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1. INTRODUCTION 

 In recent years, the growing educational collaboration 

between China and Belt and Road Initiative countries has 

prompted an increasing number of Chinese students to pursue 

higher education in Southeast Asia, particularly in Malaysia. 

Malaysia’s multilingual and multicultural environment, 

relatively affordable tuition fees, and internationally recognized 

institutions have made it an attractive destination for Chinese 

international students. As the number of these students 

continues to rise, so does the need to understand the key 

determinants of their academic success in the host environment. 

Academic achievement among international students is a 

complex and multifaceted outcome influenced by both 

individual and contextual factors. Among these, two critical 

constructs—cross-cultural adaptation and social support—have 

gained increasing attention in educational psychology and 

international higher education research. Existing literature has 

consistently shown that successful adaptation to a new cultural 

and academic environment plays a pivotal role in shaping 

students’ learning experiences, psychological well-being, and 

educational outcomes. Simultaneously, adequate social support 

has been identified as a protective and enabling factor that 

buffers stress and enhances students’ motivation, resilience, and 

engagement. 

Despite growing scholarly interest in these domains, research 

focusing specifically on Chinese international students in 

Malaysia remains limited. Most existing studies have focused 

on students in Western or English-dominant countries such as 

the United States, the United Kingdom, or Australia, often 

overlooking the unique sociocultural dynamics and support 

mechanisms present in Southeast Asian contexts. Furthermore, 
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while many studies explore either cross-cultural adaptation or 

social support independently, fewer have examined how these 

two dimensions interact to influence academic success, 

particularly within a multicultural educational ecosystem like 

Malaysia's. 

This review addresses these gaps by synthesizing recent 

empirical studies and theoretical frameworks to examine how 

cross-cultural adaptation and social support jointly impact 

academic performance. It adopts an integrative perspective by 

categorizing adaptation into psychological, sociocultural, and 

academic domains, while also analyzing different forms of 

social support—emotional, informational, appraisal, and 

instrumental—and their respective contributions to academic 

success. Special attention is given to mechanisms such as 

language proficiency, cultural intelligence, identity negotiation, 

and institutional practices that mediate or moderate this 

relationship. 

By consolidating current knowledge and identifying trends, 

contradictions, and research gaps, this review contributes to a 

deeper understanding of how Chinese international students in 

Malaysia navigate cultural transitions and academic challenges. 

The findings aim to inform educators, policymakers, and 

university administrators on how to design more responsive and 

inclusive support systems that foster academic achievement and 

personal development among international students in diverse 

cultural settings. 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Integrative Theory of Cross-Cultural Adaptation 

 One of the most representative frameworks in cross-

cultural adaptation research is Kim’s (2017) Integrative Theory 

of Cross-Cultural Adaptation. The theory views adaptation as a 

dynamic cycle of stress–adaptation–growth, where individuals 

continuously regulate their psychological and behavioral 

responses to achieve functional and emotional stability in a new 

cultural context. The model encompasses four core 

components: cultural distance and shock (greater cultural 

differences increase adaptation difficulty); individual 

characteristics (personality, cultural background, motivation, 

language skills); interactional environment (frequency and 

quality of engagement); and adaptation outcomes (including 

psychological and functional adjustment). Kim highlights that 

the adaptation process is non-linear, with students often 

oscillating between cultural stress and gradual adjustment 

through learning and experience (Kim, 2017). 

In the context of Chinese students studying at Malaysian 

universities, this model offers strong theoretical support for 

analyzing academic performance. It helps uncover non-

academic factors that impact learning—such as language 

barriers, cultural norms, and classroom interaction styles—and 

provides a conceptual basis for understanding how academic 

self-efficacy is shaped. Successful cultural adaptation enhances 

students’ sense of belonging and confidence, thereby fostering 

stronger academic efficacy. Moreover, the model complements 

social support theory, emphasizing environmental interactions 

as crucial to successful adaptation. Based on these insights, 

institutions can design effective interventions—such as cultural 

orientation programs, language support services, and 

intercultural engagement activities—to improve students' 

adaptability and academic achievement. 

