with dietary and sleeping issues as well as alcohol and tobacco 

dependence. 

Emotional state refers to one’s self-adjusting ability and emotional stability and 

was rated the lowest among all items. More specifically, Emma reported that she felt 

extremely worried and nervous prior to departure about managing potential risks and 

uncertainties for the future. 

Acculturation Experience 

Acculturation experiences may be considered as positive or beneficial and may 

lead to behaviour shifts in the process; whereas acculturative stress is more likely to 

occur if they are evaluated as problematic and result in physical and mental health 

problems (Berry, 2006d, 2017; Berry et al., 1987). This chapter described the process of 

acculturation with respect to predominant acculturative stressors, acculturation attitudes, 

and prevailing strategies identified by the research participants.



57 

 
 

Table 4 

Comprehensive Self-Assessment of Cross-Cultural Adaptability (1–Lowest/Negative, 5–

Highest/Positive) 

Pseudonym 

Physical 
health 

condition Adaptability 

Language 
and 

knowledge 
Emotional 

state 
Self-

efficacy 

Attitude 
towards 
others 

Intellectual 
curiosity 

Self-
correction 

and 
openness to 

change 
Living 
habits 

Olivia 5 3 4 3 3 4 5 4 4 

Thomas 4 4 3 3 3 4 5 3 3 

Emma 3 3 4 4 4 4.5 4 4 4 

Michael 3 4.5 4 4 3 4 4.5 4 2 

Susanna 3.5 4.5 4.5 3 5 4 5 4 4.5 

Dylan 4 4 3 3 3 5 4 3.5 3 
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In order to distinguish the perceived acculturation challenges in social interactions 

from the subjective acculturation attitudes and strategies adopted by these participants, 

this study characterized the former dimension as objective cultural differences in social 

interactions and then further elaborated on individuals’ acculturation attitudes and 

strategies in detail. 

Overall Evaluation of the Process 

The scrutiny of participants’ responses pertaining to the assessment of the entire 

acculturation process revealed the commonalities that individuals shared in the same 

cohort during the initial stage of adjustment and the following stages with situational 

variations. In essence, the changes in the acculturation process that evolved with stages 

were found to be the contextual demands that were appraised as exceeding one’s coping 

ability and resources available, such as the academic pressure in the first-stage transition 

and the frequency and intensity of day-to-day host social interactions. 

Transition in the first stage. The first entry was generally described as a smooth 

transition by the participants with respect to general living adjustment, such as food, 

housing environment, and transportation. A female student from the medium-term cohort 

referred to her first stage transitional experience as the “honeymoon phase” with feelings 

of curiosity, elation, and optimism. At this stage, most individuals perceived more 

commonalities than differences after entering the new milieu. A detailed examination of 

the process revealed differences in the initial stage of transition among these students. 

Both students in the short-term cohort who directly entered the master’s program after 

arrival reported a marked increase in the academic pressure, while the medium-term and 

long-term cohorts who had the experiences of studying the master’s preparation 
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certificate programs developed an adjustment period to improve their language 

proficiencies and familiarize themselves with the educational, social, and cultural 

differences. This stage was generally remarked by the four participants as “relaxed” and 

“casual” and had to some extent alleviated their feelings of worry and uncertainty. 

Rise and fall with situational variations. Another commonality found across 

students’ depiction suggested fluctuations in acculturative stress over situational 

variations. Participants’ academic morale and life satisfaction evolved with phases 

varying in academic intensity and host communication pressure. This phenomenon 

appeared significantly in the experiences of two students from the long-term cohort. 

Specifically, Susanna reported that all her problematic feelings emerged after entering the 

two-year college diploma program due to the highly homogeneous composition of 

classmates from the host culture. This time period was similar to an immersion in another 

culture and has resulted in feelings of fear, anxiety, struggles, loneliness, and a sense of 

speech- or language-failure (or “aphasia”), which occurred as stress reactions to the 

external stimuli that were appraised as exceeding her ability to manage by herself. 

Similarly, Dylan reported a significant increase in anxiety and pressure when he had to 

deal with the fast-paced interactions with host members in his previous working 

environment. 

Predominant Acculturation Challenges 

In this study, the predominant acculturative stressors raised by the participants 

primarily comprised three aspects: academic pressure, social interactions, and long-term 

expectations after graduation, which were highly interrelated with host communication 

competence and cultural discrepancy. Other issues that were less frequently mentioned 
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(≤ 2) included homesickness, financial issues, housing problems, climate, transportation, 

and personal characteristics. The symptoms of physiological and psychological 

maladjustment were also identified by the participants, including confusion, anxiety, 

pressure, fear, dietary changes, insomnia, and tobacco and alcohol dependence. 

