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ABSTRACT 
FACEBOOK AND WECHAT: CHINESE INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS’ SOCIAL 

MEDIA USAGE AND HOW IT INFLUENCES THEIR PROCESS OF 
INTERCULTURAL ADAPTATION 

 
Yumin Yan  

Marquette University, June 2018 

This study examines how Chinese international students’ Facebook and WeChat 
usage patterns influence their process of intercultural adaptation. It shows that Facebook 
(the host social media) and WeChat (the ethnic social media) usage both have positive 
impacts on Chinese international students’ successful adaptation (especially their 
psychological adaptation) to the United States.  

This study also takes additional variables of interest: host language proficiency, 
ethnic identity, and the intention to stay in the United States (the host country) into 
consideration. Consistent with previous studies, host language proficiency has positive 
influences on Chinese international students’ sociocultural adaptation, and ethnic identity 
is a critical component for these students' psychological well-being. The results also 
expand previous research's findings. Besides a positive relationship with sociocultural 
adaptation, host language proficiency also has positive impacts on Chinese international 
students’ psychological well-being. Chinese international students who have higher levels 
of host language proficiency (English proficiency) are more psychologically adaptive to 
American society. Likewise, this study’s results reveal that ethnic identity not only can 
facilitate Chinese international students’ psychological adaptation, but it can also help 
these students deal with behavioral and cognitive difficulties during the process of 
sociocultural adaptation. Chinese international students’ age has a negative relationship 
with their social adaptation and has a positive relationship with their physical adaptation. 
Their length of residence in the United States also has a negative relationship with their 
physical adaptation. 

This study's findings could help universities and colleges facilitate international 
students’ successful adaptation to their new country of residence, which in turn, could 
enhance the possibilities of success in recruitment and retention of international students 
for these universities and colleges and improve the diversity of their student population. 

 
Keywords: Intercultural adaptation, Mainland Chinese international students, 

Social media usage (Facebook and WeChat). 
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Chapter One: Introduction and Rationale 

Background of the Study 

Each year students travel abroad to pursue their education. This is a global 

phenomenon. However, the sudden change and disruption in daily life make living in a 

foreign country a tough task for international students. As temporary immigrants, 

international students experience changes which can become physical and psychological 

stressors (Furnham & Bochner, 1986). Furthermore, sociocultural adjustment difficulties 

and psychological distress can negatively influence international students' adaptation to 

the new host country's culture and their identification with their own country's culture 

(Wang & Mallinckrod, 2006). Moving from one sociocultural system to another, 

international students not only need to adapt to changes created by cultural gaps, but they 

also need to take actions to shift their entertainment usage (Stephenson, 2000) and 

interpersonal relationships in everyday life. This process of changing previous routines of 

daily life and communication patterns to adapt to the host country's sociocultural 

environment, is referred to as intercultural adaptation (Sawyer & Chen, 2012). 

Communication plays an important role in facilitating immigrants’ adaptation to 

the host society. Among many forms of human communication, interpersonal 

communication and mass media consumption are the two most crucial factors influencing 

the cultural adaptation process (Kim, 1977). Immigrants can get social support and useful 

information from these two types of communication. Nowadays, social media blurs the 

line between interpersonal communication and mass media consumption (Ye, 2005). 

Empirical studies like the current study which examines how Facebook and WeChat 
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influences the intercultural adaptation of Chinese international students in the U.S., are 

needed to figure out the role social media usage plays in the international students’ 

intercultural adaptation process. 

Statement of the Problem 

The U.S. is a popular country of study for a lot of international students and 

particularly for Chinese students. According to the Institute of International Education's 

Open Doors Report (2017), Chinese students represent 32.5% of all international students 

studying in the United States and China has been the primary country of origin for a large 

number of international students studying in the United States for the past five years 

(Institute of International Education, 2016). However, multiple studies show that Chinese 

students are often the least adjusted group among all international students, due to their 

high level of stress, neuroticism, and perceived cultural distance (Galchenko et al., 2007; 

Hazen et al., 2006). Large numbers of Chinese international students in the United States 

struggle to adapt to new cultural customs and norms (Yan & Berliner, 2013). Several 

studies (Han et al., 2013; Li et al., 2013) suggest that there is a substantial likelihood for 

Chinese international students to develop mental health problems during the intercultural 

adaptation process. The results from Wang's (2012) study found that over 20% of 

Chinese international students in the U.S. remained "consistently distressed" or "culture-

shocked" (p. 430), after they spent three semesters in the U.S. Given the magnitude of the 

problem, it is essential to understand what factors contribute to Chinese international 

students' intercultural adaptation process and how these factors work. 

The connection between communication and intercultural adaptation has been 

long accepted by scholars. The roles of interpersonal communication and traditional mass 
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media in facilitating intercultural adaptation have been explored by several researchers 

(Ryu, 1976; Ziegler, 1983; Shah, 1991). However, the role of the Internet and social 

media platforms in influencing intercultural adaptation has not been as thoroughly 

examined. Studying the connection between the usage of the Internet in general and 

intercultural adaptation, Chen (2010) suggested that "acting as a platform for information 

retrieval and a vehicle of communication, the Internet has the potential of enhancing 

interpersonal relationships and information ‘richness,' hence facilitating the adaptation of 

immigrants." However, in comparison to the general Internet-based applications such as 

those examined in Chen's study, social media platforms more strongly emphasize "the 

creation and exchange of User Generated Content" (Kaplan & Haenlein, p. 61, 2010). In 

this user-oriented social media environment, users’ interactions with other users on social 

media platforms can affect their interpersonal relationships and information retrieval. For 

example, compared to the communication on Chinese social media, communication on 

American social media may reflect different sociocultural values to Chinese international 

students, and have different effects on their process of intercultural adaptation. 

Besides the magnitude of behavioral, cognitive and affective difficulties Chinese 

international students experience during their process of adaptation and the lack of 

research on the relationship between social media usage and intercultural adaptation, 

there is another reason for researchers to study Chinese international students in the 

United States: their bi-dimensional online behaviors which might be because of the 

Chinese government’s internet censorship. Chinese government’s internet censorship lays 

the foundation for the potential distinctions between American and Chinese social 

media’s effects. “Chinese Internet censorship includes two types of measures: content 
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censorship over domestic websites, and access blockage targeting websites outside the 

state’s jurisdiction” (Taneja & Wu, 2014, p. 4). In past years, millions of Chinese 

netizens could access any website by using virtual private networks (VPNs). However, 

the Chinese government ordered China’s three telecommunications companies to 

completely block access to VPNs by February 2018 (the Guardian, 2017), which means 

that most American websites and social media platforms would be completely blocked in 

the mainland of China after that date. Growing up in a society where direct access to the 

global internet is blocked, Chinese international students do not have the same kind of 

experience with American websites and social media platforms that their other 

international counterparts have when they come to the U.S. Further, Chinese international 

students cannot use American social media platforms to contact their family and friends 

in China when they live in the United States. This lack of overlap between American 

social media and Chinese social media caused by censorship can result in bi-dimensional 

online behaviors among Chinese international students. They need to use American social 

media platforms to build new interpersonal relations and retrieve American sociocultural 

information while living in the United States. At the same time, they also need to use 

Chinese social media platforms to maintain their interpersonal relationships with people 

in the mainland of China and obtain Chinese sociocultural information.  

For Chinese international students in the United States, developing and 

maintaining competence in both host and ethnic cultural contexts requires different types 

of cultural knowledge, positive attitudes toward both groups’ members who have 

different value systems, self-efficacy for competency in both cultural contexts, 

proficiencies of language (English and Chinese) and nonverbal patterns, knowledge of 
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the appropriate behaviors in different cultural groups and occasions, and the skills of 

establishing social networks (LaFromboise et al., 1993). These factors can influence 

Chinese international students’ communication in both host and ethnic cultural contexts 

and affect their process of intercultural adaptation. Effects of these factors have not been 

thoroughly examined in the social media environment and empirical studies are needed to 

examine the extent of these factors' impacts, which is a goal of this thesis.  

Preview of the Thesis 

Facebook is the dominant social media platform in the United States, and WeChat 

is the most important social media platform in the mainland of China. Compared to usage 

number of other platforms, Chinese international students’ Facebook and WeChat usage 

are particularly significant. With over two billion monthly active users, Facebook is the 

most popular social media platform worldwide (Statista, 2018). In the United States, 

“roughly two-thirds of U.S. adults (68%) now report that they are Facebook users, and 

roughly three-quarters of those users access Facebook on a daily basis” (Pew Research, 

2018). Also, WeChat is the most prominent social media platform in the mainland of 

China (Kantar, 2017). According to the report from Statista (2018), the number of 

currently active users of WeChat has reached 980 million. Besides the fact that both 

Facebook and WeChat have a strong presence of Facebook in the United States and 

WeChat in the mainland of China, Facebook and WeChat also have similar informational 

and communicational functions. These similarities make the two social media platforms 

suitable choices for this study comparing Chinese international students’ host (American) 

and ethnic (Chinese) social media usage and further analyzing how this Facebook and 

WeChat usage influences their process of intercultural adaptation. 



 6 

Intercultural adaptation is a multi-dimensional concept which can be divided into 

sociocultural and psychological adaptation (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). Based on empirical 

research, Ward and Kennedy argued that these “two adjustive outcomes, though inter-

related, are conceptually and empirically distinct” (Ward et al., 1999, p660). The levels of 

individuals’ sociocultural adaptation are based on their “behavioral competence” (Ward 

et al., 1999, p661), which can be influenced by factors, such as individuals’ residence 

length in the host country, knowledge about the host culture, “amount of interaction and 

identification with host nationals” (Ward et al., 1999, p661), cultural differences between 

the host and ethnic culture, language proficiency, and cross-cultural adaptation strategies 

(Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward & Kennedy, 1993a, 1994; Ward & Searle, 1991). The 

evaluation of psychological adaptation is based on individuals’ psychological well-being 

and their satisfaction with their life in the host country. Personality traits, changes in daily 

life, coping strategies and the social support individuals received (Ward et al., 1999) are 

the factors which can influence individuals’ psychological adaptation. This study posits 

that the American social media platform, Facebook and the Chinese social media 

platform, WeChat provide different information sharing experiences and social support 

networks for international students and influence the process of their intercultural 

adaptation which is reflected through their sociocultural and psychological adaptation 

experience.  

Further, host language proficiency (English proficiency) is a prerequisite for 

effective communication in the United States, for Chinese international students. 

According to Bennett, Bennett and Allen (2003), there is a connection between the host 

language proficiency levels and individuals’ competence in intercultural adaptation. 
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Scholars have consistently concluded that host language proficiency has positive impacts 

on immigrants’ process of intercultural adaptation (Berry et al., 2006; Yu & Shen, 2012; 

Zimmermann, 1995). Bennett et al. (2003) claimed that people with a higher level of the 

host language proficiency tend to be more adaptive to the host country’s sociocultural 

environment. However, the overall magnitude of the association between the host 

language proficiency and intercultural adaptation (sociocultural and psychological 

adaptation) has remained unclear. Previous studies (e.g., Miglietta & Tartaglia, 2009; 

Meng et al., 2017) treat the host language proficiency as a competence or a skill which is 

closely related to sociocultural adaptation. Its effects on immigrants’ psychological 

adaptation are less known. Also, the relationship between the host language proficiency 

and intercultural adaptation hasn't been thoroughly examined in the digital media 

environment. This study can expand extant research’s findings on the relationship 

between host language proficiency and intercultural adaptation. 

Besides the effects on intercultural adaptation, the host language proficiency is 

closely related to acculturating individuals’ preferences for media consumption (Ryu, 

1976). Immigrants prefer to choose the language they are familiar with. Due to the 

sociocultural characteristics of the contacts and the nature of the communication flow in 

American and Chinese social media, Chinese international students more frequently use 

English on American social media and constantly use Chinese on Chinese social media. 

As temporary immigrants, Chinese international students’ host language proficiency 

(English proficiency) can influence their preference between the host social media and 

the ethnic social media. The proficiency of the host country’s official language is thus an 

essential factor which needs to be considered when examining the host social media 
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usage and the ethnic social media usage’s impacts on Chinese international students’ 

intercultural adaptation. 

Other than host language proficiency, ethnic identity also plays a vital role in 

individuals' successful life adaptation. Previous research (Phinney, 1989; Phinney et al., 

1997; Roberts et al., 1999; Ong et al., 2006) indicates that ethnic identity is closely 

related to individuals’ psychological well-being. Ethnic identity is "an individual's self-

concept that derives from his or her knowledge of membership in a social group (or 

groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” 

(Phinney, 1992, p156). Unlike ethnicity (the objective group membership which is 

defined by individuals’ parents’ ethnic heritage) (Phinney, 1992), individuals’ ethnic 

identity is continuously changing based on their development in different sociocultural 

contexts (Phinney, 2003; Atkinson et al., 1983; Parham & Helms, 1985; Weinreich, 

1988). Existing research (Phinney, 2003) emphasizes how sociocultural contexts 

influence the formation of individuals’ ethnic identity, and how a strong ethnic identity 

could decrease the negative psychological effects of the discrimination and inferiority 

experienced by immigrants. The relationship between ethnic identity and sociocultural 

adaptation however are rarely examined. The current study measures the overall 

magnitude of the relationship between ethnic identity and intercultural adaptation 

(sociocultural and psychological adaptation) to provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of it.  