Social Support Theory 

 Social Support Theory centers on the assistance 

individuals receive from others or their environment, especially 

during times of stress or transition. Thoits, (1986) categorizes 

social support into four types: emotional support (empathy, 

care), appraisal support (positive feedback), informational 

support (advice, guidance), and instrumental support (practical 

help or services). Building on this, Cohen and Wills (1985) 

introduced the buffering hypothesis, which posits that social 

support alleviates the negative effects of stress by enhancing 

psychological resilience and coping abilities, thereby 

improving functional outcomes. It also plays a vital role in 

strengthening self-efficacy, increasing individuals’ confidence 

and motivation to achieve their goals. 

Chinese international students’ academic performance in 

Malaysian universities—Social Support Theory offers a robust 

conceptual foundation. These students may face challenges 

stemming from unfamiliar academic systems and cultural 

environments, and support from faculty, peers, Chinese 

communities, and online networks can play a crucial role in 

reducing emotional stress and fostering a sense of belonging. 

This enhanced psychological wellbeing contributes to better 

academic engagement and stronger self-efficacy. During the 

process of cross-cultural adaptation, social support serves as a 

moderating factor that accelerates integration. Thus, it not only 

functions as a central independent variable in your analysis but 

also informs university-level interventions aimed at improving 

student adaptation and academic success. 

3. THE DEFINITION OF CROSS-CULTURAL 

ADAPTATION, SOCIAL SUPPORT AND 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS 

Definition of Cross-Cultural Adaptation 

 Cross-cultural adaptation refers to the psychological, 

sociocultural, and academic adjustments individuals undergo 

when encountering a new cultural environment, especially in 

the context of international education. For international 

students, this concept embodies a multidimensional process that 

goes beyond general expatriate adjustment due to the dual 

demand of adapting both socially and academically within 

foreign educational institutions. Unlike tourists or temporary 

travelers, international students must establish long-term 

cultural competence while navigating unfamiliar academic 

systems, language norms, and interpersonal expectations. 

Studies have shown that traditional definitions of cross-cultural 

adaptation need refinement to incorporate academic dimensions 

alongside psychological and sociocultural ones (Lee, 2020; 

Malay et al., 2023). Therefore, this paper conceptualizes 

adaptation across three intersecting domains: psychological, 

sociocultural, and academic. Psychological adaptation involves 

emotional regulation and mental resilience in the face of 
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cultural unfamiliarity, with factors such as life satisfaction, 

language skills, personality traits, and mental health support 

playing critical roles (Lim, 2021; Huang et al., 2020). 

Sociocultural adaptation pertains to forming meaningful 

relationships, understanding norms, and engaging socially, all 

of which are influenced by cultural distance, prior exposure, 

host country friendliness, and language proficiency (Ward & 

Rana-Deuba, 2000; Peng & Patterson, 2022; Tian et al., 2021). 

Academic adaptation emphasizes the ability to function 

effectively in new educational settings, which involves 

curriculum engagement, self-regulation, linguistic competence, 

and responsiveness to institutional expectations (Zhu et al., 

2023). Evidence suggests that academic adaptation is distinct 

from other forms of adjustment yet intricately linked to them, 

especially through mediating variables like psychological well-

being and perceived support. Thus, the redefinition of cross-

cultural adaptation into these three dimensions provides a more 

comprehensive framework for assessing international student 

success and offers targeted pathways for educational 

institutions to foster inclusion, resilience, and achievement 

across diverse student populations. 