Academic pressure. Most participants possessed positive impressions about their 

academic progress and achievements when recalling the entire learning experiences; 

however, they still considered the process to be stressful and reported different levels of 

mental and physical disturbances, such as insomnia, dietary disorders, and alcohol and 

tobacco dependence. The first theme that emerged from the narration of the students was 

that they found themselves undergoing an arduous, exploratory process from 

deconstructing their thinking and learning patterns to reconstructing the essential 

academic competence in their learning experiences. Three students said they began to 

reexamine their previous educational models as rote memorization was too often viewed 

as a panacea for examinations and grade points while neglecting the genuine 

internalization and transformation of knowledge. 

Insufficient language skills and the concomitant foreign language anxiety 

(Horwitz,1986) were identified as the major sources of academic stress among the 

research participants. Four participants reported with physical health disruptions, such as 

dietary changes, lower energy, and sleeping issues due to academic pressure and 

language problems. After entering the courses which covered extensively in researching, 

critique, and application, the participants reported that they found themselves incapable 

of achieving satisfactory academic performances without the correspondingly wide range 

of subject-specific knowledge as well as analytic and critical thinking skills, thereby 
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incapable of constructing effective counterarguments in their assignments. Specifically, 

Dylan reported that he began to relearn everything in accounting after he entered the 

master’s program in accounting in Canada albeit with the same undergraduate 

background, so he soon dropped out of the program in early detection of the potential 

risks of academic failure and non-completion of his degree: 

I found that my foundation was too fragile. …Although I used to take bilingual 

courses in accounting and finance, it [command of knowledge] was inadequate to 

meet the demand of the program. …Most of the time, I couldn’t catch up with the 

progress, plus the professor barely reviewed any knowledge as he considered 

every student in his class was qualified with the same level of expertise and 

techniques. …It had shattered my confidence in graduating from this program, so 

I decided to quit. 

Moreover, it appears that the students with excessively high expectations about their 

previous knowledge and experiences prior to entering the program, which weren’t met, 

had reported greater stress. Olivia explicitly stated: 

I didn’t anticipate the high demand of abstract thinking and theoretical elaboration 

skills in this program. … I felt unprepared and overwhelmed when I found myself 

unable to transfer my previous knowledge background into the current academic 

learning. 

In addition, cultural differences were also deemed as insurmountable difficulties by a 

female participant who entered the courses in which students’ performances were graded 

by culture-related accumulation and practices. More specifically, Susanna reported that 

the significant differences in aesthetics between Eastern and Western cultures constituted 
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the greatest learning obstacle in her 2-year college diploma program in advertising and 

marketing: 

Too often I discovered that when I tried to incorporate the elements that I really 

appreciated into my project but the effort turned out to be futility, whereas when I 

didn’t even attempt to improve the designs, but they were graded as an A…I 

couldn’t master the balance as it [aesthetics] has to be learned from childhood 

[within the cultural context]. 

Social interactions. Most participants in this study reported that they did sense a 

marked decrease in social interactions and connections with intimate relationships albeit 

they hadn’t severely suffered from loneliness and homesickness. Only Susanna reported 

excessive feelings of loneliness, isolation, and depression after entering her second year 

of residence in Canada: 

I was too depressed after staying here for a year without anyone that I could talk 

to. …My nerves were almost on the edge of collapse. I decided to visit the ocean 

[to release those negative feelings], so I traveled abroad by myself for the first 

time. …I used to be very affirmative that I was independent enough to live alone 

in another country. But then I found myself automatically traveled a very long 

distance to visit my friends every week no matter how difficult and tedious was 

the trip. …Besides, due to the unendurable sense of loneliness and depression, I 

raised a dog and could never leave him anymore. 

The reasons of decreases in social interactions varied from the environmental factors to 

cultural distances (i.e., the extent to which two cultures differ in communication styles, 

norms, and values; Berry, 2006d, pp. 50). Environmental factors, such as geographical 
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differences, population density, and transportation system have brought changes in 

students’ social engagement with both members from the heritage and host cultures. Two 

students from low-latitude districts raised the problem of climate maladjustment and 

changes in their moods and feelings. As a student from Guangdong province, Emma 

reported that she was still adapting herself to the climate in Canada as it was significantly 

different in humidity and temperature throughout the year. 

The differences between communication styles appeared to be one of the major 

challenges that hindered in students’ social interactions with members from the host and 

other cultures. This type of communication differences was identified between cultures 

with high- and low-context and often resulted in ineffective intercultural communications 

(Hall, 1959). More specifically, Emma reported that misunderstandings often occurred 

when she expressed herself politely, while the recipient interpreted the message in its 

literal meaning without connecting her statements to its context. Besides, the disparity in 

the underlying dimensions of cultural value systems (such as individualism-collectivism, 

Hofstede, 1980; Triandis, 1990) may intensify the challenges during acculturation in 

intercultural contact settings. Two students reported that compared to the Westerners, the 

Asian students were more likely to be introversive and emphasize intragroup harmony, 

thereby inhibiting them from explicitly proposing the ideas that might lead to conflicts 

and confrontations. 

