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Abstract: The rapid expansion of international exchange programs has increased the 

importance of understanding students’ cultural adaptation to new academic and social 

environments. Cultural adaptation significantly influences exchange students’ academic 

success, psychological well-being, and intercultural competence. This article provides a 

systematic literature review of research on cultural adaptation processes among students 

participating in international exchange programs. Based on key theoretical frameworks 

such as acculturation theory, culture shock theory, and intercultural communication 

models, the review synthesizes findings from studies conducted in diverse educational 

contexts. The analysis highlights major factors affecting adaptation, including 

acculturation strategies, language self-confidence, social integration, and institutional 

support. The article concludes by emphasizing the joint role of students and host 

institutions in facilitating successful cultural adaptation. 
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1. INTRODUCTION                     

International student mobility has become one of the most prominent features of 

contemporary higher education, driven by globalization, international cooperation, and 

the expansion of exchange programs such as Erasmus+. Studying abroad offers students 

opportunities to develop academic knowledge, foreign language proficiency, and 

intercultural competence. However, participation in international exchange programs 

also exposes students to complex cultural, social, and psychological challenges that 

require effective adaptation to unfamiliar environments. Cultural adaptation refers to the 

process through which individuals adjust their behaviors, attitudes, and identities when 

interacting with a new cultural context. For exchange students, this process often 

involves negotiating differences in language use, academic expectations, social norms, 

and everyday practices. Research consistently shows that difficulties in cultural 

adaptation may lead to culture shock, stress, social isolation, and reduced academic 

performance if adequate support mechanisms are not in place (Oberg, 1960; Bianchi & 

Martini, 2023). One of the most influential theoretical frameworks for understanding 

cultural adaptation is Berry’s acculturation model. Berry conceptualizes acculturation 

as a bidirectional process in which individuals relate simultaneously to their culture of 

origin and the host culture, resulting in four main strategies: integration, assimilation, 

separation, and marginalization. This model has been widely applied in studies of 

international students to explain variations in psychological well-being and sociocultural 

adjustment. Empirical findings suggest that integration maintaining one’s original 

culture while actively engaging with the host society is generally associated with more 

positive adaptation outcomes (Berry, 1997; Su et al., 2025). In addition to acculturation 

strategies, scholars emphasize the importance of language proficiency, intercultural 

communication skills, and social interaction with host nationals in shaping the 

adaptation experience.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Studying in a foreign country represents both an opportunity and a challenge for 

international exchange students, who must adapt simultaneously to new academic, 

sociocultural, and psychological environments. Previous research consistently indicates 

that international students experience multiple adjustment difficulties related to 

unfamiliar educational systems, social norms, and cultural expectations. These 

challenges, often documented by Ward and Kennedy (1993, 1999), tend to intensify 

during the initial stages of mobility, when students encounter differences in 

communication styles, teaching methods, and everyday social interactions. In my 

current research, I find the Acculturation Theory developed by John W. Berry (1997) to 

be particularly compelling and have adopted it as a central framework for this study. 

Berry’s model provides a sophisticated lens through which we can understand how 

students negotiate their home culture while engaging with the host society. Specifically, 

I am focusing on the "Integration" strategy, as empirical findings suggest it is the most 

effective route to positive psychological and sociocultural outcomes. Furthermore, the 

concept of "Culture Shock," as pioneered by Kalervo Oberg (1960), remains vital to this 

analysis. While traditionally viewed as a negative crisis, I align with recent 

interpretations such as those by Tanasy et al. (2024) which suggest that culture shock is 

a necessary developmental phase that can foster intercultural growth and self-awareness 

if managed with institutional support. Several studies emphasize that international 

students may feel "socially invisible" in academic settings despite being physically 

present in classrooms, particularly when linguistic and cultural barriers limit their 

participation. Successful cultural adaptation is therefore essential not only for academic 

achievement but also for reducing stress and enhancing students’ overall well-being. 

Vershinina and Kocheva (2015) describe this process as the gradual reduction of 

psychological distance between the home and host cultures. Regarding the emotional 
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toll of mobility, Lin and Yi (1997) highlight that limited social integration often leads 

to decreased motivation and depressive symptoms. To address these issues, my research 

draws upon the findings of Yang, Noels, and Saumure (2006), who argue that language 

self-confidence rather than mere grammatical proficiency is the primary psychological 

mediator for social integration. By focusing on this specific direction, my study seeks to 

explore how communicative confidence empowers students to overcome the 

"interaction divide" and achieve academic success. Language and communication 

emerge as critical factors influencing cultural adaptation. Differences in discourse 

patterns, pragmatic norms, and communication styles can create misunderstandings and 

increase cultural distance between international students and members of the host 

community (Ward et al., 2001). Research suggests that students whose cultural and 

linguistic background is closer to that of the host society generally adapt more easily 

and experience fewer interactional barriers (Mehdizadeh & Scott, 2005). In certain 

regional contexts, shared linguistic or historical ties may facilitate adaptation and foster 

a sense of cultural familiarity (Fedotova & Miller, 2018). 