Definition of Social Support 

 Social support is broadly defined as the psychological 

and practical assistance individuals receive from various 

interpersonal relationships and institutional sources that 

enhance their capacity to manage stress and promote well-

being. In the context of international students, social support 

serves as a crucial buffer against cultural adaptation stress, 

emotional distress, and academic challenges encountered in 

unfamiliar environments. Empirical evidence has consistently 

demonstrated that perceived social support contributes 

significantly to mental health outcomes, emotional resilience, 

academic persistence, and overall adjustment (Kristiana et al., 

2022; Razgulin et al., 2023; Mun & Kim, 2021). It encompasses 

multiple dimensions, including parental support, school 

support, and peer support. Parental support, comprising both 

emotional and material aspects, fosters psychological security 

and autonomy, positively influencing traits such as self-efficacy 

and prosocial behavior (Peng et al., 2021). School support—

particularly from teachers and institutional staff—has been 

shown to increase students' sense of safety, fairness, and 

belonging, thereby enhancing academic engagement and 

mitigating the effects of isolation and victimization (Chan et al., 

2021; Alharbi, 2022). Peer support, derived from friendships 

with host country nationals, fellow international students, and 

home-country peers (online or in person), plays a mediating 

role in facilitating emotional adjustment and campus integration 

(Zheng & Ishii, 2023). Strong peer connections are positively 

correlated with self-efficacy and academic performance, and 

patterns of social engagement influence both adjustment 

outcomes and long-term success (Pho & Schartner, 2021; Kim 

& Shin, 2021). Notably, social support also interacts with 

personal traits, such as perfectionism and cultural orientation, 

and moderates the effects of psychological stress, suggesting its 

predictive power in supporting adaptation across cognitive, 

emotional, and academic domains (Chaliawala et al., 2024; 

Nabhan, 2021). In sum, social support is not only a protective 

factor but also a dynamic facilitator of educational adjustment, 

playing an indispensable role in helping international students 

cope with transition pressures and achieve academic excellence 

in multicultural learning environments. 

Definition of Academic Success 

 Academic Success is a multidimensional construct 

that encompasses a student's achievement in formal educational 

settings, typically reflected through standardized metrics such 

as grade point average (GPA), cumulative course grades, 

examination outcomes, and engagement in academic activities. 

These indicators capture not only cognitive mastery of 

curriculum content but also behavioral attributes such as effort, 

consistency, and participation (Everson & Terjesen, 2023). 

While GPA remains the most prevalent measure, emerging 

approaches integrate emotional intelligence, social 

engagement, and psychological wellbeing to present a more 

nuanced understanding of student achievement (Vera & Cortes, 

2021). Recent research has advanced models that account for 

internal factors—such as intrinsic motivation, academic self-

efficacy, and resilience—as well as external supports including 

teacher engagement, institutional resources, and peer 

interactions (Sadeghi et al., 2020; Kurtovic et al., 2021). 

Technological innovations such as predictive analytics and 

machine learning are increasingly employed to identify key 

predictors of academic outcomes and guide targeted 

interventions (Nieto-Reyes et al., 2021). Within this study, 

academic performance is operationalized as an overall 

evaluation of international students’ academic outcomes during 

their studies in China, classified into five categories: excellent, 

good, average, pass, and fail. 

Numerous factors influence academic success in international 

contexts. Academic self-efficacy has been shown to mediate the 

relationship between sociocultural adaptation and academic 

outcomes, with higher self-efficacy contributing to improved 

stress coping and classroom engagement (Turel & Dokumaci, 

2022). Conversely, cultural adaptation stress has a negative 

impact on academic status and quality of life, while supportive 

learning environments can mitigate these effects and enhance 

educational resilience (Achdiyah et al., 2023). The COVID-19 

pandemic further underscored the critical role of emotional 

health, with academic burnout and anxiety correlating with 

deteriorated academic performance (Saberi et al., 2021; Umer 

et al., 2022). Studies emphasize the importance of psychosocial 

resources—including parental support, peer networks, and 

institutional climate—in promoting academic persistence, self-

regulation, and educational achievement (Liu et al., 2022; 

Karimian, 2023; Moya-Salazar et al., 2023). In sum, academic 

performance is not only a quantifiable outcome but also a 

reflection of complex, interrelated psychological, sociocultural, 

and contextual factors. Its conceptualization continues to 

evolve in response to increasing student mobility and the 

diversification of higher education environments worldwide. 

4. CROSS-CULTURAL ADAPTATION: A 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In the context of global educational mobility, 

international students face multifaceted challenges as they 

adjust to new cultural environments. Cross-cultural adaptation 
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is broadly defined as the psychological, behavioral, and social 

adjustments individuals make to achieve functional stability 

and emotional comfort in a foreign setting (Liu et al., 2023). For 

international students, this process encompasses not only daily 

life adjustments but also academic integration, language 

acquisition, and identity negotiation. 