For minority groups, such as Chinese international students, an individual’s 

subjective sense of belonging to a group or culture is likely to have important 

implications (Berry, Trimble, & Olmedo, 1986). Besides influencing Chinese 
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international students’ intercultural adaptation in the United States, ethnic identity could 

also impact Chinese international students’ interpersonal relationships and the kind of 

social values and customs they prefer to adopt. Major functions of social media are 

building interpersonal relationships and retrieving information. Thus, Chinese 

international students’ ethnic identity could influence their usage of the host social media 

and the ethnic social media. It is therefore essential to take Chinese international 

students’ ethnic identity’s effects into consideration when examining the relationships 

between their social media usage and intercultural adaptation. 

 
Research Goals 

Analyzing Chinese international students’ social media usage (Facebook and 

WeChat) and the sociocultural and psychological adaptation could help university 

campuses and faculty gain insight and help Chinese students (and other international 

students), successfully adapt to their new country of residence. The growing influx of 

international students reflects our fast-changing globalized world. With changes in 

demographics, however, it is inevitable for different cultural norms and values to emerge 

and potentially cause tension (Allen, 1995; Henderson, 1992). This study examines the 

relationships between Chinese international students' Facebook usage and WeChat usage 

and their sociocultural adaptation and psychological adaptation process in the U.S and 

offers insights that could help international students successfully adapt to their new 

country of residence. Understanding sociocultural and psychological adaptation could 

also help universities and colleges successfully recruit and retain international students 

and improve the diversity of their student population. Past research also documents that 
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diversity could help students define themselves in relation to others, experiment with 

different roles, and begin to make permanent commitments to careers, social groups and 

personal relationships (Bowen, 1999; Gurin, 1999). Further, diversity in institutions and 

universities could promote diversity in the rest of society (Jones, 2000; Rosser, 1990, 

p224), also a broader goal of this study.



 11 

Chapter Two: Literature Review and Research Questions 

According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics' (UIS) Global Education Digest 

(2006), the term ‘international student' is defined by citizenship. In America, 

international students are defined as temporary immigrants who are enrolled at higher 

educational institutions. According to the data from Institute of International Education 

(2017), there are 1,078,822 international students who studied at U.S. colleges and 

universities in 2016/2017. Both opportunities and challenges exist for educational 

institutions and international students. For educational institutions, the increased 

enrollment of international students could promote the internationalization of their 

education and generate financial revenue. However, many educational institutions face 

challenges in providing enough support and resources to meet international students' 

needs (Bista, 2016). For international students, experiences of studying in the United 

States can increase their global competence (Koziol et al., 2011). However, during the 

process of developing global competence and adapting to host societies, international 

students need to face challenges from the sociocultural, psychological and behavioral 

changes encountered by them in the host country. At the same time, these changes can 

generate acculturative stress (Berry, 2003), which in turn could affect international 

students' physical and psychological well-being (Glass & Bieber, 1997). Among all 

international students, multiple studies (Galchenko et al., 2007; Hazen et al., 2006) show 

that Chinese students are often the least adjusted group, due to their high level of stress, 

neuroticism, and perceived cultural distance. 

Chinese International Students’ Acculturative Stressors 
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In the past decade, China has ranked either as the first or second place of origin of 

international students in the United States (Institute for International Education 2005/06 

to 2015/16). Chinese international students are the primary student population for the 

American postsecondary educational system (Bertram et al., 2014). However, Chinese 

international students in the United States experience a higher level of acculturative 

stress, compared to international students from other ethnic groups (Yeh and Inose, 

2003). According to previous research (Pedersen, 1991; Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994; Yeh 

& Inose, 2003), academic pressures, language barriers, difficulties in adjusting to 

sociocultural values, lack of social support, homesickness, perceived discrimination and 

feelings of inferiority are the main sources of Chinese international students' acculturative 

stress. Cultural differences between American and Chinese culture can heighten these 

factors' effects. 

For example, gaps between American and Chinese culture can increase Chinese 

international students' academic performance pressure, and heighten their acculturative 

stress. One cultural dimension from Hofstede’s (1984) list of six cultural dimensions, 

which particularly applies to the Chinese students’ adaptation experience and can act as a 

stressor is the Individualism dimension. Chinese culture is more collectivistic (with an 

individualism score of 20) compared to American culture (with an individualism score of 

91), Chinese international students were taught for example, to "maintain a respectful and 

attentive silence in Chinese classroom" (Bertram et al., 2014, p108). Harmony and 

discipline are encouraged in the Chinese classroom, in contrast, American professors and 

teachers encourage and require active participation in classrooms and individual 

participation is emphasized.  
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The difference in the Individualism dimension between American culture and 

Chinese can impact individuals’ communication style as well (Gudykunst & Ting-

Toomey, 1988). Based on the how much knowledge is required for individuals to 

participate in interactions, communication styles can be categorized into: low-context 

communication and high-context communication. Compared to high-context 

communication, low-context communication is more direct and explicit. Individualism is 

more likely to foster low-context communication, implying that direct and explicit 

communication might be more prevalent in American culture. Chinese cultural which is 

less individualistic (more collectivistic), could however lead to more indirect and less 

explicit communication. Chinese international students who grew up in China amidst a 

high-context communication environment would need to learn how to directly and 

explicitly communicate with others, in order to become effective and efficient 

communicators in the United States. 

Chinese international students would also need to change their behaviors to adapt 

to these kinds of academic and communication differences. During the behavioral 

adjustment process, Chinese international students might experience high levels of 

uncertainty, avoidance (Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006) and anxiety. This finding is 

consistent with previous research. Lee, Lei and Sue’s (2001) study investigates the 

anxiety level in different college student groups, and their findings indicate that Asian 

American group members have higher anxiety levels than the Caucasian American group 

members, due to their different levels of familiarity toward the American sociocultural 

contexts.  
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Collectivistic culture also impacts how Chinese international students respond and 

deal with their acculturative stress. Several studies (Wei et al., 2007; Zhang & Dixon, 

2003) indicate that, to keep the harmony within the social group, Chinese international 

students tend to ignore and internalize their acculturative stress and emotional difficulties. 

At the same time, they prefer to handle problems through their own willpower 

(Mortenson, 2006). Unfortunately, empirical research (Wei et al., 2007) suggests that 

internalizing acculturative stress and emotional difficulties may increase Chinese 

international students' vulnerabilities to psychological problems, such as depression. The 

results from Wang's (2012) study reveal that more than 20% of Chinese international 

students in the U.S. are "consistently distressed" or "culture-shocked" (p. 430) after 

having spent three semesters in the U.S. Given the severity of the problem, it's essential 

to investigate what factors could facilitate Chinese international students' intercultural 

adaptation process and what channels could potentially be examined. 

Intercultural Adaptation: Sociocultural and Psychological Adaptation 

Intercultural adaptation is one of the most popular concepts for investigating how 

immigrants adapt to the host country’s sociocultural systems. The original concept of 

intercultural adaptation was a one-dimensional phenomenon which measured the degree 

of psychological comfort individuals experience with their new environment (Klopf, 

1987; Oberg, 1960; Torbiorn, 1982). In recent years, intercultural adaptation has been 

increasingly recognized as a multidimensional and multi-faceted phenomenon which 

includes numerous cognitive, affective, and behavioral changes experienced by people 

who desire to adapt to their host countries. Compared to other concepts, intercultural 

adaptation is an ongoing, dynamic, and interactive process which involves constant 
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interactions between individuals and the host country’s environment. Also, every action 

is interdependent and mutually reinforcing (Anderson, 1994; Black, 1988; Kim, 1995). 

According to Anderson (1994), “all adjustment is a cynical and recursive process of 

overcoming obstacles and solving problems in present-environment transactions” (p293). 

Based on their own adaptation levels, individuals choose how to respond, and through 

those choices, create their own adjustment.  

Acculturation theory is a concept which is similar to intercultural adaptation. 

Within the acculturation and adaptation research area, Berry's (1997) model is widely 

used to predict individuals' psychological acculturation and the prediction of 

acculturative stress (Berry et al., 1989). Berry (1974; 1984) claimed that acculturation 

could be divided into two dimensions: the maintenance of the ethnic cultural identity and 

the development of the host cultural identity. Based on these two dimensions, Berry 

(1974, 1984) developed four acculturation strategies to measure immigrants' acculturative 

attitudes: assimilation: absorbing the host culture but eschewing the ethnic culture; 

separation: sticking with the ethnic culture and resisting the host culture; 

marginalization: rejecting both the host culture and the ethnic culture; integration: 

imbibing both the host culture and the ethnic culture. Previous research's (Berry et al., 

1987) results indicate that individuals’ acculturation strategies are closely related to their 

acculturation outcome, integration strategy is associated with a low level of stress. 

However, Berry’s model has been criticized for using four scales to measure two 

dimensions (Rudmin, 1996) and not including the independent impacts of individuals’ 

identifications to their own culture and other cultures (Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999). 

Besides these, according to Ward and Rana-Deuba (1999), three issues related to Berry's 
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model: first, several scale items are lengthy and involve multiple concepts. Second, items 

measure broader domains than the four strategies in Berry's model. Third, the model’s 

measurements can be improved in terms of "user-friendliness and cross-cultural 

versatility" (Ward & Dueba, 1999, p427). Ward and Kennedy (1994) merged their own 

research with Berry’s model on acculturation and adaptation. Results of their research 

(Ward & Kennedy, 1994) indicate that individuals who adopt integration acculturative 

strategy have the least psychological stress, and individuals who adopt assimilation 

acculturative strategy experience the least behavioral and cognitive difficulties. Based on 

these results, Ward and Kennedy (1994) also argued that there should be a distinction 

within individuals’ cross-cultural adaptation outcome. Acculturating individuals’ 

sociocultural and psychological adaptation should be evaluated separately. 

In a more recent study, Ward and Kennedy (1999) suggested that acculturating 

individuals’ intercultural adaptation can be categorized into two dimensions: 

“sociocultural (behavioral)” and “psychological (emotional/affective)” (Ward & 

Kennedy, 1999, p660), and there are four reasons for this distinction: first, sociocultural 

adaptation and psychological adaptation can be predicted by different variables. Second, 

the effects of residence length in the host country on sociocultural adaptation and 

psychological adaptation are different. Third, sociocultural adaptation and psychological 

adaptation are intercorrelated but conceptually distinctive. Fourth, acculturative strategies 

(assimilation, separation, marginalization, and integration) have different impacts on 

sociocultural adaptation and psychological adaptation. Sociocultural adaptation is related 

to individuals’ behavioral competence, and it can be evaluated through measuring 

individuals’ abilities on managing day to day life in the host sociocultural environment 
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(Ward & Kennedy, 1999; Brisset et al., 2010). The main predictors of acculturating 

individuals’ sociocultural adaptation are residence length in the host country, knowledge 

about the host culture, “amount of interaction and identification with host nationals” 

(Ward & Kennedy, 1999, p661), cultural differences between the host and ethnic culture, 

language proficiency, and acculturation strategies (Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward & 

Kennedy, 1993a, 1994; Ward & Searle, 1991). With the development of skills, 

individuals’ sociocultural adaptation can be steadily improved. Psychological adaptation 

can be interpreted within “a stress and coping framework” (Ward & Kennedy, 1999, 

p660). Acculturating individuals’ psychological adaptation can be measured by their 

psychological well-being and how satisfied they are with their own transition in the host 

country (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). The main predictors of individuals’ psychological 

adaptation are personality traits, life changes, coping strategies and the social support 

individuals received (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). Comparing with sociocultural adaptation, 

individuals’ psychological adaptation is more fluctuant and variable (Ward et al., 1998). 

Intercultural Adaptation and Communication 

One way to understand what factors contribute to acculturating individuals’ 

intercultural adaptation is by looking at their interpersonal communication and 

information retrieval. Communication can be recognized as a crucial factor in facilitating 

the acculturation of immigrants --- it acts as a mechanism for social cohesion, and a 

medium for social interaction (Kim, 1980). Among many forms of human 

communication, interpersonal communication and mass media consumption are the two 

most significant forms of the cultural adaptation process (Kim, 1977). Immigrants can 

obtain social support and information from both types of communication. Several studies 
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(Ruben, 1979; Gudykunst & Kim, 1984) have shown that interpersonal communication 

can help immigrants adjust their psychological and physical stress (Kim, 1978). One such 

study focusing on interpersonal communication of Asian Indians in the United States 

(Shah, 1991) indicates that interpersonal communication is the most salient indicator of 

intercultural adaptation over other mediated forms of communication.  

Mass media consumption is another variable that plays a key role in the 

intercultural process of international students since it is highly related to an individual's 

language skills, communication behavior, information seeking options, and opportunities 

for social interaction (Yang et al., 2004). Ryu (1976) made two claims about mass 

media’s advantages on facilitating individuals’ intercultural adaptation. First, compared 

with face-to-face communication, people have less psychological reluctance when they 

use mass media to retrieve information. Second, the ubiquity of mass media and mass 

media messages can increase the efficiency of getting through the process of 

acculturation. These two advantages make mass media a salient platform for 

acculturating individuals to retrieve information and ease the stress of intercultural 

adaptation. However, mass media consumption’s positive effects on intercultural 

adaptation is not a certainty. The results of Huang’s study (1993) show that mass media 

consumption indeed affects the research subjects’ intercultural adaptation, but higher 

mass media use does not necessarily lead to higher acculturation. Effects of the mass 

media usage can be influenced by the usage quality and things sacrificed for the usage.  