Communication competence was another major individual-level moderating 

factor in the processes of dealing with daily intercultural activities and building 

connections with nationals, which and was concerned as the essential competence in 

facilitating acculturating individuals in sociocultural adaptation (Ward et al., 2001). Four 
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participants reported that the lack of communication competence has undermined their 

self-confidence, interests, and motivations in communicating with host members, and 

resulted in underutilization of public services. In comparison with previous working 

experiences in France, Olivia expressed her preference for participating in host activities 

in Canada due to lower language pressure in English. Only Michael has expressed his 

confidence in host communication competence, but he also revealed concerns over the 

“insular” academic and social life of his girlfriend: 

I hope that she could have more confidence in communicating with members of 

other cultures. I feel that my girlfriend appears to be a typical Chinese student 

who always hangs out with the Chinese. …She rarely seeks the chance to develop 

her English proficiency. … She needs to be more active and take some initiatives 

to participate in the host activities. In fact, my girlfriend has made some 

progresses, but her language foundation was too weak. 

Language barriers have also inhibited students from effectively utilizing public social 

services in Canada. Thomas reported that he found it difficult to explain his genuine 

adversity to customer services on- and off-campus and thereby gradually turned to seek 

support from co-nationals. In fact, most participants in this study indicated that they 

would seek assistance from fellow countrymen and companies with Chinese customer 

services in the first place to avoid communication barriers. 

Long-term expectations after graduation. The long-term acculturative stress 

that students frequently reported included feelings of anxiety, pressure, and uncertainties 

for the future, which, has its origin in employment and settlement issues. Five 

participants revealed that their feelings of anxiety and pressure peaked when approaching 
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graduation, while only Dylan described a clear objective of learning a new craft in the 

future. As students recalled, the top reasons for their concerns included the belief that 

they lacked critical competitive advantages, the limited job vacancies in the local labor 

market, and the restrictions for the eligible job criteria labeled by the immigration 

policies. Although most of the students had started preparing for employment before they 

came to Canada and kept searching for employment opportunities to accumulate local 

part-time working experiences and equip themselves with essential knowledge and skills, 

they still found it challenging to get the eligible employment chances immediately after 

graduation and felt disillusioned after their efforts turned out to be futility. 

Meanwhile, some participants were also worried about encountering reverse 

culture shock if they choose to return to China. This dilemma had added to their anxiety 

because a decision to return home would uproot them once again and would possibly lead 

to unemployment back home and a sense of alienation from their home society. Another 

reason for this anxiety was fear of critical attitudes they might feel socially and even from 

family members who might view them as having failed to meet the expectations 

associated with their original plans to make a life abroad. They saw this possibility as 

being humiliating. However, having to return home would occur if they couldn’t find a 

position that met the immigration criteria within their legitimate residence permit 

(Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, 2019). 

In addition, the bilingual characteristics of Canada often required applicants with 

both official language skills. As Thomas remarked, the lack of French language ability 

has inhibited him from translating his educational and occupational background in 

journalism into employment opportunities and integrating himself into the economic 

structure of the host society: 
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Then I was thinking of applying for the positions of post-production personnel... 

but I discovered that most job descriptions posted online required bilingual 

language skills. ...In the first place, I was elated as I am a bilingual, but then I 

discovered that they required English and French language competences, and it 

suddenly cut off my way. …Besides, as a journalist, you must respect the local 

culture when you are reporting the news for the nationals. 

Acculturation Attitudes and Strategies 

Acculturating individuals may hold different views about how they want to live in 

the following contact (attitude) and act differently in the ways they tried to seek 

connection and change the traits of the original culture and identities (behaviour). Major 

mediating factors during the acculturation process include personal factors and 

environmental factors. Personal factors involve host cultural communication competence, 

personality, emotion, and motivation. External factors can be categorized into three 

aspects: the receptivity of the host environment, ethnic group strength, and host cultural 

conformity (Kim, 2001). Host receptivity refers to the extent to which the larger society 

is willing to accept and accommodate the individuals from different cultures. The 

constraints from the larger society may exert external, circumstantial pressure on the 

individuals’ choices of changing cultural patterns and behaviours. In this regard, the 

integration strategy cannot be achieved without the fundamental premises of the 

multicultural ideology and practices in the host country, cooperative attitudes of the 

existing cultural groups, and the integration strategy of the acculturating groups and 

individuals (Berry, 2006a, 2006b). In addition, ethnic group strength may have both 

positive and negative effects on the sociocultural adaptation of acculturating individuals. 

More specifically, ethnic group strength may form intragroup bonding forces that prevent 
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the individual from integrating the values and norms of the host culture. According to 

Kim (2001), the optimal ethnic group strength provides newcomers with encouragement 

and support during their first transitional period without forcing the individuals to 

maintain their cultural congruity and ethnic identities. 