One of the most prominent phenomena in this process is culture 

shock. Oberg’s (1960) U-curve model outlines four stages: 

honeymoon, crisis, recovery, and adjustment. During these 

phases, students may experience disorientation, value conflicts, 

and unfamiliar social norms (Zheng & Ishii, 2023). 

Language barriers are another critical factor. Language 

proficiency is not only a tool for communication but also a 

medium for cultural expression. Studies have shown that 

linguistic competence is positively correlated with 

psychological well-being and academic performance (Liu et al., 

2024). Limited language skills can hinder classroom 

engagement, restrict social interactions, and reduce students’ 

sense of belonging and self-efficacy. 

Identity reconstruction plays a pivotal role in adaptation. 

International students often undergo a process of cultural 

identity negotiation, balancing their heritage culture with the 

host culture. Research indicates that students with high cultural 

intelligence and openness are more likely to achieve bicultural 

integration, which facilitates both psychological and academic 

adaptation (Mokhothu & Callaghan, 2024). 

Chinese students in Malaysian universities—cross-cultural 

adaptation directly influences academic success. It affects 

students’ emotional resilience, language confidence, and self-

perception, all of which contribute to academic self-efficacy 

and performance. Understanding these mechanisms is essential 

for institutions aiming to design effective support systems that 

enhance international students’ learning outcomes and overall 

experience. 

5. THE ROLE OF SOCIAL SUPPORT 

AMONG INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

 Social support is widely recognized as a critical buffer 

against stress and a facilitator of psychological well-being and 

academic success in the cross-cultural adaptation process. For 

Chinese international students, the absence of familiar cultural 

and social networks makes access to social support particularly 

vital. Key sources of support include friends, family, 

institutions, faculty, and community networks, each 

contributing uniquely to students’ adjustment and performance. 

Peer support provides immediate emotional and practical 

assistance. Local peers help students navigate cultural norms 

and academic expectations, while compatriots offer linguistic 

comfort and cultural familiarity. Zhang and Ishii (2023) found 

that meaningful relationships with host-country peers 

significantly enhance sociocultural adaptation and indirectly 

improve academic outcomes. 

Family support, though geographically distant, remains 

influential through digital communication. Emotional 

encouragement and understanding from family members help 

alleviate loneliness and anxiety, fostering resilience. Chen et al. 

(2023) demonstrated that family support positively predicts 

academic engagement via increased life satisfaction and 

motivation. 

Institutional and faculty support form the backbone of structural 

assistance. Academic mentoring, language support, and 

counseling services provided by universities are essential for 

academic integration. San and Guo (2023) showed that 

institutional support enhances academic adaptation, which in 

turn improves academic performance among international 

students in China. 

Community support, including religious groups, cultural 

associations, and volunteer networks, plays a vital role in 

cultural integration and daily life assistance. Zhang et al. (2023) 

reported that a strong sense of community and frequent social 

contact significantly reduced anxiety during crises and 

promoted psychological well-being. 

Chinese students in Malaysian universities—social support is 

not merely a protective factor but a dynamic enabler of 

academic success. It mitigates cultural stress, enhances self-

efficacy, and fosters academic engagement. Therefore, 

universities should develop comprehensive support systems 

that address emotional, informational, and instrumental needs 

to optimize international students’ educational outcomes. 

6. THE IMPACT OF CROSS-CULTURAL 

ADAPTATION AND SOCIAL SUPPORT 

ON ACADEMIC SUCCESS 

The impact of Cross-Cultural Adaptation on 

Academic Success 

 Cross-cultural adaptation plays a pivotal role in 

shaping the academic success of international students, with 

language proficiency and intercultural communication 

emerging as core mechanisms. Studies have shown that 

integrative acculturation strategies—maintaining one’s heritage 

culture while actively engaging with the host culture—

significantly enhance perceived language proficiency, which in 

turn improves classroom participation and academic 

comprehension (Venugopal & Varshika, 2023). Among 

international students in Turkey, those adopting integrative 

strategies demonstrated higher Turkish language proficiency (β 

= 0.27), confirming language ability as a key predictor of 

academic performance. 