Interpersonal communication and mass media consumption both can act as 

resources which satisfy audiences’ informational and communicational needs. In 

addition, interpersonal communication and mass media consumption can complement 
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each other (Rubin & Rubin, 1985). Uses-and-gratifications theory assumes that 

individuals communicate or use media to gratify their needs. Individuals’ selections on 

interpersonal and mass media channels can be influenced by their sociocultural 

backgrounds, psychological characteristics, attitudes and perceptions toward channels 

(Rubin, 1993; 1994). For immigrants, their identifications with the host culture and the 

ethnic culture, psychological well-being, attitudes toward the host media and 

interpersonal communications, and attitudes toward the ethnic media and interpersonal 

communications can influence their choices on interpersonal and mass media channels, 

which in turn, influence their intercultural adaptation. 

Intercultural Adaptation, Host Language Proficiency, and Ethnic Identity 

As mentioned before, cross-cultural adaptation could be divided into two 

dimensions: the maintenance of the ethnic cultural identity and the development of the 

host cultural identity (Berry 1974, Berry 1984). In general, immigrants maintain their 

ethnic cultural identity by communicating with previous relationships in their ethnic 

country and consuming the ethnic country’s news and entertainment. To develop the host 

cultural identity, immigrants usually build new relationships with the host country’s 

members and retrieve the host country’s media content. However, the bulk of studies 

related to intercultural adaptation only focus on the roles of the host society’s mass media 

consumptions (Chen, 2010) and interpersonal communication with the host society’s 

members.  

Previous research’s (Lin et al., 2012; Sandel, 2014) results indicate that 

interpersonal communication with the host country’s members and the ethnic country’s 

both can provide emotional support and the sense of belonging to immigrants. And the 
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host mass media consumptions can facilitate immigrants’ cross-cultural adjustments by 

offering information related to the host society’s norms and customs. Among existing 

research, there are debates about the ethnic mass media consumptions’ effects. This study 

suggests that individuals’ host language proficiency and ethnic identity’s effects should 

be included when examining the relationship between the ethnic mass media 

consumptions and immigrants’ intercultural adaptation. 

One study (Yang, 2004) on mass media consumption of Chinese international 

students in the United States indicates that mass media not only transmit information 

about current events or provide entertainment, they also reflect the host country’s 

sociocultural system. The mass media content that contains information about American 

culture and value systems could reduce Chinese international students’ uncertainty and 

help them adapt to the host society. Besides the content, the language of the host media 

could affect how individuals learn about the host culture (Miglietta & Tartagila, 2009). 

The language of the host media could also help international students better understand 

the differences between the ethnic culture and the host culture. Philipsen (1992) argued 

that language can reflect culturally distinctive psychology, sociology, and rhetoric. 

Through exposure to the host media, acculturating individuals could learn about a wider 

range of cultural elements. In turn, these cultural elements could help individuals get 

insights about the social norms and values of the host sociocultural context (Landy & 

Bourhis, 1997), in turn, facilitating their process of intercultural adaptation.  

The effects of the host media’s content could therefore be impacted by 

acculturating individuals’ host language proficiency and ethnic identity. Ryu’s (1976) 

study points out that immigrants’ mass media usage is related to their host language 
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proficiency. These immigrants are more willing to choose the language they are familiar 

with. In other words, individuals may continue using their ethnic media because of their 

familiarities with the mother tongue and the ethnic sociocultural value systems of their 

home country, despite the benefits of the host media usage. Fortunately, the host media’s 

content and language’s direct and indirect positive associations with these individuals’ 

process of intercultural adaptation are not absolute after taking ethnic identity’s effects 

into consideration. On the one hand, host language proficiency can facilitate acculturating 

individuals’ adaptation. On the other hand, the maintenance of ethnic language and the 

ethnic media consumption can strengthen their ethnic identity, which has positive effects 

on their psychological well-being (Chen, 2008).  

Ethnic identity is a dynamic and multidimensional construct (Phinney, 2003) 

which refers to the way that ethnic minority group members interact with their own group 

as a distinct subdivision of the majority of the society (Chae et al., 2004; Phinney, 1990; 

Phinney et al., 2001). Results of several studies (Ong et al., 2006; Phinney, 1989; 

Phinney et al., 1997; Roberts et al., 1999) show that an ethnic minority group member 

with a strong ethnic identity has higher level of the personal well-being and lower level 

of adaptation difficulties. Ethnic identity can help ethnic minority group members realize 

the positive virtues of their own ethnic group (Outten et al., 2009) and decrease negative 

effects of the discrimination and differentiation experienced by these individuals. Results 

of a meta-analysis study (Smith & Silva, 2011) reveal that the association between ethnic 

identity and psychological well-being is stronger among adolescents and young adults 

than among adults over age 40. Based on results of Smith and Silva’s (2011) study, the 

majority research of ethnic identity has focused on adolescents whose parents are 
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immigrants. There are three reasons behind that: first, these adolescents’ parents carry 

with them, the language, values, and customs from their country of origin, and they may 

deliver this cultural heritage to their offspring through daily interactions (McCoy, 1992). 

Second, these adolescents are educated in the host country’s school system, which 

emphasize the host country’s official language proficiency and sociocultural values. 

Third, these adolescents have access to interactions with peers from their own ethnic 

group and peers from host and other ethnic groups (Phinney, 2001). The continuously 

growing population of Chinese international students in the United States, and the 

prevalence of the Internet and social media create similar conditions and situations for 

Chinese international students. However, ethnic identity’s effects on Chinese 

international students are barely examined. Empirical studies should therefore examine 

the relationship between host language proficiency and ethnic identity and Chinese 

international students’ media usage and their process of intercultural adaptation. This 

study therefore incorporates language proficiency and ethnic identity as additional 

variables of interest in the analysis examining the relationship between social media 

usage and intercultural adaptation.  

Besides enhancing immigrants ethnic identity, Ziegler (1983) found that exposure 

to the ethnic press while living in the United States serves three major functions: firstly, it 

provides a medium for communication for immigrant groups whose native language is 

not English; secondly, it serves as an outlet for news about one's home country that 

would otherwise be unavailable; and thirdly, it helps with the process of assimilation by 

offering information and advice on the lifestyles of the new country. Some studies 

suggest that both the host media and the ethnic media can facilitate individuals’ 
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intercultural adaptation. In response to acculturative stress, individuals choose different 

acculturation strategies based on two dimensions of acculturation: cultural maintenance, 

in which individuals choose to maintain their heritage culture and identity, and contact 

and participation, through which individuals choose to become involved in the host 

country’s society and with other cultural groups (Forbush & Foucult-welles, 2016). Berry 

(2005) noted that “for acculturative stress, there is a clear picture that pursuit of 

integration is least stressful” (p. 708). Those who pursue positive action in both 

dimensions by maintaining some of their own cultural practices and identity while 

simultaneously being open to involvement with members of the host society are 

identified as using the integrative strategy of acculturation (Berry, 1997). Both 

dimensions are key to understanding the relationships examined in this study.  

Intercultural Adaptation, the Internet Access, and Social Media 

Unlike traditional media, the Internet crosses the line between interpersonal and 

mass communication (Ye, 2005). The Internet permits social contact across time, 

distance, and personal circumstances (Kraut, 2001) and broad social access could 

increase people’s social involvement. It can also facilitate the formation of new 

relationships, social identity and commitment among otherwise isolated persons 

(McKenna & Bargh, 1998), and participation in groups and organizations by distant or 

marginal members (Sproull & Kiesler, 1991). Tsai (2006) explored how the Internet 

affected the adaptation of Taiwanese immigrants in the United States. Tsai’s study (2006) 

documents that immigrants face the challenges of language proficiency, economic 

survival, loss of previous social networks, and social disconnection during resettlement 

created by geographic boundaries. But, that computer technology provides immigrants 
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with new occupational opportunities and strategies to overcome the barriers and stress 

created by resettlement. This study offers support for the claim that Internet access 

greatly facilitates immigrants’ adaptation.  

How the immigrants use the Internet of their new host country is also identified as 

an important factor for the immigrants’ sociocultural and psychological adaptation 

experiences despite mixed results about this in the past literature. According to Kraut 

(2001), whether the Internet will have positive or negative social impact on individuals 

may depend upon the quality of individuals’ online relationships and upon what people 

give up, to spend time online. Melkote and Liu's (2000) research also explores the role 

that the Internet plays in the acculturation of Chinese immigrants in the United States. 

According to this study, the ethnic Chinese Internet helps sustain Chinese values yet 

impairs American value acculturation (Melkote & Liu, 2000). However, Ye’s (2006) 

study offers a somewhat different explanation. It documents that perceived support from 

interpersonal networks in the host country and online ethnic social groups actually 

decreases social difficulties and facilitates intercultural adaptation. 

The prevalence of the Internet lays the foundation for social media’s widespread 

effects. According to the Pew Research Center's Internet & American Life Survey, nearly 

100% of American college students accessed the Internet in 2010. College students 

claimed that they gain feelings of mastery, identity exploration, and peer group 

interaction by using social media (Hinduja, et al., 2008; Schimitt et al., 2008). Some 

studies show that social media usage has a positive impact on American students' 

psychological well-being; and that it may also help international students (Ellison, 

Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Stefanone, Kwon, & Lackaff, 2011). Social media is an 
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emerging topic in studies of intercultural adaptation and the Internet (Melkote & Liu, 

2000; Tsai, 2006; Ye, 2005; 2006). However, studies that address the relationship 

between social media consumption and intercultural adaptation mainly investigate the 

impacts of the host social media consumption, rather than the role of ethnic social media 

usage. Also, researchers focus more on the social capital of using social media to build 

interpersonal relationships, and they barely discuss the influence of social media's 

informational and communicational functions on intercultural adaptation in tandem.  

Compared with users of other forms of websites, social media platform users are 

not passive audiences; they can individually and collectively create, modify, share, and 

discuss content (Kietzmann et al., 2011), and thus their interpersonal communication and 

information retrieval are highly interactive on social media platforms. In this highly 

interactive environment, the majority of social media contacts’ sociocultural 

characteristics (e.g., the language, values, and customs) can influence acculturating 

individuals’ interpersonal communication and information retrieval. Further, individuals’ 

cognitive, psychological, behavioral and physical conditions can be influenced by their 

usage of the host and the ethnic social media. 

Lin, Peng, Kim, Kim and LaRose’s (2012) study suggests that international 

students and their local peers’ communication on Facebook positively impacts on these 

students’ social adjustment and their perceived social support. According to previous 

research (Adelman, 1988; Church, 1982; Safdar et al., 2003; Safdar et al., 2009), social 

support has been considered as an important predictor of psychological adaptation during 

the process of intercultural adaptation. Social support may come from different sources, 

and there is a distinction between the social support from host nationals and the social 
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support from people of the acculturating individuals’ country of origin (Ward et al., 

2001). Online connections with host nationals could increase immigrants’ cultural 

compatibility and create the foundation of positive attitudes toward the host country’s 

culture (Tip et al., 2012). In turn, positive attitudes might motivate these individuals to 

adopt the host country’s sociocultural norms, and achieve a high level of intercultural 

adaptation. 

Kim, Yun and Yoon’s (2009) study addresses how online connections with people 

from the same ethnic group meet international students emotional and informational 

needs. Besides pointing out the important role of online communication in maintaining 

relationships with close friends and family members, Kim, Yun, and Yoon (2009) 

suggested that gaining information resources is the main motivation for international 

students to build new connections with people who are from the same ethnic group and 

reside in the host country. They also argue that international students’ internet 

consumption is not simply based on the origin of country. International students’ personal 

interests (e.g., informational and emotional needs) are the main determinants of these 

students’ internet consumption. 

Based on existing studies, this study claims that social media could facilitate 

Chinese international students' intercultural adaptation by helping them build and 

maintain interpersonal relationships and retrieve information. In order to examine how 

social media influence Chinese international students’ process of intercultural adaptation, 

this study explores the relationships between Chinese international students’ frequency of 

using social media and their levels of intercultural adaptation. This study also claims that, 

in the highly interactive environment of social media, the majority of social media 
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contacts’ sociocultural characteristics (e.g., the language, values, and customs) can 

influence the kinds of acculturating individuals’ interpersonal communication and 

information retrieval, and further influence their process of intercultural adaptation. To 

examine how the host social media usage and the ethnic social media usage influence 

Chinese international students’ intercultural adaptation, this study separates Chinese 

international students’ social media usage into Facebook usage and WeChat usage. 

Relationships between the frequency of using Facebook and intercultural adaptation, and 

relationships between the frequency of using WeChat and intercultural adaptation are 

both explored in this study. 

American Social Media: Facebook 

With more than two billion monthly active users, Facebook is the most popular 

social media platform worldwide (Statista, 2018). In the United States, “roughly two-

thirds of U.S. adults (68%) now report that they are Facebook users, and roughly three-

quarters of those users access Facebook on a daily basis” (Pew Research, 2018). The 

features of Facebook such as the personal timeline, news feed, and like button functions 

(Wikipedia, 2018) enable users to easily interact with their contacts’ status updates, 

comments, photos, videos, and shared links. Facebook has also developed an instant 

messaging service and software application named Messenger to fulfill users’ 

communicational needs. As a software application separated from the main Facebook 

app, the number of active users of Messenger has reached 1.2 billion in April 2017 

(Wikipedia, 2018).  