Under the framework of acculturation strategy, five students identified themselves 

in the realm of integration or with a high propensity of adopting the integration strategy 

in the process of acculturation, whereas they also found themselves closely clinging to 

their own ethnic group with minimal contacts with other host members. The only 

exception was Michael, who demonstrated higher degrees of orientation and participation 

in his heritage community and other cultures in the receiving society. Most participants 

reported that there was a salient discrepancy between their orientations of adopting the 

integration strategy and the actual participation in the host cultural activities. Despite the 

fact that students expected and desired contact with host nationals, there were several 

personal and environmental factors that prevented themselves from extending social 

connections to other cultures. 

The major external factors identified by the students included ethnic group 

strength, exposure to the host communication environment, and negative impressions 

arising from previous unpleasant encounters with host members. Two female participants 

reported that the negative impacts of their previous encounters with host members 

decreased their willingness to keep in contact with other cultures. 

Besides, ethnic group strength had played both positive and negative roles in the 

processes of sociocultural adaptation. Two students recognized that ethnic group strength 

had facilitated their first-stage transition in the host culture by providing warmth and 

support, while the power of the ethnic group has also strengthened the original cultural  
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Table 5 

Acculturation Attitudes and Strategies of Research Participants 

Pseudonym 

Acculturation 
orientation  
(Attitude) 

Distribution of social  
interactions (original 

culture: other 
cultures) 

(Behaviour) 

Factors affecting 
participation in host 

activities 
(Condition) 

Olivia Integration 7:3 Language 
proficiency, exposure 

to the host 
communication 

environment 

Thomas Integration 9:1 Language 
proficiency, ethnic 

group strength 

Emma Integration 7:3 Language 
proficiency, negative 
impacts of previous 
encounters with host 

members 

Michael Integration 1:9 Individual 
characteristics 

Susanna Integration and 
Marginalization  

7:3 Individual 
characteristics, 

negative impacts of 
previous encounters 
with host members 

Dylan Integration 8:2 Language 
proficiency, ethnic 

group strength 
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traits and practices and discouraged their associations with other members and integration 

into the larger society. Four students reported having the experience of frequent 

interactions with host members in various activities, such as long-term local community 

practices, off-campus part-time positions, international volunteer programs, and domestic 

courses, whereas they still found it difficult to establish connections with members from 

other cultures and blend themselves to the receiving society. The students further 

explained that the separation strategy naturally occurred as it was far more convenient for 

them to return to their own cultural groups albeit they have detected relatively low levels 

of intergroup contact and infrequent intercultural friendships. Similar results were also 

found in previous empirical findings which described the phenomena of different cultural 

circles on campus (e.g., Yan & Berliner, 2013). 

On the other hand, Michael stated that he actively engaged himself in the 

host cultural activities through long-term volunteer works at a local primary 

school, and established intimate relationships with a couple of domestic students. 

As Michael stated: 

At this moment, I can depict the whole life of a domestic student in my mind. …I 

met a lot of host citizens, and we discussed every common topics, then I gained a 

more comprehensive understanding of the host culture. …There were things that I 

could never learn on my own. Only through this way can I have a better 

knowledge about the members of the host society. 

Culture learning and culture shedding. Cultural changes may be represented in 

the extrinsic cultural traits such as dress, food, language, sports, social etiquettes, and 

transportation, which were relatively easy to acquire and modify. However, the intrinsic 
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cultural characters, such as norms, values, beliefs, historical memory, and sentiments 

were harder to be learned. Additionally, culture learning and culture shedding often take 

place simultaneously in the process of acculturation. The higher the extent to which the 

individuals ingrained their original culture, the more difficult culture learning and culture 

shedding may occur, which is often accompanied by substantial problems if deculturation 

started at a later age (Berry, 1997). Besides, both culture learning and shedding may 

involve psychological conflicts due to incompatible values between the members of the 

host and heritage cultures (Berry, 2006d, p. 43). The greater extent of cultural distance 

may predict higher levels of acculturative stress and potential cultural conflicts in the 

acculturation process (Berry, 1997; Rudmin, 2003; Schwartz et al., 2010). 

Most participants in this study reported that they had changed their cultural traits, 

norms, and values in the process of acculturation, and they considered both culture 

learning and culture shedding as positive ways of selecting the best traits from both 

cultures to forge a new cultural identity as an “integrated self.” For instance, all the 

participants reported that they have recognized the diverse types of constituent groups in 

the culturally plural society that characterizes Canada during the contact with members of 

the host culture. The students unanimously concurred that they became more inclusive 

and altered their previous stereotypes against other cultural groups within the 

multicultural context of the larger society. Two male participants reported that they began 

to embrace a more diverse value system. “There is no unified value system,” Michael 

reported, “I have also eliminated my prejudice about other cultures during my master’s 

preparation program. …Individuals won’t be criticized just because of their uniqueness, 

and the cyberspace is much more diversified.” Emma and Susanna reported that they had 
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gradually shifted away from collectivism to individualism and began to place more value 

on the actual reality rather than the external social appraisal. 