3. METHODS 

3.1 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative literature review design, focusing on the systematic 

analysis and synthesis of peer-reviewed academic sources related to cultural adaptation 

in international exchange programs. Rather than collecting primary empirical data, the 

review integrates theoretical frameworks and empirical findings to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of adaptation processes among exchange students. 

3.2 Data Sources and Selection Criteria 

The literature reviewed in this study consists of academic journal articles, book chapters, 

and research reports published in English. The sources were selected from reputable 

databases and publishers, including journals in intercultural relations, higher education, 
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and educational psychology. Priority was given to studies published between 2000 and 

2025 in order to ensure relevance to contemporary international mobility contexts. 

The inclusion criteria were as follows: 

1. The study focuses on international or exchange students. 

2. The research examines cultural, sociocultural, psychological, or academic 

adaptation. 

3. The study is grounded in established theoretical models such as acculturation 

theory, culture shock theory, or intercultural competence frameworks. 

Key foundational works, including Berry’s acculturation model (Berry, 1997) and 

Oberg’s culture shock framework (Oberg, 1960), were included due to their enduring 

theoretical significance. 

3.3 Analytical Procedure 

The selected literature was analyzed using a thematic synthesis approach. First, key 

concepts and findings related to cultural adaptation were identified across sources. 

Second, recurring themes such as acculturation strategies, language barriers, social 

integration, and institutional support were compared and contrasted. Finally, the 

findings were organized into thematic categories that reflect dominant trends and 

debates in the literature. This approach allows for a structured comparison of studies 

conducted in different cultural and institutional contexts, including Erasmus programs, 

short-term study abroad experiences, and long-term international education settings 

(Şahin, 2017; Siddiqui, 2018; Tanasy et al., 2024). 

4. Results 

The reviewed literature reveals that cultural adaptation among students participating in 

international exchange programs is a multidimensional and non-linear process 

influenced by psychological, sociocultural, linguistic, and institutional factors. Across 
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studies conducted in diverse geographical and educational contexts, several recurring 

themes emerge. These themes are synthesized below. 

4.1 Acculturation Strategies and Adaptation Outcomes 

A dominant theme in the literature concerns the role of acculturation strategies in 

shaping students’ adaptation experiences. Berry’s acculturation framework remains the 

most frequently applied theoretical model in studies of international and exchange 

students. According to this model, individuals adopt one of four strategies integration, 

assimilation, separation, or marginalization depending on the extent to which they 

maintain their home culture and engage with the host society (Berry, 1997). Empirical 

studies consistently indicate that integration is associated with the most favorable 

outcomes in both psychological well-being and sociocultural adjustment. Exchange 

students who actively interact with host nationals while maintaining connections to their 

cultural identity tend to report lower stress levels, higher life satisfaction, and stronger 

academic engagement (Yang, Noels, & Saumure, 2006; Su et al., 2025). Research 

focusing on Erasmus students supports these conclusions. Şahin (2017) found that 

Turkish Erasmus students who demonstrated openness toward host cultural norms while 

retaining their cultural values showed higher levels of cross-cultural adaptability. 

Conversely, students who relied exclusively on co-national networks experienced 

slower sociocultural adjustment and limited intercultural learning. 

4.2 Culture Shock as a Transitional Experience               

Another central theme in the literature is culture shock, commonly conceptualized as a 

transitional response to unfamiliar cultural environments. Oberg’s classical model 

describes culture shock as a process consisting of several stages, including honeymoon, 

crisis, recovery, and adjustment (Oberg, 1960). Although initially developed in the 

context of expatriates, this framework has been widely applied to international students 

and exchange participants. Studies indicate that most exchange students experience an 
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initial period of excitement followed by confusion, frustration, or anxiety as cultural 

differences become more salient. These reactions often stem from difficulties in daily 

communication, unfamiliar social norms, and contrasting academic expectations 

(Conner & Roberts, 2015). However, the intensity and duration of culture shock vary 

depending on individual coping strategies and external support. Recent research 

suggests that culture shock should not be viewed solely as a negative phenomenon but 

rather as a developmental phase that can promote intercultural learning. Students who 

receive adequate institutional guidance and reflective opportunities are more likely to 

transform initial discomfort into cultural awareness and personal growth (Tanasy et al., 

2024). 