Facebook usage has been thoroughly examined in the past few years (Ellison et 

al., 2007; Pempek et al., 2009; Acquisti & Gross, 2006; Valenzuela et al., 2017). 
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However, Facebook usage’s effects on Chinese international students’ intercultural 

adaptation are still under-studied. One of the most common research topics for Chinese 

international students’ social media usage and intercultural adaptation was the 

comparison between Facebook and Renren usage (Tian, 2017; Yuan, 2017; Carey, 2017; 

Li & Chen, 2014). Renren has been recognized as one of the earliest social networking 

sites in the mainland of China, and its functions and page settings are almost identical to 

Facebook’s. Unfortunately, Renren has continuously lost users since 2011. According to 

China Internet Watch (2016), the number of monthly log-in users for Renren was only 35 

million in September 2016, compared to 160 million in February 2011. Only a small 

portion of Chinese netizens are still accessing Renren on a daily basis. Therefore, 

research results of comparing Chinese international students’ Facebook and Renren usage 

may not be representative enough to reflect the latest situation. Another social media 

platform which is quite representative in the Chinese context however is WeChat. 

Chinese Social Media: WeChat 

WeChat is the most significant social media platform in the mainland of China 

(Kantar, 2017). According to the report from Statista (2018), the number of currently 

active users of WeChat has reached 980 million. The original function of WeChat was 

instant messaging services for intelligent terminals allowing users to send texts, images, 

voices, videos, and other files to their WeChat contacts (Chen & He, 2014). In addition to 

traditional instant messaging services, in recent years WeChat has started offering 

services such as the circle of friends and news subscriptions (Lin et al., 2017) to fulfill 

users' informational and communicational needs. The circle of friends is a function 

designed to create a private community for users to share photos, videos, and text 
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contents, which is similar to Facebook's timeline. In addition to Facebook and WeChat 

having similar informational and communicational functions, the level of influence of 

Facebook in the United States and WeChat in the mainland of China are also quite 

similar. Based on these similarities, Facebook and WeChat are suitable to be used for 

comparing Chinese international students’ host (American) and ethnic (Chinese) social 

media usage and further analyzing how these patterns influence their intercultural 

adaptation process.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

According to previous research (Chen, 2010), individuals' intercultural adaptation 

and media consumption are continuously changing and evolving processes. This study 

aims to examine how Chinese international students' Facebook and WeChat usage, and 

their intercultural adaptation change with their residence in the United States, and to what 

extent their Facebook and WeChat usage affects their process of intercultural adaptation. 

This study posits that the American social media platform, Facebook and the Chinese 

social media platform, WeChat provide different information sharing experiences and 

social support networks for international students and influence the process of their 

intercultural adaptation which is reflected through their sociocultural and psychological 

adaptation experience. The specific hypotheses are listed below: 

RQ1: Does social media usage positively influence Chinese international students’ 

intercultural adaptation? 

H1a: Facebook and WeChat usage will have positive impacts on Chinese international 

students’ social adaptation (one factor of Sociocultural Adaptation Scale). 
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H1b: Facebook and WeChat usage will have positive impacts on Chinese international 

students’ physical adaptation (one factor of Sociocultural Adaptation Scale). 

H1c: Facebook and WeChat usage will have positive impacts on Chinese international 

students’ cultural adaptation (one factor of Sociocultural Adaptation Scale). 

H1d: Facebook and WeChat usage will have positive impacts on Chinese international 

students’ psychological adaptation. 

RQ2: What other factors influence Chinese international students’ intercultural 

adaptation? 

In order to test these research questions and hypotheses, the next chapter 

discusses in depth the study design and the quantitative method of analysis incorporated 

in this study. 
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Chapter 3. Method 

Overview: 

This chapter explains the study design and the quantitative method of analysis 

used to answer the research questions. First, this chapter describes the research 

participants and the strategy of data collection. Second, it explains the various measures 

which were applied to represent the different variables of analyses. Last but not the least, 

it discusses in detail the quantitative method of data analysis. 

Research Participants and Data Collection Strategy: 

A national data gathering effort took place during January of 2018 to reach out to 

a reliable and representative sample of mainland Chinese international students who were 

living in the United States. A sample of 241 participants was obtained through a Qualtrics 

online survey. Participants' ages range from 18 to 36, 54% of Chinese international 

students are under 24 years old (N = 131). 43% of Chinese international students' age 

range from 24-30 (N = 103). And there is only 3% of Chinese international students' age 

are above 36 years old (N = 7). Females account for 65% (N = 156), and Males account 

for 35% (N = 84) of the total sample. Over half (61%) of the participants’ residence 

length in the United States are more than one year and less than five years (N = 147). The 

mean value of Chinese international students’ intention of staying in the United States is 

2.66 (SD = 1.15) on a reversely coded 5-point Likert scale (1 = very much like to stay in 

the United States, and 5 = very much like to go back to China). Among these 241 

participants, their average frequency of using WeChat (M = 4. 55, SD = 0.94) is much 
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higher than the frequency of using Facebook (M = 2.14, SD = 0.98) on a scale from 1 to 

5 (as shown in Table 1).  

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics 

 

  

  

Variables Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
Reliability 

(Cronbach Alpha)
The Host Language 

Proficiency                
(N = 241)

14 38 35.9 4.8 0.68

The Ethnic Identity    
(N = 241)

22 70 50.83 9.75 0.83

Social Adaptation      
(N = 241)

5 15 11.3 2.15 0.75

Physical Adaptation   
(N = 241)

3 15 12.91 2.41 0.84

Cultural Adaptation   
(N = 241)

4 20 14.56 3.43 0.84

Psychological 
Adaptation                 
(N = 241)

15 40 28.96 4.95 0.82

Variables Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

The Frequency of 
Facebook Usage                                       

(N = 241)
1 5 2.14 0.98

The Frequency of 
WeChat Usage                                        

(N = 241)
1 5 4.55 0.94

The Intention of 
Staying in the U. S.                                        

(N =241)
1 5 2.66 1.15

Variables Frequency Percent
Male 84 35%

Female 156 65%
18-24 131 54%
24-30 103 43%
30-36 7 3%

Less than 1 year 32 13%
1-5 years 147 61%
5-10 years 54 22%

Longer than 10 
years

8 3%

Gender                                    
(N = 240)

The Length of 
Residence in the 

U.S.                                         
(N = 241)

Age                                          
(N = 241)
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The survey was conducted using snowball-like convenience samples. All the 

survey questions were in English. IRB approval for this study was obtained from the 

Marquette University Institutional Review Board (HR-3330). Before beginning the 

survey, participants were presented with an informed consent form (see Appendix A) 

which asked for their voluntary participation in the study. The informed consent form 

also included an optional field for participants to provide their e-mail address for 

receiving a $10 gift card. The informed consent form reiterated that participation was 

voluntary. After participants pressed the “Yes, I agree” button on the informed consent 

form, they were automatically redirected to the online survey instrument. During the 

process of answering the survey, all questions could be skipped, and participants could 

exit the survey at any time. All those who entered e-mail addresses were included in gift 

card list, regardless of whether or not they finished the survey.  

Measures 

Dependent Variable Measures: 

This study seeks to measure Chinese international students’ intercultural 

adaptation based on their sociocultural and psychological adaptation. Two established 

adaptation scales are used in this study’s questionnaire: Ward and Kennedy’s (1999) 

Sociocultural Adaptation Scale, and Gao and Gudykunst’s (1990) psychological 

adaptation scale. In Ward and Kennedy’s (1999) research, they pointed out individuals’ 

sociocultural and psychological adaptation “though inter-related, are conceptually and 

empirically distinct” (p. 660). Sociocultural adaptation reflects individuals’ behavioral 

competence (Ward, 1990; 1991; 1996; 1999), and the psychological adaptation reveals 
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individuals’ psychological well-being and satisfaction levels toward their own transitions 

in the host country.  

Sociocultural Adaptation Scale: Ward and Kennedy’s Sociocultural Adaptation 

Scale (SCAS) have been widely used to measure individuals’ levels of sociocultural 

adaptation. “Various versions of the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale have been tested in at 

least 16 studies on the adaptation of migrants, and it has been proved to be one of the 

most effective measures of sojourner cultural adaptation" (Chen, 2010, p388). The 

newest version contains 22 items from the behavioral domain and 7 items from the 

cognitive domain. A 5-point Likert scale is applied to measure responses: 1 = extremely 

difficulty, 2 = great difficulty, 3 = moderate difficulty, 4 = slight difficulty, and 5 = no 

difficulty. Average scores of these two domains can present individuals’ integral 

sociocultural adaptation status. The higher the score, the less difficulty the individuals 

experience and the more socio-culturally adaptive they are. Average scores of these two 

domains can present individuals' integral sociocultural adaptation status (Ward & 

Kennedy, 1999). According to Ward and Kennedy (1999), one of the most significant 

advantages of the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale is that it can easily be modified 

according to the characteristics of the specific sample. For this research, the study adopts 

Sociocultural Adaptation Scale and uses appropriate items (see Appendix B) to measure 

the behavioral and cognitive difficulties Chinese international students need to face and 

the levels of Chinese international students' sociocultural adaptation.  

Adopted items measure Chinese international students' behavioral and cognitive 

difficulties from different dimensions (e.g., social, physical, and cultural dimensions). 

Chen's (2010) study performed exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and identified three 
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factors to represent the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale. These three factors are social 

adaptation, physical adaptation, and cultural adaptation. To obtain a more meaningful 

interpretation of the data, this study references to EFA results from Chen's (2010) study 

and performs confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to measure the statistical soundness of 

the three-factor model. Based on CFA results, this study measures Chinese international 

students' sociocultural adaptation levels by Sociocultural Adaptation Scale's three factors: 

social adaptation, physical adaptation, and cultural adaptation. The reliability of the first 

factor: social adaptation is found to be acceptable (Cronbach's ⍺= 0.75). The reliability of 

the second factor: physical adaptation is found to be good (Cronbach's ⍺= 0.84). The 

reliability of the third factor: cultural adaptation is also found to be good (Cronbach's ⍺= 

0.84) (George & Mallery, 2003). 

Psychological Adaptation: For further examination of Chinese international 

students’ psychological adaptation, this study also adopts Gao and Gudykunst’s 8-item 

scale (1990) which is a widely applied measurement scale for psychological adaptation. 

This scale examines individuals’ satisfaction levels toward their living experiences in the 

host country and their psychological well-being. Although the original study uses a 7-

point Likert scale, this study changes it to a 5-point Likert scale (1= not at all, and 5= 

extremely), in order to compare the raw data to the data measured by Sociocultural 

Adaptation Scale. The 8 items in this scale are: (1) How comfortable do you feel living in 

the United States? (2) How satisfied are you with your academic studies in the United 

States? (3) How comfortable do you feel interacting with Americans? (4) How satisfied 

are you with your English ability in daily communication with Americans? (5) How 

satisfied are you with living in the American culture? (6) How much have you adapted to 
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the American culture? (7) How much is life in the United States an enjoyable experience? 

(8) How anxious are you to stay longer in the United States? (see Appendix C) The 

values of the final question were reversely coded. The reliability of these 8 items is found 

to be good (Cronbach's ⍺= 0.82) (George & Mallery, 2003). 

Independent Variable Measures 

Social Media Usage: In order to measure the impacts of the host social media 

usage and the ethnic social media usage, Chinese international students’ social media 

usage is divided into Facebook and WeChat usage. 5-point Likert scales are applied to 

measure the frequencies of Chinese international students using Facebook and WeChat 

(1= never, and 5= always) (see Appendix D). 

Additional Variables of Interest 

Host Language Proficiency: Previous research proved that the proficiency of the 

host country’s official language has close interactive relationships with sociocultural 

adaptation (Masgoret & Ward, 2006) and psychological adaptation (Ataca & Berry, 

2002). Host language proficiency might be essential for host cultural knowledge 

acquisition and could influence individuals’ media consumption (Miglietta & Tartaglia, 

2009). The host language proficiency of research participants is examined by 8 items 

assessing three aspects. Two items measure current English proficiency: (1) “How well 

would you say you understand English when someone is speaking to you?”, and (2) 

“How well would you say you speak English?” (1= not at all, 5= very well). Three items 

measure current preference to use English in social interactions: (1) “what languages do 

you currently speak at home?” (2) “What languages have you spoken outside of your 
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home while at work in the United States in the past twelve months?” (3) “What languages 

have you spoken outside of your home when you are with friends?” (1= almost all in 

Chinese, 5= almost all in English) (Dalisay & Liu, 2015). Three items are applied to 

measure English competence: (1) “I feel comfortable speaking English,” (2) “I have no 

difficulty in speaking and writing English for my study in the U.S.,” and (3) “I am afraid 

of talking to American people because of my poor English” (1=strongly disagree, 5= 

strongly agree) (Park et al., 2014). The values of the third item are reverse coded during 

the data analysis (see Appendix E). The reliability of the 8 items (Cronbach's ⍺	= 0.68) is 

found to be slightly below the acceptable value (Cronbach's ⍺	= 0.7) (George & Mallery, 

2003). 

The Ethnic Identity scale: Ethnic identity has been defined as “a set of ideas about 

one’s own ethnic group membership, including self-identification and knowledge about 

ethnic culture (traditions, customs, values, and behaviors), and feelings about belonging 

to a particular group” (Martin & Nakayama, 2013, p74). To assess how ethnic identity 

influences Chinese international students’ social media usage (Facebook and WeChat) 

and their process of intercultural adaptation, Phinney’s (1992) the Multigroup Measure of 

Ethnic Identity (MEIM) is applied to measure Chinese international students’ ethnic 

identity. It consists of 14 items assessing three aspects of ethnic identity: positive ethnic 

attitudes and sense of belonging (5items); ethnic identity achievement, including both 

exploration and resolution of identity issues (7 items); and ethnic behaviors or practices 

(2 items). Items are rated on a 4-point scale from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree." 