In addition, some participants also discarded the original cultural norms, values, 

and social practices which they considered as negative or harmful during the process of 

acculturation. Thomas expressed his concerns about the prevailing drinking culture in the 

northern districts of China, which was often deemed as a popular approach to establishing 

interpersonal connections and social networks. “It’s incredible to use alcohol tolerance as 

a standard of measuring interpersonal relationships,” he said, “and it [keeping persuading 

others to drink until they are totally wasted] is never going to happen if someone sees you 

as important and puts your health in the first place.” Besides, Olivia also alluded to the 

reality that nepotism often played a pivotal role in bonus and promotion allocation rather 

than placing the value on individuals’ strength and capacity. Similarly, Michael explicitly 

expressed his preference for the regulation-based social norms and practices in the 

receiving country. 

Coping strategies. The findings show that most students in this study have 

undergone high levels of stress, but they revealed their reluctance to seek support from 

other members unless they found themselves incapable of resolving the stressors. Besides, 

the participants expressed their preference for seeking assistance from their fellow 

countrymen or companies offering customer services in Mandarin. The research 

participants in this study identified five coping strategies in the process of dealing with 

their daily hassles, including passive coping, avoidance, independent coping, seeking 

emotional strength from peers and parents, and seeking support from co-nationals. 
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Three students revealed their tendency of adopting the passive coping style to 

avoid hurdles that excessively exceeded their coping ability. Specifically, Olivia reported 

that passive coping might postpone or cut off the feelings of stress and pressure, “I was 

anxious about the challenges in the initial stage of the courses… then I just waited until 

the pace started to accelerate and remove my stressful feelings, though I was aware that I 

was still suffering from anxiety and stress.” Similarly, Thomas reported that, “There are 

too many uncertainties and I can’t predict any uncontrollable outcomes in the 

future…whatever proactive strategies I take, I can never ensure that it will resolve the 

problems.” He also described the tendency of worrying and ruminating over mistakes due 

to his own personal characteristics, “Most of the problems resulted from myself. I often 

burdened myself with excessive pressure and tended to internalized stressful feelings.” 

The same results have been found among Dylan and Susanna who indicated their 

tendency of adopting less positive tension reduction methods, such as alcohol and 

tobacco dependence. Besides, Susanna said she often used avoidance as a coping strategy 

and would only face the problem unless they were inevitable, “[I prefer to use] avoidance, 

and I will only face the issue if it’s unavoidable, such as failure in the courses, which has 

resulted in my psychological problems [loneliness, isolation, and depression] later on in 

my stay.” 

In addition, three participants stated that they wouldn’t seek support from the 

outside unless they couldn’t fix the problem by themselves. As Emma reported, “I always 

try to cope with the problems by myself. If I am unable to handle it, I will turn to the 

Chinese agencies for assistance.” Some students revealed a heavy reliance on peers and 

family members for emotional support. As Olivia stated, “Under most circumstances, I 
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preferred to consult my parents and relatives to release my stress…I wouldn’t seek help 

from the faculty or administrators at the university unless I couldn’t deal with those 

hurdles.” Similar to Olivia, Susanna also reported that she would only share her hardships 

and adversity with her parents, “I don’t feel like bothering my friends with my personal 

issues, as we are all independent individuals and each has his or her own burdens in their 

life and work.” Moreover, most of the participants in this study expressed their 

preference for seeking support from Chinese customer services in the first place rather 

than local public services in order to avoid communication barriers. 

Negotiating Ethnic and Cultural Identities Within the Social Context 

The core construct of the binary relationships between the “self” and the 

“other” emphasize the indispensable encounter between the two in the process of 

forging their identities and establishing the consciousness of their existence and 

distinctiveness (Hegel, Miller, & Findlay, 1977; Sartre, 1966). The individuals 

may not possess a clear consciousness of their own national, cultural, and ethnic 

identities before two cultures come into the first-hand contact; after entering into 

another culture, acculturating individuals may experience the demands of having 

to deal with and participate in both cultures (Berry, 2006c). During the process of 

acculturation, acculturating individuals may be forced to recognize their cultural 

characters and ethnicity and rebuild their cultural identity (Berry, 2006b, p. 21). 

The acculturation orientation may indicate one’s expectations for retention of 

their cultural traits and ethnic identity as well as adaptation to the dominant or 

“new” culture in the host society (Phinney, 2003, p. 63). In turn, ethnic identity 

may be viewed as one form of cultural identity that lies in the way how the 
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acculturating individuals and the non-dominant cultural groups subjectively define and 

make sense of themselves and together constitute one aspect of acculturation (Berry, 

2006b). 