Technological tools also contribute to academic success 

through enhanced intercultural competence. The SeeCC system 

developed by Tsinghua University offers real-time cultural 

profiling and communication guidance, significantly improving 

users’ cross-cultural communication skills and collaborative 

academic outcomes (Qie et al., 2023). Additionally, learning 

style preferences vary across cultures. A comparative study 

between American and Chinese engineering students revealed 

significant differences in reflective, sensing, visual, and verbal 

learning styles, with adaptation to host-country learning norms 

positively correlated with exam performance (Cross-Cultural 

Comparison, 2023). 
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Psychosocial factors such as social support, cultural 

intelligence, and intergroup anxiety management are indirect 

yet critical predictors of academic achievement. Empirical 

evidence shows that intercultural sensitivity reduces intergroup 

anxiety and facilitates sociocultural adaptation, which in turn 

increases academic success rates by 34% (Examining Positive 

Intergroup Contact, 2025). In South Africa, motivational 

cultural intelligence—not cognitive or behavioral 

dimensions—was positively associated with both sociocultural 

adaptation and academic performance, highlighting the role of 

internal motivation (Mokhothu & Callaghan, 2024). 

Moreover, the moderating effect of social support has been 

validated in various contexts. For example, among Chinese 

expatriates in Pakistan, emotional and instrumental support 

significantly alleviated cultural stress and improved task 

performance (Cross-Cultural Adjustment, 2025). Digital 

platforms are also emerging as adaptive resources; mainland 

Chinese students in Hong Kong actively use international social 

media to access local information, accelerating cultural learning 

and academic integration (Du, 2025). 

The impact of Social Support on Academic 

Success 

 Social support has emerged as a critical determinant of 

academic success, particularly among university students 

navigating complex psychosocial environments. Recent studies 

have demonstrated that perceived social support significantly 

enhances students’ academic adjustment, which in turn 

promotes academic achievement. For instance, Hassan et al. 

(2023) found that perceived social support and psychological 

capital directly influence academic success, with academic 

adjustment acting as a partial moderator in this relationship. 

Their structural equation modeling revealed that students with 

higher levels of social support were better equipped to adapt to 

university life, thereby improving their academic outcomes. 

Similarly, Zhang and Qian (2024) emphasized the chain 

mediating roles of self-efficacy and learning engagement in the 

link between social support and academic performance among 

adolescents. Their findings suggest that social support not only 

has a direct positive effect on academic achievement but also 

indirectly enhances performance by fostering psychological 

resilience and motivation. 

Moreover, the multidimensional nature of social support—

encompassing emotional, informational, and instrumental 

assistance—contributes to students’ academic persistence and 

well-being. Chen et al. (2023) conducted a large-scale survey 

of Chinese university students and found that social support 

significantly predicts academic engagement, with life 

satisfaction and academic motivation serving as mediators. 

Their study highlights that students who perceive strong 

support from peers, teachers, and family are more likely to 

invest effort, maintain focus, and demonstrate resilience in 

academic tasks. Additionally, Zhang et al. (2024) reported that 

support from educators and peers enhances self-confidence and 

learning engagement, which are essential for sustained 

academic performance. These findings underscore the 

importance of cultivating supportive educational environments 

that prioritize interpersonal relationships and institutional 

resources to optimize student success. 

7. SYNTHESIS OF FINDINGS 

 Through an integrative review of recent literature, this 

study affirms the central role of cross-cultural adaptation and 

social support in shaping the academic performance of 

international students. The findings consistently show that 

cross-cultural adaptation is a multidimensional process—

comprising psychological, sociocultural, and academic 

components—which significantly influences students' 

engagement, sense of belonging, and academic self-efficacy. 

Integrative acculturation strategies (maintaining heritage 

identity while engaging with host culture) enhance linguistic 

proficiency (Venugopal & Varshika, 2023) and intercultural 

communication skills (Qie et al., 2023), thereby improving 

classroom participation and comprehension. 

Mechanisms such as language mastery, cultural sensitivity, 

learning style alignment, and anxiety reduction have emerged 

as significant predictors of adaptation quality. Intercultural 

sensitivity alleviates intergroup anxiety and facilitates 

sociocultural adaptation, which in turn predicts a 34% increase 

in academic success likelihood (Examining Positive Intergroup 

Contact, 2025). Additionally, cultural intelligence—

particularly its motivational dimension—correlates strongly 

with both adaptation and performance outcomes (Mokhothu & 

Callaghan, 2024). 