Values of negatively worded items are reversed. Average scores of these items can 

present individuals’ ethnic identity status. The higher the score, the higher the 
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individual’s ethnic identity. This study changes the 4-point scale to a 5-point Likert scale 

to compare the raw data to the data measured by Sociocultural Adaptation Scale and 

psychological adaptation scale (see Appendix F). The reliability of the ethnic identity 

scale is found to be good (Cronbach's ⍺= 0.83) (George & Mallery, 2003). 

The Intention of Staying in the United States: Hazen and Alberts’ (2006) study 

suggests that a large proportion of international students adjust their intentions of staying 

in the United States during the process of their studies. Very few international students 

have intentions of staying permanently in the United States at the initial stage, but lots of 

them adjust their status to permanently stay in the United States (Hazen & Alberts, 2006). 

Chinese international students' intention of staying in the United States can be recognized 

as the motivation of adjusting to the host country, which can have impacts on their 

intercultural adaptation. In this study, Chinese international students’ intentions of 

staying in the United States after completing their degree are measured. A 5-point Likert 

scale was used for this (1=very much like to stay in the U.S., 5=very much like to go 

back to China). The values were reverse coded during the data analysis. 

Control Variables (Demographics):  

The last part of the questionnaire measures the socio-demographic characteristics 

of the research subjects, including gender, age, and length of residence. Both efficacy and 

participation have been found to be correlated with these control variables and therefore 

need to be controlled prior to examining the relationship between the independent and 

dependent variables (see Appendix G).  

Gender: Research on the relationship between gender and intercultural adaptation 

has generated inconsistent results. Some research results (Furnham & Shiekh, 1993) 
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show that female immigrants tend to have less involvement with the host sociocultural 

environment and acquire fewer host sociocultural skills. Compared to ale immigrants, 

female immigrants are more vulnerable to psychological problems. On the other hand, 

Boski's (1990, 1994) studies suggest female immigrants are more psychologically 

adaptive than males. The results of Chen's (2010) study also indicate that female 

immigrants are more socially, physically, and psychologically adaptive to the host 

country. Referencing these previous studies, gender is included as a control variable in 

this study. 

Age: Beiser and colleagues' (1988) research suggests that age plays a vital role in 

intercultural adaptation. They argue that adolescents are more vulnerable to 

psychological problems. Adolescence is a time for identity formation and development 

which may cause additional psychological difficulties. Adolescents and young adults 

comprise the majority of Chinese international students in the United States. Given the 

characteristic of participants, age is included in this research as a control variable. 

The Length of Residence in the Host Country: There are debates about the 

association between length of residence in the host country and intercultural adaptation. 

The U-Curve hypothesis is the most popular and well-known theory analyzing the 

relationships between the length of residence in the host country and immigrants’ 

adaptation. This theory was originally proposed by Lysgaard (1995). Results of 

Lysgaard’s (1995) study show that immigrants whose length of residence in the host 

country are between 6 to 12 months experience the highest level of adjusting difficulties, 

compared with either those who have only resided less than 6 months or those who have 

already resided more than 18 months. Lysgaard (1995, p50) stated: 
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“Adjustment as a process over time seems to follow a U-shaped curve: 

adjustment is felt to be easy and successful to begin with; then follows a “crisis” 

in which one feels less well-adjusted, somewhat lonely and unhappy; finally one 

begins to feel better adjusted again, becoming more integrated in to the foreign 

community.” 

However, the U-curve hypothesis has not been sufficiently supported due to the 

"inadequacy of cross-sectional designs" (Ouarasse et al., 2005, p254) to fully explain 

changes over time. Ward and colleagues (2001) suggested the effects of the residence 

length in the host country can be influenced by the type of migrating group (sojourners, 

immigrants, or refugees) and the dimension of adaptation (cognitive, behavioral, or 

affective). Ward and Kennedy (1999) suggest that acculturating individuals can rapidly 

improve their sociocultural adaptation during the first few months and then gradually 

make the enhancement through adopting "cultural-specific skills" (Ward & Kennedy, 

1999, p661). For the psychological adaptation, Ward and Kennedy (1999) suggest that 

the psychological adaptation is more changeable over time. Although several studies' 

results indicate that immigrants experience the greatest psychological difficulties at "the 

earliest stages of cross-cultural transition" (Ward & Kennedy, 1996a, 1996b). The 

changeable characteristic of psychological adaptation was also mentioned in Gudykunst's 

(1988) research. Gudykunst (1988) suggests that the decrease of uncertainty and anxiety 

may not be a linear process. Some degree of uncertainty and anxiety are necessary for 

individuals to perceive the need for making adjustments at the initial stage. To figure out 

the impacts of residence length on intercultural adaptation, Chinese international 
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students’ length of residence in the United States is included as a control variable in this 

study. 

Data Analysis Strategy 

When a sufficient number of cases were collected for the study, data were 

downloaded from Qualtrics and loaded into SPSS from 251 cases. In order to have the 

sufficient cases to ensure this study’s generalizability and scientific values, this study 

only deleted extreme cases while dealing with the outliers (e.g., participants’ self-report 

age which was above 80). Cases with missing data which was not at random were also 

deleted. After the data screening, 241 cases remained. Different cases missed one or two 

different items, which means these missing items were not missing in purpose. Medians 

were used to replace items’ missing cases. Frequencies were applied to verify the total 

number of cases was 241 for each item after data screening. After the dataset was 

prepared, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using AMOS 22 and multiple ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression analyses using STATA 13 were performed. 

Confirmatory Factor Analyses: 

Reference to exploratory factor analysis’ results from Chen’s (2010) study, 

confirmatory factory analysis (CFA) using AMOS 22 was applied to test how well the 

three identified factors (social adaptation, physical adaptation, and cultural adaptation) 

represent the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). To specify each 

factor’s indicators, one of the factor loadings on each construct is fixed to 1. After the 

initial CFA model exhibited an unacceptable goodness-of-fit and violations on construct 
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validity, following revisions were made in this study: first, removing items which have 

low-level standardized loadings. Second, adding covariance’s effects between some 

errors which are under the same factor. Third, examining residuals to identify 

discrepancies between the proposed model and the estimated model Path Estimates (Hair 

et al., 2009). Because immigrants' behaviors have independent and intercorrelate effects 

on their process of adaptation, three identified factors were correlated with each other in 

the revised CFA model. Together with psychological adaptation, Sociocultural 

Adaptation Scale’s three factors: social adaptation, physical adaptation, and cultural 

adaptation acted as dependent variables in this study. 

Multiple Regression Analyses: 

In order to test research questions and hypotheses, the original plan was using 

SPSS to conduct multiple linear regression analyses. However, when testing multiple 

regression analyses’ assumptions, the homoskedasticity of two dependent variables 

(social adaptation and physical adaptation) were violated. Scatterplots of these two 

dependent variables (social adaptation and physical adaptation) didn’t show “a random 

displacement of scores that take on a rectangular shape with no clustering or systematic 

pattern” (Pallant, 2013, p152). To deal with heteroskedasticity, this study’s multiple 

regression analyses are conducted using STATA 13, because STATA can provide “the 

option to estimate standard errors that are ‘robust’ to certain violations” (Hoechele, 2007, 

p2). 
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Before conducting a series of multiple ordinary least squares (OLS) regression 

analyses in STATA 13, assumptions were examined again. Breusch-Pagan/Cook-

Weisberg test was performed to examine homoskedasticity. The results revealed the 

existence of heteroskedasticity in one dependent variable: physical adaptation (χ2(1) = 

3.98, p < 0.05). According to Williams (2015), there are two assumptions why 

heteroskedasticity is a major concern in performing multiple ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression analyses. First, “heteroskedasticity can cause standard errors to be biased” 

(Williams, 2015, p6). And second, “OLS assumes that errors are both independent and 

identically distributed” (Williams, 2015, p6). Robust standard errors tend to be more 

reliable in this situation and “relax either or both assumptions” (Williams, 2015, p6). 

Thus, White's heteroskedastic robust standard error is applied as the remedial measure in 

this study.  

In this study’s multiple ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analyses, Chinese 

international students’ social adaptation, physical adaptation, cultural adaptation (three 

factors of sociocultural adaptation) and psychological adaptation act as dependent 

variables. Their Facebook and WeChat usage are treated as independent variables. Host 

language proficiency (English), ethnic identity, and the intention of staying in the host 

country (the United States) are addressed as additional variables of interest. Demographic 

variables, such as gender, age, and the length of residence in the host country (the United 

States) are treated as control variables. Detailed results of confirmatory factor analyses 

(CFA) and multiple regression analyses are presented in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Four: Results 

Confirmatory Factor Analyses 

Referencing Chen’s (2010) study, a preliminary confirmatory factor analysis was 

conducted in this study to “test how well the measured variables represent the number of 

construct” (Hair et al., 2009, p668). This study specified a measurement model based on 

the EFA results of Chen’s (2010) study with three distinct factors of sociocultural 

adaptation (social, physical and cultural adaptation). The exploratory factor analysis in 

Chen’s (2010) study applied principal component extraction and varimax rotation on the 

20 selected items of Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). She 

utilized four general criteria utilized to construct the factors:  

“(1) eigenvalues greater than 1; (2) a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure 

greater than 0.80; (3) the combined factors accounting for more than 45% of the 

variance; and (4) the indices to be included having primary loadings greater than 

0.45 and no secondary loadings greater than or equal to 0.35” (Chen, 2010, p391).  

For Chen’s (2010) study, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure was 0.89, and the 

Bartlett’s test of sphericity was statistically significant at 3530.0, which were sufficient to 

continue the exploratory factor analysis. Chen (2010) identified 12 items to represent the 

sociocultural adaptation scale, and these 12 items can be categorized into three factors: 

social adaptation, physical adaptation, and cultural adaptation. After took dimensionality 

(Hair et al., 2009) into consideration, Chen included four items in social adaptation 

(making friends, understanding jokes and humor, making yourself understood, and 
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communicating with people from different ethnic groups), four items in physical 

adaptation (using the transportation system, going shopping, finding your way around, 

and adapting to local accommodation), four items in cultural adaptation (understanding 

the host country’s political system, seeing things from the host country’s members’ view, 

understanding cultural differences between the host country and the ethnic country, and 

understanding the host country’s value system). In this study’s confirmatory factor 

analysis, in order to distinguish Chinese international students’ interactions from those of 

the Americans and international students from other ethnic groups, there were six items 

in the social adaptation category. Items of physical and cultural adaptation categories 

were identical with Chen’s (2010) study.  

This study’s CFA models’ goodness-of-fit indices were examined mainly based 

on the five critical criteria: Chi-square difference test (χ2 statistics), comparative fit index 

(CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), the maximum likelihood (ML)-based standardized root 

mean squared residual (SRMR), and root mean squared error of approximation 

(RMSEA). Chi-square difference test (χ2 statistics) measure the ratio of χ2 to the degree 

of freedom for the measurement model. The χ2/df ratio which is equal to or smaller than 

3 indicates a good-fitting model (Hair et al., 2009). One insufficiency of Chi-square 

difference test is that it can be influenced by the sample size. As a goodness-of-fit 

measure, researchers are looking for no differences between the hypothesized model and 

the observed model. However, a large sample size can increase the difficulty of obtaining 

the statistically insignificant goodness-of-fit in Chi-square difference test. For 

comparative fit index (CFI), the higher value means the better model fit. CFI values 

above 0.90 represent a good fit (Hair et al., 2009). For Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), the TLI 
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values of models with good fit are close to 1 (Hair et al., 2009). Unlike CFI and TLI, the 

smaller maximum likelihood (ML)-based standardized root mean squared residual 

(SRMR) values indicate better model fit. SRMR over 0.10 indicates a problematic model 

fit (Hair et al., 2009). Root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) is one of the 

most widely applied measures. RMSEA of 0.08 or less is acceptable (Hair et al., 2009). 

Bearing these five joint criteria in mind, the initial CFA model which was based on EFA 

results from Chen’s (2010) study was thoroughly examined. Results (χ2= 263.53, df = 

74, χ2/df = 3.56, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.87, TLI = 0.84, SRMR = 0. 078, RMSEA = 0.10) 

indicated that this initial CFA model exhibited an unacceptable goodness-of-fit (as shown 

in Figure 1). 