There are three essential components in the process of ethnic identity formation 

(Phinney, 2003). The first dimension is ethnic self-identification, which examines how 

individuals identify themselves as members of an ethnic group that claims common 

ancestry, culture, religion, language, history, or place of origin with explicit answers of 

their own ethnicity, including country of origin (e.g., Chinese), compound terms (e.g., 

Chinese Canadian), panethnic labels (e.g., Asian Canadian), and multiethnic labels (e.g., 

Black Japanese). The second dimension is the subjective sense of belonging to their 

ethnic groups and feelings about their ethnic membership. The third dimension is the 

extent to which the individuals consciously develop their own ethnic identity. 

The results show that all participants in this study become more certain of their 

individual existence during the process of acculturation and perceive their ethnic identity 

as original roots and cultural heritage. Five students revealed strong attachment to their 

own ethnic and cultural identities, and wished to maintain the heritage cultural traits and 

ethnic identity in the future. Three participants considered it “very important” to maintain 

their own cultural identities and explicitly labeled themselves as “Chinese.” In particular, 

Emma emphasized her strong sense of belonging to the Cantonese community and 

expressed her concerns about the risk of losing the linguistic and ethnic distinctiveness in 

the majority cultural group. Besides, two participants responded that they felt it necessary 

to retain their heritage cultural traits. The age at time of immigration and length of 

residence may play important roles in affecting the acculturation outcomes (Phinney, 
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2003, p. 64). As Thomas remarked, he considered it difficult to substitute the 

original cultural values and behavioural patterns with the new cultures given his 

age at time of immigration may result in greater levels of difficulty in culture 

shedding. Besides, he also felt it unnecessary to discard his own cultural traits and 

ethnicity in the multicultural society. 

Moreover, the process of ethnic identity formation and assimilation should 

be regarded as mutually independent as individuals may have both strong ethnic 

identification and maintain their ties to the dominant culture (Phinney, 1990). A 

detailed analysis of the acculturation process across lengths of residence revealed 

that both students in the long-term cohort possessed relatively stronger senses of 

belonging to the receiving society. In addition, as an exception among the other 

participants who reported strong attachment to and identification with their own 

ethnic groups, Michael revealed strong identifications of both heritage and host 

cultures and expressed his conviction of successfully negotiating multiple cultural 

identities during the process of acculturation and incorporating them into a new 

cultural identity. 

Generation has often played an integral part in cross-sectional research of 

investigating ethnic identity and acculturation outcomes. In fact, changes in the 

strength and valence of ethnic identity (i.e., social identity; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) 

might lead to the divisions in ethnic identifications across generations in the same 

ethnocultural community. Previous findings have frequently documented that 

immigrant families with salient culture distances often faced more challenges in 

familial relationships (Costigan, Koryzma, Hua, & Chance, 2010; Dion & Dion, 
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1996; Wu, 1996). Western culture tends to put emphasis on independence and self-

assertiveness, which may lead to conflicts with the filial piety, parental authority, and 

family obligations in the traditional Confucianism culture. In this sense, “individuals who 

accept and adopt aspects of the receiving [host] culture may be criticized and ostracized 

by more ‘traditionalist’ members of the heritage culture, diaspora, ethnic enclave, or 

religious community” (Schwartz, Montgomery, & Briones, 2006, p.14). Five participants 

in this study articulated their feelings of frustration and reinforced their Chinese heritage 

cultural identity when encountering early immigrants and second-generation Chinese 

adolescents who unconsciously assumed their normality and pre-eminence of everything 

“occidental.” Therefore, the students have further explained their concerns about the 

potential alienation of their future generations from the heritage culture and expressed 

their wishes to disseminate the traditional culture, values, and practices to their 

descendants. In particular, Dylan depicted the perceived language and cultural conflicts 

in an immigrant family: 

It is hard to achieve continuity between the distinctive eastern and western value 

systems if the kids learn the cultural mixture simultaneously… it is hard to avoid 

cultural conflicts, especially when children are immersed in the western culture at 

school, while they are also exposed to the Chinese culture at home. …My 

[Chinese] landlord has a native-born 7-year-old daughter, but she never responds 

to his questions in Chinese. In fact, she only occasionally answers him in English 

in a very indifferent way. …I have thus determined to introduce the traditional 

Chinese cultural system to my child since early childhood. 