4.3 Language Proficiency and Intercultural Communication  

 Language proficiency emerges as one of the most influential factors affecting 

cultural adaptation. Across multiple studies, limited command of the host language is 

identified as a major barrier to academic participation, social interaction, and self-

confidence (Bianchi & Martini, 2023; Su et al., 2025). Yang et al. (2006) emphasize that 

language self-confidence, rather than objective language ability alone, plays a 

mediating role in sociocultural adjustment. Students who feel confident using the host 

language are more likely to initiate contact with local peers, engage in classroom 

discussions, and navigate everyday situations independently. In contrast, low language 

confidence often leads to avoidance behaviors, reinforcing social isolation.  

          Studies conducted 

among Erasmus students further demonstrate that language difficulties persist even 

when English is used as a lingua franca. Exchange students frequently report challenges 

related to academic discourse, informal communication, and understanding pragmatic 

norms, which can hinder full participation in host academic communities (Şahin, 2017; 

Siddiqui, 2018). 
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4.4 Social Integration and Support Networks 

Social integration is repeatedly highlighted as a critical determinant of successful 

cultural adaptation. The literature distinguishes between co-national networks, 

international peer groups, and host-national relationships, each of which contributes 

differently to the adaptation process. While co-national friendships provide emotional 

comfort and cultural familiarity, excessive reliance on such networks may limit exposure 

to the host culture (Ward et al., 2001). Conversely, interaction with host nationals 

facilitates the development of sociocultural competence, cultural understanding, and a 

sense of belonging. However, many exchange students report difficulties forming close 

relationships with local students due to language barriers, perceived social distance, or 

lack of structured interaction opportunities (Bianchi & Martini, 2023). Institutional 

support mechanisms such as orientation programs, mentoring systems, and intercultural 

events play a vital role in bridging this gap. Studies show that universities that actively 

promote cross-cultural engagement contribute significantly to students’ adaptation and 

overall satisfaction with the exchange experience (Siddiqui, 2018; Su et al., 2025). 

5. DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this literature review was to examine how students participating in 

international exchange programs adapt to new cultural environments and to identify the 

key factors shaping this process. The findings synthesized in the Results section 

demonstrate that cultural adaptation is not a uniform or linear experience but rather a 

dynamic interaction between individual characteristics and contextual conditions. This 

discussion interprets these findings in relation to established theoretical frameworks and 

highlights their implications for international education. 

5.1 Acculturation Models Revisited 

One of the most significant contributions of the reviewed literature is the continued 

empirical relevance of Berry’s acculturation model. Across diverse contexts, studies 
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consistently show that the strategy of integration characterized by engagement with the 

host culture alongside the maintenance of one’s cultural identity produces the most 

positive adaptation outcomes (Berry, 1997; Yang et al., 2006). This confirms Berry’s 

original assumption that successful adaptation depends on balancing cultural continuity 

and cultural participation. However, the literature also suggests that acculturation 

strategies are not static choices but context-dependent processes. Exchange students 

may shift between strategies over time, especially during short-term mobility programs. 

For example, students initially adopting separation due to language anxiety may 

gradually move toward integration as linguistic competence and confidence increase 

(Şahin, 2017). This dynamic perspective supports Kim’s conceptualization of cultural 

adaptation as an ongoing developmental process rather than a fixed state (Kim, 2001). 

5.2 Culture Shock as a Developmental Mechanism 

The discussion of culture shock across the reviewed studies challenges the traditional 

perception of culture shock as merely a negative experience. While early stages of 

cultural transition are often marked by stress, frustration, and confusion, many studies 

emphasize the transformative potential of these experiences (Oberg, 1960; Tanasy et al., 

2024). From a developmental standpoint, culture shock functions as a catalyst for 

reflection and learning. Students who actively engage with cultural differences and 

receive institutional or peer support are more likely to reinterpret initial discomfort as a 

learning opportunity. This aligns with contemporary intercultural competence theories, 

which view dissonance and uncertainty as necessary conditions for intercultural growth 

(Ward et al., 2001). Nevertheless, the literature also warns that unmanaged culture shock 

can lead to prolonged stress and disengagement. This reinforces the importance of 

structured orientation programs and ongoing intercultural guidance during exchange 

periods. 