Figure 1 

The Initial CFA Model and Its Goodness-of-Fit 

 
χ2= 263.53, df = 74, χ2/df = 3.56, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.87, TLI = 0.84, SRMR = 0. 078, 
RMSEA = 0.10. 
Notes: Criteria for Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) model goodness-of-fit: 
standardized loading > 0. 50), comparative fit index (CFI) > 0.90, Tucker-Lewis index 
(TLI) > 0.90, the maximum likelihood (ML)-based standardized root mean squared 
residual (SRMR) < 0.10, root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) < 0.08. 
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This study’s CFA model’s construct validity was assessed based on Hair, Black, 

Babin, Anderson, and Tatham’s research (2009). This study’s CFA model’s convergent 

validity and discriminant validity were both examined. Convergent validity includes 

factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability (CR) (Hair et 

al., 2009). All factor loadings should be statistically significant and standardized loading 

estimates should be equal to or higher than 0.50. Average variance extracted (AVE) is a 

summarized indicator of convergence. The value of average variance extracted (AVE) 

which is equal to or larger than 0.50 suggests sufficient convergence. Composite 

reliability (CR) is also a summarized indicator of convergence. High construct reliability 

indicates the existence of internal consistency. The value of composite reliability (CR) 

which is between 0.60 to 0.70 indicates an acceptable convergence. A composite 

reliability (CR) which is higher than 0.7 indicates a good convergence. Discriminant 

validity examines the extent that the construct is distinct from other constructs (Hair et 

al., 2009). A construct’s discriminant validity can be assessed by comparing the variance 

extracted estimate and the squared correlation estimate. The model’s discriminant 

validity is sufficient if average variance extracted (AVE) is larger than average squared 

correlation estimate. Items of social adaptation in the initial CFA model which is based 

on the EFA results from Chen’s study exhibited a violation of construct validity due to 

the low level of the average variance extracted (social adaptation’s AVE = 0.39, which is 

lower than the cut-off value 0.50) (as shown in Table 2).  
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Table 2 

The Initial CFA Model’s Composite Reliability and Construct Validity  

  

In order to improve the CFA model’s goodness-of-fit and construct validity, items 

which have low-level standardized loadings (< 0. 50). Within-construct error covariances 

were added. Residuals were examined to identify discrepancies between the proposed 

model and the estimated model Path Estimates (Hair et al., 2009). After adjustments, in 

the revised three-factor correlated CFA model, three items were included in social 

adaptation (making yourself understood, communicating with Americans, and 

communicating with international students from other ethnic groups), three items were 

included in physical adaptation (going shopping, finding your way around, and adapting 

to local accommodation), four items in cultural adaptation (understanding the host 

country’s political system, seeing things from the host country’s members’ view, 

understanding cultural differences between the host country and the ethnic country, and 

understanding the host country’s value system). The results of the revised three-factor 

correlated CFA model revealed a satisfactory goodness-of-fit (χ2= 47.41, df = 28, χ2/df = 

Latent 
Variable

Standardized 
Loading 

Estimate (ß)

Explained 
Variance   

(R2)  

Composite 
Reliability 

(CR) 

Average 
Variance 
Extracted 
(AVE)

Average 
Shared 

Variance 
(ASV)

0.61 0.37

0.46 0.21

0.50 0.25
0.66 0.43
0.81 0.66

0.64 0.41

0.69 0.47
0.82 0.67
0.81 0.66
0.77 0.59
0.69 0.48
0.78 0.61
0.75 0.57
0.80 0.64

Social 
Adaptation

Making friends with Americans
Making friends with International Students from other Ethnic 

Groups
Understandng jokes and humors

Making myself understood
Communicating with Americans

Communicating with international students from other ethnic 
groups

Cultural 
Adaptation

Understanding the American political system
Seeing things from Americans' point of view

Understanding cultural differences
Understanding Americans' value system

0.30

0.33

0.36

Criteria for Construct validity (standardized loading estimate > .50, convergent validity: AVE > .50, discriminant validity: AVE > ASV), and composite 
reliability (CR > .70) (Hair et al., 2009).

Measurement Items

0.86

0.79

0.84

0.39

0.60

0.57

Physical 
Adaptation

Using American transporttion system
Going shopping in the U.S.

Finding my way around in the U.S.
Adapting to local accommodation in the U.S.
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1.69, p < 0.05 CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, SRMR = 0.04, RMSEA = 0.05). The overall 

goodness-of-fit was acceptable, and all relevant loadings were substantial and highly 

significant (as shown in Figure 2). 

Figure 2 

The Revised CFA Model and Its’ Goodness-of-Fit 

 

χ2= 47.41, df = 28, χ2/df = 1.69, p < 0.05 CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, SRMR = 0.04, 
RMSEA = 0.05 
Notes: Criteria for Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) model goodness-of-fit: 
standardized loading > 0. 50), comparative fit index (CFI) > 0.90, Tucker-Lewis index 
(TLI) > 0.90, the maximum likelihood (ML)-based standardized root mean squared 
residual (SRMR) < 0.10, root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) < 0.08. 

Moreover, all three factors’ composite reliability (CR) values exceeded the 

recommended threshold of 0.60 (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988) ranging from 0.79 to 0.86 (social 

adaptation’s CR = 0.79; physical adaptation’s CR = 0.86; cultural adaptation’s CR = 

0.85). Construct validity was assessed by convergent validity (AVE > 0.50), discriminant 

validity (AVE > average squared correlation estimate), and standardized loading estimate 

(ß > 0.50) (Hair et al., 2009). The discriminant validities were assessed by comparing the 
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average variance extracted (AVE) values with the squared correlation between each pair 

of constructs and constructing 95% confidence intervals around the inter-construct 

correlations (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). All three factors’ discriminant validities were 

satisfied (AVE > average squared correlation estimate). In support of discriminant 

validity, the AVE for each construct exceeded the squared correlation between the 

construct and any other construct; in addition, the AVE for each latent construct exceeded 

the 0.50 threshold, ranging from 0.56 to 0.68 (social adaptation’s AVE = 0.56; physical 

adaptation’s AVE = 0.68; cultural adaptation’s AVE = 0.58). Factors’ standardized 

loadings are higher than the cut-off value 0.50, range from 0.72 to 0.85. Therefore, items 

of the refined model provide a satisfactory representation of the construct (Hu & Bentler, 

1999) (as shown in Table 3). Based on the results of the revised three-factor correlated 

CFA model, Chinese international students’ sociocultural adaptation is assessed by 

Sociocultural Adaptation Scale’s three factors: social, physical, and cultural adaptation in 

this study. These three factors together with psychological adaptation are the dependent 

variables in this study. 

Table 3 

The Revised CFA Model’s Composite Reliability and Construct Validity 

  

Latent 
Variable

Standardize
d Loading 

Estimate (ß)

Explained 
Variance   

(R2)  

Composite 
Reliability 

(CR) 

Average 
Variance 
Extracted 
(AVE)

Average 
Shared 

Variance 
(ASV)

0.78 0.61
0.73 0.53
0.73 0.54
0.84 0.70
0.78 0.61
0.85 0.73
0.72 0.52
0.73 0.54
0.81 0.65
0.79 0.63

Going shopping in the U.S.
Finding my way around in the U.S.

Adapting to local accommodation in the U.S.

Measurement Items

Social 
Adaptation

Making myself understood
Communicating with Americans

Communicating with international students from other ethnic groups

Criteria for Construct validity (standardized loading estimate > .50, convergent validity: AVE > .50, discriminant validity: AVE > ASV), and composite reliability 
(CR > .70) (Hair et al., 2009).

0.56

0.68

0.58

0.56

0.68

0.58
Cultural 

Adaptation

Understanding the American political system
Seeing things from Americans' point of view

Understanding cultural differences
Understanding Americans' value system

0.79

0.86

0.85

Physical 
Adaptation
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Multiple Regression Analyses 

A series of multiple ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analyses in STATA 

13 were applied to test this research's questions and hypotheses. This study's original plan 

was using SPSS to conduct multiple linear regression analyses. However, when testing 

multiple regression analyses’ assumptions, the homoskedasticity of two dependent 

variables (social adaptation and physical adaptation) were violated (Pallant, 2013). 

Because STATA can provide “the option to estimate standard errors that are ‘robust’ to 

certain violations” (Hoechele, 2007, p2), this study’s multiple regression analyses were 

conducted using STATA 13 to deal with the existence of heteroskedasticity. Other 

multiple regression analyses' assumptions were also examined in this study. Outliers were 

examined in SPSS by examining the Mahalanobis distance (Pallant, 2013). There are 

eight independent variables in this study, and thus the critical value is 26.12. There is 

only one case's critical value exceeds this value (27.97). To figure out whether this 

strange case can cause any undue influence on the results of all models, Cook's distance 

values were also inspected. The highest Cook's distance value for this outlier is only 0.05, 

which is lower than the maximum value (0.094). In order to remain enough cases to 

obtain generalizability, this outlier was not deleted in this study. All models’ normality 

was inspected by the Normal Probability Plot (P-P) of the Regression Standardized 

Residual. Reasonably straight diagonal lines from the bottom left to top right show up in 

all models’ Normal P-P Plot, which indicated there is no major deviations from normality 

(Pallant, 2013). To assess the multicollinearity, tolerance and VIF were examined in 

STATA 13. The tolerance value which is less than 0.10 and the VIF value which is above 

10 indicate the presence of multicollinearity (Pallant, 2013), all models' tolerance values 
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and VIF values rejected the existence of multicollinearity. Homoskedasticity was 

assessed by Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg test in STATA 13. The results revealed the 

existence of heteroskedasticity in one dependent variable: physical adaptation (χ2(1) = 

3.98, p < 0.05). White's heteroskedastic robust standard error was applied as the remedial 

measure in this study.  

Three factors of the revised CFA model (social adaptation, physical adaptation, 

and cultural adaptation) together with psychological adaptation are the dependent 

variables in this study. These four dependent variables can comprehensively reveal 

Chinese international students' process of intercultural adaptation. To assess the effects of 

the host and the ethnic social media, Chinese international students’ social media usage is 

divided into Facebook and WeChat usage, with both of them introduced as independent 

variables in the model. Chinese international students’ host language proficiency (English 

proficiency), ethnic identity, and their intention of staying in the United States are treated 

as additional variables of interest. Demographic variables, such as gender, age, and length 

of residence in the United States are addressed as control variables. Additional variables 

of interest and control variables' effects were controlled when analyzing the relationships 

between dependent variables and independent variables. The multiple regression equation 

applied to this study is: Y^ = a + b1*X1 + b2*X2 + . . . + b p*Xp. Specific regression 

relationships are reported in the following paragraphs, and implications of these are 

explained in Chapter Five. 

Research Questions and Related Hypotheses Testing 

The first research question is, “Does social media usage influence Chinese 

international students’ intercultural adaptation?”. As mentioned earlier, intercultural 
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adaptation comprises of two different dimensions: sociocultural and psychological 

adaptation. Two hypotheses are posited in this study based on the first research question 

and these two dimensions. The second research question is, “What are the other factors 

influencing Chinese international students’ intercultural adaptation?” The results of these 

two research questions are reported together. 

Sociocultural Adaptation: Social Adaptation, Physical Adaptation, and Cultural 
Adaptation 

The first hypothesis predicts that Facebook and WeChat usage have positive 

impacts on Chinese international students’ sociocultural adaptation’s three factors: social 

adaptation, physical adaptation, cultural adaptation. In other words, the more Chinese 

international students use Facebook and WeChat, they are more socially, physically, and 

cultural adaptive to the United States. This hypothesis is designed to uncover the 

relationship between Chinese international students’ host social media usage and their 

process of sociocultural adaptation (social adaptation, physical adaptation, and cultural 

adaptation).  

For the first individual factor of sociocultural adaptation: social adaptation, 

controlling additional variables of interest and control variables' effects, one independent 

variable: WeChat usage (b = 0.28, t = 2.12, p < 0.05) in the model accounted for a 

significant portion of the variance in Chinese international students' social adaptation, R2 

= 0.28, F (8, 231) = 11.63, p < 0.001. H1a is: Facebook and WeChat usage will have 

positive impacts on Chinese international students’ social adaptation (one factor of 

sociocultural adaptation). This hypothesis is partially supported by the results. The results 

indicate that the more Chinese international students use WeChat, the more they are 
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socially adaptive to the United States. For additional variables of interest, host language 

proficiency (b = 0.20, t = 7.3, p < 0.001) has a positive relationship with social 

adaptation, which indicates that Chinese international students with higher host language 

proficiency (English proficiency) level are more socially adaptive to the United States. 

Among all three control variables, age (b = -0.09, t = -2.23, p < 0.05) has a negative 

relationship with social adaptation, which indicates that Older Chinese international 

students are less socially adaptive to the United States (as shown in Table 4). 

Table 4 

OLS Regression Analyses for the Relationship between Social Adaptation (One Factor of 
Sociocultural Adaptation Scale) and Social Media Usage (Facebook Usage and WeChat 
Usage) 

 

For the second individual factor of sociocultural adaptation: physical adaptation, 

controlling additional variables of interest and control variables' effects, one independent 

variable: WeChat usage (b = 0.35, t = 2.41, p < 0.05) in the model accounted for a 

Variables b Std. Error t p

Constant 5.29 1.24 4.25 ***
Facebook 

Usage
0.13 0.13 1.03 0.30

WeChat 
Usage

0.28 0.13 2.12 *

Language 
Proficiency

0.20 0.03 7.30 ***

Ethnic 
Identity

0.02 0.01 1.72 0.09

Intention of 
Staying in 
the U.S.

0.02 0.11 0.14 0.89

Age -0.09 0.04 -2.23 *
Gender -0.10 0.25 -0.39 0.70

Length of 
Residence

0.13 0.20 0.65 0.52

Dependent Variable: Social Adaptation
 ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 
R2 = 0.28, F (8, 231) = 11.63, p < 0.001. There was no 
multicollinearity exists in any independent variables (VIF of each 
variable < 10 and tolerance of each variable > 0.10) (Pallant, 2013). 
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significant portion of the variance in Chinese international students' physical adaptation, 

R2 = 0.22, F (8, 231) = 6.12, p < 0.001. H1b is: Facebook and WeChat usage will have 

positive impacts on Chinese international students’ physical adaptation (one factor of 

sociocultural adaptation). This hypothesis is partially supported by the results. The results 

indicate that the more Chinese international students use WeChat, the more they are 

physically adaptive to the United States. For additional variables of interest, host 

language proficiency (b = 0.10, t = 2.78, p < 0.01) and ethnic identity (b = 0.06, t = 3.58, 

p < 0.001) both have positive relationships with physical adaptation, which indicates that 

Chinese international students with higher host language proficiency (English 

proficiency) level and ethnic identity level are more physically adaptive to the United 

States. Among all three control variables, age (b = 0.11, t = 2.68, p < 0.01) has a positive 

relationship with physical adaptation, which indicates that older Chinese international 

students are more physically adaptive to the United States. The length of residence in the 

United States (b = - 0.45, t = - 1.99, p < 0.05) has a negative relationship with physical 

adaptation, which indicate that the longer Chinese international students stay in the 

United States, the less physically adaptive they are (as shown in Table 5).  
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Table 5 

OLS Regression Analyses for the Relationship between Physical Adaptation (One Factor 
of Sociocultural Adaptation Scale) and Social Media Usage (Facebook Usage and 
WeChat Usage) 

 

For the third individual factor of sociocultural adaptation: cultural adaptation, 

controlling additional variables of interest and control variables' effects, there is no 

statistically significant relationships between independent variables (Facebook and 

WeChat usage) and the dependent variable (cultural adaptation) in the model, R2 = 0.08, 

F (8, 231) = 2.76, p < 0.01. H1c is: Facebook and WeChat usage will have positive 

impacts on Chinese international students’ cultural adaptation (one factor of sociocultural 

adaptation). This hypothesis is rejected by the results. For additional variables of interest, 

ethnic identity (b = 0.05, t = 2.17, p < 0.01) has a positive relationship with cultural 

adaptation, which indicates that Chinese international students with higher ethnic identity 

Variables b Robust    
Std. Error

t p

Constant 2.73 1.61 1.70 0.09
Facebook 

Usage
0.15 0.14 1.01 0.27

WeChat 
Usage

0.35 0.15 2.41 *

Language 
Proficiency

0.10 0.04 2.78 **

Ethnic 
Identity

0.06 0.02 3.58 ***

Intention of 
Staying in 
the U.S.