77 

 
 

Appraisal of the Larger Society 

The multiculturalism hypothesis proposes that when people feel secure in their 

own cultures, they will be willing to accept different cultural groups in the larger 

society (Berry, 2017, p. 17). This included three primary aspects of security: 

cultural acceptance, economic stability, and personal security, which served as 

psychological prerequisites for positive intercultural relations in the larger society 

(Berry & Kalin, 2000). The participants in this study reported with positive 

appraisal of the attitudes and strategies of the larger society at all levels, with 

exemplifications of open attitudes towards immigration and multiculturalism, to 

accommodation policies at the university level, such as international student 

bursaries, international student services and workshops, on-campus part-time 

positions for students, and local community volunteer opportunities. In addition, 

most students described their previous encounters with native members in a 

positive way, including their professors, program facilitators, administrators, 

domestic students, and other host country citizens in the local communities. Two 

students reported individual experiences of prejudices and perceived 

impermeability between cultural boundaries respectively. Nevertheless, all 

students responded that they hadn’t encountered any discrimination from host 

members. Given that visible minorities tend to be more vulnerable to 

discrimination and prejudice, the finding may provide partial confirmation from 

the internal perspective which validates the acculturation strategy of larger society 

from the very end of its recipients. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

This study makes a tentative analysis of the acculturation process of first-

generation Chinese students in Canadian higher education with regard to the predominant 

stressors, acculturation attitudes, and strategies. The findings can be categorized into four 

major aspects: moderating factors prior to acculturation, individuals’ preference for 

acculturation attitudes and strategies during acculturation, negotiating multiple identities 

within the multicultural context, and students’ appraisal of the acculturation strategy 

adopted by the larger society. 

In the first place, pre-acculturation variables have played a pivotal role in the first-

stage transition as they often served as the essential antecedent factors that might predict 

the sources and degrees of acculturative stress that individuals were prone to experience 

after entering the new cultural milieu. In this sense, pre-contact individual- and group-

level conditions may elucidate the determinants and consequences of psychological and 

sociocultural adaptations in the acculturation process. Moreover, phenomena related to 

acculturation challenges in the post-migration experiences among first-generation 

Chinese students included contextual factors, psychological adaptation, and long-term 

orientations. The situational variations and long-term expectations were found to be the 

major reasons that affected students’ feelings of acculturative stress. The prevailing 

coping strategies in response to acculturative stress among the students were passive 

coping which may intensify their acculturative stress and interfere with their 

psychological and sociocultural adaptations. Pre-acculturation experiences and ethnic 

group strength may provide buffering effects on students’ acculturative stress and 

loneliness and isolation. Furthermore, the heterogeneity of the larger society has shaped 
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the students in their recognition of ethnic and cultural identities, intergroup 

relationships, and intergeneration relationships. The diverse types of constituent 

groups in the culturally plural society have been recognized by these students 

during their contact with the members in the receiving society, wherein most 

students have undergone different stages of culture learning and culture shedding 

during the processes of acculturation. The results indicated that students have 

either reinforced their cultural and social identities or formed a new intercultural 

identity as an “integrated self.” All participants revealed their preference for the 

integration strategy and viewed it positive about integrating themselves into the 

larger society. Nevertheless, the participants couldn’t genuinely adapt to the 

cultural values and social norms and blend themselves to the receiving country, 

and most of them were still clinging to their family circles and intimate congenial 

groups. The participants also indicated their concerns about the alienation of their 

future generations from the heritage culture. Finally, the general appraisal of the 

larger society was positive among the students, and they possessed higher levels 

of expectation for adopting the integration strategy in the future. 

Implications 

The implications of this study are significant for future studies of the 

acculturation processes, challenges, and strategies among international students in 

Canadian higher education. The in-depth interviews of students’ personal 

experiences suggest that international students may encounter a higher level of 

stress when the situational factors excessively exceed their capability and 

resources. Most students tend to adopt less active or maladaptive tension 
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reduction methods. The results may provide theoretical implications for advancing the 

acculturation theories for better understanding and predicting the physiological and 

psychological peculiarities of individuals as cultural carriers. Meanwhile, it may also 

provide practical significance for university programs and counseling services to adopt 

proactive strategies for early detection of the latent psychological problems that may be 

aroused or intensified by culturally specific factors at a preliminary stage and help these 

individuals to circumvent the covert acculturative stressors. In a broader sense, advancing 

theories and practices in the acculturation studies may contribute to the improvement of 

the retention rate and mental health and well-being of these international students during 

the stage of transition so that they may feel secure as a member of the larger community 

and fully integrate themselves into the economic and social fabric of the receiving society 

in the future. 

Limitations 

There are still many limitations in this research that need to be taken into 

consideration when interpreting the findings from this study. First, the sample size in this 

study represents partial views of the first-generation Chinese student population. As such, 

conclusions drawn from this study only contribute one perspective about the predominant 

stressors, acculturation attitude, and strategies in the process of acculturation. Second, 

individual differences should be considered over group generalizations. As a result, all 

members in this study are enrolled as graduate students, which calls into question their 

applicability to other students at the post-secondary level. Third, the participants in this 

study were recruited from the students who voluntarily spoke about their experiences; 

thus there might be significant differences from the acculturating individuals who weren’t 
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willing to or didn’t have the chance to share about their acculturation experiences. 