Social support functions as both a protective and enabling 

factor. Support from family, faculty, peers, and communities 

contributes to life satisfaction, academic motivation, and self-

efficacy enhancement (Chen et al., 2023; San & Guo, 2023). 

Faculty guidance and institutional services promote academic 

adjustment, while community affiliation reduces cultural stress 

and anxiety during crises (Zhang et al., 2023). The use of digital 

platforms, such as social media, has also become a valuable 

adaptation tool—facilitating access to local information and 

accelerating cultural integration (Du, 2025). 

In summary, literature confirms that cross-cultural adaptation 

enhances language proficiency, identity balance, and self-

efficacy; social support mitigates emotional stress and fosters 

resilience; together, these mechanisms drive academic success 

among international students. Future research should continue 

to investigate the interaction among these variables across 

different cultural contexts to inform improved institutional 

policies and targeted interventions. 

8. GAPS IN THE LITERATURE AND 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

 Although existing research has substantially addressed 

cross-cultural adaptation and social support among 

international students, several notable gaps remain in both 

theoretical formulation and empirical evidence. Most studies 

rely on cross-sectional designs, limiting their ability to capture 

the dynamic and evolving nature of cultural adjustment over 

time (Chen et al., 2023). Additionally, research has 
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disproportionately focused on Western higher education 

contexts, overlooking culturally diverse and structurally 

distinct environments such as Malaysia (San & Guo, 2023). 

The conceptual treatment of cross-cultural adaptation often 

isolates its psychological, sociocultural, and academic 

dimensions, lacking integrative frameworks that fully capture 

their interdependence. Academic adaptation, in particular, 

remains under-theorized, with limited quantitative exploration 

into how factors like cultural shock and identity negotiation 

affect academic performance (Mokhothu & Callaghan, 2024). 

Furthermore, studies on social support often emphasize 

perceived support without analyzing the types, timing, and 

behavioral aspects of support delivery—creating challenges for 

designing evidence-based interventions. 

Future research should address these gaps by: (1) adopting 

longitudinal methodologies to track international students’ 

adaptation and academic trajectories over time; (2) conducting 

comparative studies across regions to examine structural and 

cultural differences in adaptation experiences, such as those 

between Southeast Asian and Western institutions; (3) 

investigating how cultural background influences students’ 

perception and utilization of social support—including the 

moderating roles of heritage culture attachment and host 

cultural openness; and (4) integrating predictive modeling using 

big data and machine learning to identify key adaptation 

indicators and academic risk factors, thereby enhancing 

personalized support strategies within universities. 

9. CONCLUSION 

 This literature review synthesizes recent findings on 

cross-cultural adaptation, social support, and academic 

performance among international students, drawing several key 

conclusions: 

First, cross-cultural adaptation is pivotal to academic success. 

Students’ adjustment across psychological, sociocultural, and 

academic domains directly influences their language 

proficiency, classroom engagement, and academic self-

efficacy. Integrative adaptation strategies, cultural intelligence, 

and identity negotiation have emerged as essential mechanisms 

to facilitate effective adjustment. 

Second, social support is a crucial factor for psychological well-

being and academic persistence. Emotional, informational, and 

instrumental support from families, institutions, faculty, peers, 

and communities significantly reduce cultural stress and 

anxiety, while enhancing self-efficacy and academic 

motivation—ultimately improving academic outcomes. 

Third, cross-cultural adaptation and social support interact 

synergistically. Together, they shape academic self-efficacy 

and exert both direct and indirect influence on student 

achievement. This interaction is especially salient among 

Chinese international students in Malaysian universities, 

underscoring the impact of regional cultural ecosystems on 

adaptation pathways and academic development. 

In conclusion, this review provides theoretical grounding for 

the understanding of international student academic 

performance and offers practical implications for higher 

education institutions. It highlights the necessity of developing 

holistic support systems, cultural integration strategies, and 

mental health resources that can foster academic resilience in 

increasingly diverse academic settings. Future research should 

expand on these findings across varied cultural and institutional 

contexts to deepen knowledge and guide educational practice. 
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