0.25 0.14 1.89 0.06

Age 0.11 0.04 2.26 **
Gender 0.28 0.28 1.01 0.32

Length of 
Residence

-0.45 0.23 1.70 *

R2 = 0.22, F (8, 231) = 6.12, p < 0.001. Results were based on 
White’s heteroskedastic robust standard errors because the Breusch-
Pagan/Cook-Weisberg test revealed the existence of 
heteroskadesticity. There was no multicollinearity exists in any 
independent variables (VIF of each variable < 10 and tolerance of 
each variable > 0.10) (Pallant, 2013). 

Dependent Variable: Physical Adaptation
 ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 
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level are more culturally adaptive to the United States. For control variables, there is no 

statistically significant relationship with the dependent variable (cultural adaptation) (as 

shown in Table 6). 

Table 6 

OLS Regression Analyses for the Relationship between Cultural Adaptation (One Factor 
of Sociocultural Adaptation Scale) and Social Media Usage (Facebook Usage and 
WeChat Usage) 

  

Psychological Adaptation  

For psychological adaptation: controlling additional variables of interest and 

control variables' effects, Facebook usage (b = 0.84, t = 2.92, p < 0.01) and WeChat 

usage (b = 0.87, t = 2.97, p < 0.01) in the model accounted for significant portions of the 

variance in Chinese international students' s adaptation, R2 = 0.33, F (8, 231) = 14.80, p 

< 0.001. H1d is: Facebook and WeChat usage will have positive impacts on Chinese 

Variables b Std. Error t p
Constant 7.14 2.25 3.17 **
Facebook 

Usage
0.30 0.24 1.28 0.2

WeChat 
Usage

0.12 0.24 0.48 0.63

Language 
Proficiency

0.08 0.05 1.58 0.12

Ethnic 
Identity

0.05 0.02 2.17 *

Intention of 
Staying in 
the U.S.

0.09 0.20 0.44 0.66

Age 0.01 0.07 0.18 0.86
Gender -0.16 0.46 -0.36 0.72

Length of 
Residence

0.52 0.36 1.46 0.15

 ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 
R2 = 0.08, F (8, 231) = 2.76, p < 0.01. There was no 
multicollinearity exists in any independent variables (VIF of each 
variable < 10 and tolerance of each variable > 0.10) (Pallant, 2013).

Dependent Variable: Cultural Adaptation
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international students’ psychological adaptation. This hypothesis is fully supported by the 

results. The results indicate that the more Chinese international students use Facebook 

and WeChat, the more they are psychologically adaptive to the United States. For 

additional variables of interest, host language proficiency (b = 0.37, t = 6.08, p < 0.001) 

and ethnic identity (b = 0.09, t = 3.19, p < 0.01) both have positive relationships with 

psychological adaptation, which indicates that Chinese international students with higher 

host language proficiency (English proficiency) level and ethnic identity level are more 

psychologically adaptive to the United States. For control variables, there is no 

statistically significant relationship with the dependent variable (psychological 

adaptation) (as shown in Table 7). 

Table 7 

OLS Regression Analyses for the Relationship between Psychological Adaptation and 
Social Media Usage (Facebook Usage and WeChat Usage) 

 

Variables b Std. Error t p
Constant 6.48 2.77 2.34 0.02
Facebook 

Usage
0.84 0.29 2.92 **

WeChat 
Usage

0.87 0.29 2.97 **

Language 
Proficiency

0.38 0.06 6.08 ***

Ethnic 
Identity

0.09 0.03 3.19 **

Intention of 
Staying in 
the U.S.

0.34 0.24 1.41 0.16

Age 0.04 0.09 0.41 0.68
Gender 0.16 0.56 0.29 0.77

Length of 
Residence

0.05 0.44 0.11 0.91

 ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 
R2 = 0.33, F (8, 231) = 14.80, p < 0.001. There was no 
multicollinearity exists in any independent variables (VIF of each 
variable < 10 and tolerance of each variable > 0.10) (Pallant, 2013).

Dependent Variable: Psychological Adaptation
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For research question one, controlling additional variables of interests and control 

variables’ effects, results indicate that H1a (“Facebook and WeChat usage will have 

positive impacts on Chinese international students’ social adaptation (one factor of 

sociocultural adaptation))”) is partially supported. H1b (“Facebook and WeChat usage 

will have positive impacts on Chinese international students’ physical adaptation (one 

factor of sociocultural adaptation))” is partially supported. H1c (“Facebook and WeChat 

usage will have positive impacts on Chinese international students’ cultural adaptation 

(one factor of sociocultural adaptation))” is rejected. H1d (“Facebook and WeChat usage 

will have positive impacts on Chinese international students’ psychological adaptation”) 

is fully supported. 

To answer research question two, additional variables of interest and control 

variables’ relationships with sociocultural adaptation’s three factors: social adaptation, 

physical adaptation, cultural adaptation, and psychological adaptation are considered in 

this study. For additional variables of interest, Chinese international students’ host 

language proficiency (English proficiency) has positive relationships with sociocultural 

adaptation’s two factors: social (see Table 4) and physical adaptation (see Table 5), and 

psychological adaptation (see Table 7). Chinese international students’ ethnic identity has 

positive relationships with sociocultural adaptation’s two factors: physical (see Table 5) 

and cultural adaptation (see Table 6), and psychological adaptation (see Table 7). For 

control variables, Age, has a negative relationship with social adaptation (see Table 4), 

and has a positive relationship with physical adaptation (see Table 5). Chinese 

international students’ length of residence in the United States has a negative relationship 

with the specific physical adaptation (see Table 5).  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

Comprehensive data analyses have been conducted in this study to investigate 

Chinese international students’ social media (Facebook and WeChat) usage and its 

influences on their process of intercultural adaptation (sociocultural and psychological). 

At the same time, additional variables of interest and control variables’ impacts are also 

considered in this study. The findings help better understand the phenomenon of 

intercultural adaptation and offer interesting directions for future research. 

Discussion 

Intercultural Adaptation and Social Media Usage (Facebook and WeChat): 

Intercultural adaptation is a multi-dimensional concept which can be divided into 

sociocultural and psychological adaptation (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). Sociocultural 

adaptation is determined by the behavioral and cognitive difficulties experienced by 

immigrants who desire to adapt to the host society. Psychological adaptation focuses on 

the individuals’ psychological well-being and their levels of satisfaction with their own 

transitions in the host country (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). In this study, the distinction 

between these two dimensions of adaptation (sociocultural and psychological) is 

supported by their different relationships with Chinese international students’ Facebook 

usage and WeChat usage. 

Sociocultural Adaptation: Confirmatory factor analysis is conducted in this study 

to test the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). Referencing 

previous research (Chen, 2010), the most representative items (social adaptation, physical 

adaptation, and cultural adaptation) of the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale are identified 



 61 

and examined in this study. Based on the multiple ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression analyses' results, Chinese international students’ WeChat usage does have 

positive relationships with two factors of sociocultural adaptation: social adaptation and 

physical adaptation. This study indicates that Chinese international students who access 

WeChat more frequently are more adaptive specifically in terms of social adaptation and 

physical adaptation. 

One potential explanation for these two positive relationships is that Chinese 

international students in the United States adapt to the environment as a group (Lim & 

Pham, 2016), instead of by themselves. For social adaptation, within the group of 

Chinese international students, group members act as information retrieval and emotional 

support resources for each other. WeChat can act as a convenient and useful tool for them 

to exchange information, follow-up on each other's activities, and build interpersonal 

relationships while in the United States. For example, Chinese international students can 

share their experiences and tips on how to make themselves understood and how to 

communicate with Americans and international students from other ethnic groups. For 

physical adaptation, interacting with other international students on WeChat not only can 

help obtain useful information (e.g., how to find their way around), it can also help find 

companions with similar interests for daily activities, such as going shopping and finding 

roommates for local accommodation. Collectivism might help explain why the Chinese 

students likely feel comfortable in operating within groups since it is an important 

characteristic of Chinese culture and could potentially influence Chinese international 

students’ behaviors, even though they live in an American sociocultural environment. 

Second, with the increase in the number of Chinese international students in the United 



 62 

States, these students can easily find companions who are of the same ethnicity. Third, 

Chinese international students exchanging information and participating in activities with 

people from their same ethnic group while living in the United States could just be a 

reflection of them operating within their comfort zone, because they experience less 

sociocultural differences and minimal language barriers. 

Psychological Adaptation: Social support received by acculturating individuals is 

an essential factor which can influence psychological adaptation (Ward & Kennedy, 

1999). The American social media platform, Facebook and the Chinese social media 

platform, WeChat provide different information sharing experiences and social support 

networks for international students and thus might influence their psychological 

adaptation experiences differently. As H1d anticipated however, results show that 

Chinese international students’ Facebook and WeChat usage both have positive 

relationships with their psychological adaptation. This study indicates that Chinese 

international students who access Facebook and WeChat more frequently are more 

psychologically adaptive. 

There are four potential explanations for Facebook usage's impact on Chinese 

international students' psychological adaptation. First, the content on Facebook can help 

Chinese international students better understand American sociocultural customs and 

norms, which can facilitate their adaptation and ease their psychological stressors. 

Second, for these students, the language of content and communication on Facebook is 

English. So, these students could potentially improve their host language proficiency with 

greater Facebook usage, and their gradual improvement in English could ease their 

psychological stress. Third, Facebook is a convenient platform for Chinese international 
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students to connect and build interpersonal relationships with Americans and 

international students from other ethnic groups. Interpersonal networks on Facebook can 

increase Chinese international students’ perceived social support and promote their sense 

of belonging to the United States. These positive attitudes toward the United States can 

help Chinese international students achieve a higher level of psychological adaptation. 

Fourth, compared to face-to-face communication, Chinese international students 

experience less psychological reluctance for these kinds of interactions because Facebook 

offers them the opportunity to think twice and correct their grammatical errors before 

sending a message or posting anything on Facebook. 

On WeChat, the dominant language is Chinese, and majority of contacts of the 

Chinese international students happen to be people of the same ethnicity (Chinese). 

Keeping this in mind, there are two potential explanations for WeChat usage’s impact on 

Chinese international students’ psychological adaptation. First, online activities on 

WeChat could potentially be perceived as a means of maintaining one’s connection to 

ethnic language and ideology, which could in turn strengthen Chinese international 

students’ ethnic identity. Past research indicates that this could have positive effects on 

their psychological well-being (Chen, 2008). Second, Chinese international students 

could get social support from other Chinese people (Chinese in the mainland of China, 

and Chinese in the United States) by using WeChat, and social support has been 

considered a significant predictor of psychological adaptation during the process of 

intercultural adaptation. 

Intercultural Adaptation and Other Factors (Host Language Proficiency, Ethnic Identity, 
Age, and The Length of Residence in the United States): 
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Host Language Proficiency: Consistent with extant research on the impacts of 

host language proficiency on facilitating acculturating individuals’ intercultural 

adaptation (Berry et al., 2006; Yu & Shen, 2012; Zimmermann, 1995), this study 

indicates that Chinese international students who have higher level of host language 

proficiency (English proficiency) are more adaptive to the United States in terms of the 

specific social and physical adaptation, and psychological adaptation. The improvement 

of host language proficiency not only increases the effectiveness and efficiency of 

Chinese international students' communication in the United States, but it also eases 

Chinese international students' psychological stress and improves their psychological 

well-being and their satisfaction levels regarding their own transitions in the United 

States. 

Ethnic Identity: Results of several studies (Ong et al., 2006; Phinney, 1989; 

Phinney et al., 1997; Roberts et al., 1999) indicate that an ethnic minority group member 

with a strong ethnic identity has a higher level of psychological well-being. This study’s 

results are not only consistent with previous research, but also document that ethnic 

identity can facilitate Chinese international students’ sociocultural adaptation and ease 

the difficulties of physical and cultural adaptation. For psychological adaptation, ethnic 

identity could act as a buffer in the face of the discrimination and the differentiation 

experienced by acculturating individuals (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). For sociocultural 

adaptation’s two factors: specifically, physical and cultural adaptation, ethnic identity 

could make acculturating individuals appreciate the positive virtues of their own ethnic 

group (Outten et al., 2009) and help them have more confidence in dealing with cognitive 

and behavioral difficulties during the process of sociocultural adaptation. 
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Age: In this study, Age has a negative relationship specifically with the specific 

social adaptation, which indicates older Chinese international students are less socially 

adaptive in the United States. One potential explanation for this could be that older 

students are usually in a higher level of study (undergraduate, graduate, and post-

graduate). Compared to graduate and post-graduate students, undergraduate Chinese 

international students might potentially have more opportunities (e.g., group projects, 

classes) to interact with Americans and international students from other ethnic groups. 