Fourth, the cultural discrepancy wasn’t discussed very frequently due to most 

individuals reported that they were still hanging inside their own cultural 

communities, thereby lacking in the chances to be fully exposed to the host 

environment. Perhaps they would sense much more salient cultural distance in 

their future workplaces than their academic life on campus. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol—Part I. Demographic Information Form 

1. Pseudonym: 

2. Age: 

3. Gender: 

4. Marital Status: 

5. Socio-economic Status (Annual Household Income Range USD): 

 <$10000      $10000- $19999       $20000-$ 44999      $45000-$139999      >$140000 

6. Educational Experience: 

7. Professional Experience: 

8. Length of Residence in Canada: 

9. Relatives or Friends in Canada Prior to Arrival: 

10. Whom You are Currently Living with: 

11. Previous Intercultural Communication or Overseas Learning Experience: 

Country: Length of Stay: Impact on Your Experience of Adapting to Life in Canada: 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol—Part II. Comprehensive Self-Assessment of  

Cross-Cultural Adaptability 

Could you please evaluate your competence of adaptation to a different culture in the 

following aspects? (1-lowest/negative, 5-highest/positive) 

1. Physical health condition:                                                                              1  2  3  4  5 

2. Adaptability (e.g., independence, resilience):                                                1  2  3  4  5 

3. Language and knowledge (e.g., language skills, knowledge related to your current 

major, knowledge about the receiving society):                                            1  2  3  4  5 

4. Emotional state (e.g., self-adjusting ability, emotional stability):                  1  2  3  4  5 

5. Self-efficacy (e.g., the confidence in achieving goals):                                 1  2  3  4  5 

6. Attitude towards others (e.g., like, trust, respect or dislike, suspicion, negation): 

1  2  3  4  5 

7. Intellectual Curiosity (e.g., seeking new knowledge and experiences): 

1  2  3  4  5 

8. Self-correction and openness to change:                                                        1  2  3  4  5 

9. Living habits: (e.g., regularity, self-restraint):                                               1  2  3  4  5 
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol—Part III. Interview Questions 

I. Introduction 
1. Could you please tell us a bit about yourself?  
2. How would you describe your experience of adaptation to life in Canada? 
3. What type of pre-departure preparation have you done prior to coming here? 

II. Acculturation Challenges 
4. Did you find anything that hinders you in the process of adaptation to the 

receiving society? 
(probes: language barriers, cultural differences, learning or pedagogical styles, 
housing and settlement difficulties, employment issues, social interaction, 
climate, transportation, customs, loneliness, inequality, discrimination) 

5. What occurred to you when you were facing those hardships (e.g. physical, 
mental, social)? 

(probes: anxiety, pressure, loneliness, confusion, sadness, fear, irritability, sense 
of being isolated and marginalized, identity confusion, physical health 
disruptions such as digestion and sleep, alcohol and tobacco dependence, 
substance abuse) 

6. Which factor do you believe has influenced you the most in your acculturation 
experience? 

7. How did you perceive the changes in the cognitive, behavioral, and value systems 
after entering a different culture? 
III. Acculturation Attitudes and Strategies 

8. How did you respond to these difficulties?  
(probes: resources available, the level of difficulty, the effectiveness of coping 
strategies) 

9. Could you please describe anything that has played a vital role in your 
transitioning stage to help you go through those difficulties? 

(probes: family, friends, personal characteristics, expectations, etc.) 
10. To what extent did your language proficiency affect your interest in 

participating in the activities of the mainstream culture? 
11. What impact did your previous experiences have on your process of 

acculturation after arriving in Canada? 
12. How would you describe your propensity to seek resources and support 

from the external environment? 
13. How would you describe your acculturation attitude and strategy? 
(integration/assimilation/separation/marginalization) 
14. How would you describe your distribution of time to participating in the 

social interactions with members from your heritage culture and the host culture? 
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IV. Ethnic and Cultural Identity 
15. How would you describe your sense of belonging to both cultures of 

origin and reception? 
16. What was your opinion about the necessity of retaining your ethnic and 

cultural identity in the process of adapting to the host culture? 
17. How would you expect your future generations to maintain the traits and 

identity of your heritage culture? 
V. Appraisal of the Larger Society 

18. How would you describe the perceived attitudes of the individuals from 
the host culture to your ethnocultural group? 

19. How would you describe the acculturation strategy of the larger society?  
(multiculturalism/melting pot/segregation/exclusion) 
20. What kind of policy played a positive role in your life in Canada? 
(federal/provincial/university/community) 

VI. Comment 
21. Could you please describe what you have gained from this entire 

experience? 
22. What would you change in your strategies if you have a second chance to 

start it over? 
23. How would you prepare yourself for the potential challenges and 

opportunities in the future? 
24. If you’d like to add anything else. 

 
Thank you very much for your time and support! 

 