5.3 Language as a Mediating Factor in Adaptation 
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Language proficiency emerges not only as a practical communication tool but also as a 

psychological mediator in cultural adaptation. Studies repeatedly demonstrate that 

students’ perceived language competence influences their willingness to engage socially 

and academically in the host environment (Yang et al., 2006; Su et al., 2025). 

Importantly, the literature distinguishes between linguistic knowledge and language 

self-confidence. Even students with adequate formal proficiency may experience 

communicative anxiety in informal or academic interactions, which can inhibit social 

integration. This finding highlights the need to address pragmatic competence and 

communicative confidence, not merely grammatical accuracy, in pre-departure and in-

country language support programs. 

5.4 Social Integration and Institutional Responsibility     

 Social integration represents one of the most decisive elements of successful 

cultural adaptation. While peer relationships within co-national groups offer emotional 

security, the literature clearly indicates that meaningful interaction with host nationals 

enhances sociocultural competence and fosters a sense of belonging (Ward et al., 2001; 

Bianchi & Martini, 2023). However, the responsibility for facilitating such interaction 

cannot be placed solely on students. Many studies emphasize the role of institutional 

structures in shaping opportunities for cross-cultural engagement. Universities that 

implement mentoring systems, mixed-group coursework, and intercultural events create 

environments that actively support integration (Siddiqui, 2018). This finding suggests a 

shift from viewing adaptation as an individual challenge to understanding it as a shared 

institutional and social process. 

5.5 Academic Adaptation and Cultural Expectations    Academic 

adjustment is deeply intertwined with cultural adaptation. Differences in teaching styles, 

assessment practices, and classroom norms often reflect broader cultural values 

regarding authority, participation, and learning autonomy. The literature indicates that 



 INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON SCIENCE, 
INNOVATION AND GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT, 

VOLUME-1, ISSUE-3, 2026 
               

293 
 

exchange students frequently misinterpret these differences as personal failure rather 

than cultural variation, increasing academic stress (Conner & Roberts, 2015). When 

institutions provide explicit academic guidance and culturally responsive teaching 

practices, students demonstrate greater academic confidence and reduced acculturative 

stress. This underscores the importance of aligning academic support with intercultural 

awareness rather than treating academic and cultural adaptation as separate domains. 

6. CONCLUSION 

This literature review set out to examine the cultural adaptation processes of students 

participating in international exchange programs by synthesizing key theoretical 

perspectives and empirical findings. The reviewed studies collectively demonstrate that 

cultural adaptation is a complex, multidimensional process shaped by individual 

strategies, linguistic competence, social relationships, and institutional contexts. The 

analysis confirms that acculturation strategies, particularly integration, play a decisive 

role in determining successful adaptation outcomes. Students who actively engage with 

the host culture while maintaining their cultural identity tend to experience greater 

psychological well-being, sociocultural competence, and academic engagement. At the 

same time, adaptation strategies are not static; rather, they evolve over time in response 

to contextual opportunities and challenges, supporting dynamic models of intercultural 

adaptation.      Culture shock, traditionally viewed as a 

negative transitional phase, emerges in the literature as a potential catalyst for 

intercultural learning when supported by reflective and institutional mechanisms. The 

findings further highlight language self-confidence as a central mediating factor that 

influences students’ willingness to interact socially and academically in host 

environments. Limited language confidence often restricts participation and reinforces 

social isolation, even among students with adequate formal language proficiency. Social 

integration and institutional support are consistently identified as critical enablers of 
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successful adaptation. While peer networks provide emotional security, structured 

interaction with host nationals facilitated by universities enhances intercultural 

competence and a sense of belonging. Similarly, academic adjustment is closely 

intertwined with cultural expectations embedded in teaching practices, assessment 

systems, and classroom interaction norms. Despite the breadth of existing research, this 

review identifies several gaps in the literature. Longitudinal studies examining 

adaptation trajectories over time remain limited, particularly for short-term exchange 

students. In addition, research disproportionately focuses on Western host contexts, 

underscoring the need for broader geographical and cultural representation. 

In conclusion, cultural adaptation in international exchange programs should be 

understood as a shared responsibility between students and host institutions. Universities 

that integrate intercultural awareness into academic and social support structures are 

better positioned to foster meaningful adaptation experiences. Future research should 

adopt longitudinal and comparative approaches to deepen understanding of how 

exchange students navigate cultural transitions across diverse educational environments. 
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