Daily interactions could help these Chinese international students hone their skills of 

making themselves understood and effectively communicating with Americans and 

international students from other ethnic groups. Besides the previous negative 

relationship with social adaptation, Age also has a positive relationship specifically with 

physical adaptation. One possible explanation for that could be that older students have 

more wisdom, skills and living experiences to help solve issues in their daily life.  

The Length of Residence in the Host Country: Inconsistent with previous research 

(Ward & Kennedy, 1999; Miglietta & Tartaglia, 2009; Chen, 2010), this study's results 

indicate that the longer Chinese international students stay in the United States, the less 

physically adaptive they are. Ward and colleagues (2001) suggested the effects of the 

residence length in the host country can be influenced by the type of migrating group 

(sojourners, immigrants, or refugees) and the dimension of adaptation (cognitive, 

behavioral, or affective). There are two potential explanations for the negative 

relationship between the length of residence in the United States and Chinese 

international students' physical adaptation: first, the collectivistic cultural background 

could make Chinese international students stay within their ethnic group and hinder their 
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physical adaptation after the initial stage. In other words, Chinese international students 

might be willing to stay in their comfort zone (the ethnic group) even after having settled 

down in the United States. Without intentions of participating in local activities and 

adapting to local accommodations, Chinese international students' physical adaptation in 

the United States could be limited. Second, according to the U-Curve hypothesis, 

adaptations to the host country seems easy and successful for immigrants during the 

initial stage. Adjustment difficulties approach the peak after the initial stage, then 

decrease after this most challenging stage. During this most challenging stage, 

immigrants feel least adaptive to the host country. In this study, over half of the 

participants' length of residence in the United States is between one to five years (n=147). 

It is possible that these Chinese international students are still in the least physically 

adaptive stage and haven't experienced the turning point in their physical adaptation. 

Implications 

This study suggests that Facebook (the host social media) and WeChat (the ethnic 

social media) usage both have positive impacts on Chinese international students’ 

successful adaptation (especially their psychological adaptation) in the United States. 

Consistent with previous studies, host language proficiency and ethnic identity are also 

critical factors that facilitate Chinese international students’ intercultural adaptation. Host 

language proficiency (English proficiency) is not just a skill which could decrease 

behavioral and cognitive difficulties experienced by Chinese international students, it 

also has positive impacts on their psychological well-being. Likewise, ethnic identity is 

not only a buffer for the discrimination and the differentiation experienced by these 

individuals (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), it could increase Chinese international students’ 
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confidence to deal cognitive and behavioral difficulties during the process of 

sociocultural adaptation. Age is a tricky factor in this study. It has a negative relationship 

with the specific social adaptation and has a positive relationship with the specific 

physical adaptation. Age’s relationships with the specific social adaptation and physical 

adaptation suggest that immigrants’ characteristics can generate impacts on their 

behaviors and successful adaptation. Inconsistent with previous research (Ward & 

Kennedy, 1999; Miglietta & Tartaglia, 2009; Chen, 2010), this study's results indicate 

that the longer Chinese international students stay in the United States, the less physically 

adaptive they are, which suggested the effects of the residence length in the host country 

can be influenced by the type of migrating group (sojourners, immigrants, or refugees) 

and the dimension of adaptation (cognitive, behavioral, or affective) (Ward et al., 2001). 

To meaningfully interpret immigrants' adaptation in host countries, researchers should 

take immigrants' characteristics and adaptation's dimensions into consideration.  

Further, in this study, there are two surprising findings which deserve to be 

mentioned again. First, Facebook usage and WeChat usage both have positive 

relationships with psychological adaptation. In other words, Chinese international 

students' Facebook usage and WeChat usage both contribute to their psychological well-

being and satisfaction levels toward their own transitions in the United States which 

could be understood better through the acculturation lens. Besides intercultural 

adaptation, acculturation is one of the most widely used theories which analyzes 

immigrants' cross-cultural adjustment. There are four strategies in acculturation theory: 

assimilation, separation, marginalization and integration (Berry et al., 1987; Berry et al., 

2002; Buriel, 1993). Integration strategy means building interpersonal relationships and 
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retrieving information from the host sociocultural environment and the ethnic 

sociocultural environment. Kim's (2007) study suggests that immigrants who adopt the 

integration strategy experience less psychological stress. Because these immigrants are 

familiar with the norms and customs of the host country and the ethnic country, they can 

successfully grapple with the dissonance caused by cultural differences. This study's 

results are consistent with previous research. Facebook usage and WeChat usage both can 

reduce the psychological stress experienced by Chinese international students during the 

process of adaptation. Chinese international students can build new relationships and 

retrieve American sociocultural information on Facebook. New relationships can create 

the sense of belonging for Chinese international students. American sociocultural 

information can decrease the uncertainty experienced by Chinese international students. 

At the same time, they can use WeChat to maintain their previous relationships and 

retrieve Chinese sociocultural information. Previous interpersonal relationships (e.g., 

family members and friends in the mainland of China) can provide emotional support, 

and Chinese sociocultural information can enhance Chinese international students' ethnic 

identity which can decrease the side effects of the discriminations and differentiations 

experienced by Chinese international students. 

Second, ethnic identity is the only variable which has a positive relationship with 

cultural adaptation. When facing the behavioral and cognitive difficulties during the 

cross-cultural adjustment process, it might be easy to think that immigrants are more 

adaptive when they are more similar to the host country's members. However. this study's 

results indicate that immigrants are more culturally adaptive to the host country when 

they realize the positive virtues of their own ethnic group. 
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This study’s findings not only contribute to the literature focusing on intercultural 

adaptation and social media usage, it also adds to understanding of the international 

student experience in U.S. and offers some practical implications which could help 

universities and colleges better facilitate international students’ successful adaptation to 

their new country of residence. This in turn could assist these universities and colleges to 

foster successful recruitment and retention of international students and improve the 

diversity of their student population. Further, higher education policies (informed by this 

research) could make Chinese international students in the U.S. feel better understood 

and supported which in the long-run could also improve their psychological adaptation 

experience. 

Limitations 

Despite the interesting findings and implications, this study has certain 

limitations. The first limitation is that it lacks generalizability. Even though this study’s 

survey was open to Chinese international students all over the United States, since it was 

conducted using a snowball convenience sample, majority of this study’s participants 

were based in specific U.S. states- Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin. The 

concentration of the participants geographically might influence the generalizability of 

this study.  

The second limitation is related to survey research's reliability. One such 

limitation can be caused by the sequence of the survey questions. This study's survey 

questions' sequence is not randomized, and it is arranged based on the measurement 

scales. This kind of arrangement could increase the possibility that some questions could 

evoke reproducible or consistent answers from the participants.  
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The third limitation is related to survey research’s validity. There are two 

potential causes: first, all the survey questions of this study were conducted in English, 

and some academic terms (ethnic identity) were included in the survey questions. The 

survey questions might not have measured exactly what they were designed to measure 

especially given that all the Chinese international students participating in this study 

might have had differential English language skills and educational levels. Second, 

participants’ answers for questions which measure their host language proficiency could 

have been influenced by participants’ social desirability (Edwards, 1957). Academic 

success is highly valued in Chinese culture (Sue & Zane, 1985), and the high level of host 

language proficiency (English proficiency) is a representation of Chinese international 

students’ academic success. Social desirability might drive Chinese international students 

participating in this study to report higher scores on their host language proficiency 

(English proficiency) questions than their real host language proficiency (English 

proficiency) levels. 

Future Research 

To extend this study and find more meaningful results, three potential directions 

for future research are suggested. The first direction is specifying the acculturating 

individuals’ online behaviors and exploring how these different behaviors influence these 

individuals’ intercultural adaptation. This study only measures Chinese international 

students’ usage frequencies of two social media platforms. Frequencies cannot reflect 

how active the individuals were during their online activities. Some people might prefer 

to actively use social media to build interpersonal relationships (e.g., leaving comments 

on others’ posts, online chatting), and some people might prefer to passively receive 
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information from social media (e.g., reading through others’ posts). Different online 

activities might have varied influences on acculturating individuals' information retrieval 

and interpersonal relation, and further influence their adaptation in the host country.  

The second direction is exploring acculturating individuals' uses and gratifications 

of social media usage. Uses-and-gratifications theory has been widely-applied to analyze 

individuals' "antecedents, motives, and motives of communication within interpersonal 

and mediated contexts" (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000). By analyzing Chinese 

international students’ uses and gratifications of their Facebook and WeChat usage, 

Facebook and WeChat usage’s impacts on intercultural adaptation could be more 

comprehensively understood.  

The third direction is measuring acculturating individuals’ online activities’ 

effects on their adaptation, after taking offline social activities’ effects into consideration. 

As mentioned before, media consumption indeed affects the acculturating individuals’ 

adaptation, but higher media consumption does not necessarily lead to higher adaptation. 

Effects of the media usage could be influenced by the usage quality and things sacrificed 

for the usage (Huang, 1993). If acculturating individuals are too addicted to social media, 

they might not be able to deal with the behavioral and cognitive difficulties in real life. 

Taking offline social activities’ effect into consideration could help researchers better 

understand whether social media is a convenient tool which can expand individuals’ 

social scope and information resources, or if it is an impediment to the acculturating 

individuals’ adaptation process. 

Besides these three directions, improvements could be made in the survey 

questionnaire. The survey questionnaire could be designed into two versions with the 
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same content. One version would be in the host language and the other would be in the 

ethnic language. Randomly distributing these two versions of the survey questionnaire to 

research participants and comparing results of the two versions could help identify if 

language competence was a determining factor impacting this survey research's validity. 

In summary, the relationships between acculturating individuals’ social media 

usage and intercultural adaptation could further be explored by specifying acculturating 

individuals' online behaviors, measuring their uses and gratifications of social media 

usage, and taking offline social activities' effects into consideration. Future research 

could provide insights for governments and institutions to facilitate acculturating 

individuals adapt to their host countries. 
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Appendix A 

Informed Consent Form 

MARQUETTE UNIVERSITY 
AGREEMENT OF CONSENT FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

Social Media Usage Patterns of Chinese International Students in the U.S. and How It 
Influences Their Process of Intercultural Adaptation. 

Yumin Yan, Dr. Sumana Chattopadhyay, 
Diederich College of Communication 

 
You have been invited to participate in this research study. Before you agree to 
participate, it is important that you read and understand the following information. 
Participation is completely voluntary. Please ask questions about anything you do not 
understand before deciding whether or not to participate. 
  
PURPOSE: The purpose of this research study is to examine social media usage patterns 
of Chinese international students in the United States, and investigate the relationship 
between social media usage and intercultural adaptation. You will be one of 
approximately 350 participants in this research study. 
  
PROCEDURES: You will be asked to answer a series of questions about your online 
activities on different social media platforms and intercultural adaptation. Your name will 
not be recorded. 
 
DURATION: Your participation will consist of the time needed to complete the 
questionnaire, probably 20-40 minutes in duration. 
 
RISKS: The risks associated with participation in this study are no greater than you 
would experience in everyday life. 
 
BENEFITS: There are no direct benefits to you for participating in this study. This 
research may benefit society by understanding how international students can best use 
social media to adapt to American society, and this in turn, can help American 
universities to enhance diverse cultural awareness of the entire student population 
through increasing student interactions. After you have completed the survey, you will 
have the option to provide your name and email address so that you can receive later via 
email a $10 gift card as compensation for your participation. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: Data collected in this study will be kept confidential. All your 
data will be assigned an arbitrary code number rather than using your name or other 
information that could identify you as an individual. When the results of the study are 
published, you will not be identified by name. The data will be destroyed by shredding 
paper documents and deleting electronic files within 3-5 years after the completion of the 
study. Your research records may be inspected by the Marquette University Institutional 
Review Board or its designees and (as allowable by law) state and federal agencies. 
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VOLUNTARY NATURE OF PARTICIPATION: Participating in this study is 
completely voluntary. Given the anonymous nature of the survey, if you decide to 
withdraw from the study it will not be possible to extract and remove a particular 
response from the data set. 
 
ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION: There are no known alternatives other than 
to not participate in this study. 
 
CONTACT INFORMATION: If you have any questions about this research project, 
you can contact Yumin Yan or Dr. Sumana Chattopadhyay. If you have questions or 
concerns about your rights as a research participant, you can contact Marquette 
University’s Office of Research Compliance at (414) 288-7570. 
 

 Agree 

 Disagree
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Appendix B 

Dependent Variables: Sociocultural Adaptation 

1) For me, the difficulty level of making friends with Americans is: 

(extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 5 

(no difficulty) 

2) For me, the difficulty level of making friends with other international students of 

different ethnic groups is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

3) For me, the difficulty level of understanding jokes and human with American 

cultural backgrounds is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

4) For me, the difficulty level of communicating with Americans is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

5) For me, the difficulty level of communicating with other international students of 

different ethnic groups is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

6) For me, the difficulty level of going to local social gathering/events is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 
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7) For me, the difficulty level of making myself understood is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

8) For me, the difficulty level of dealing with people in authority is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

9) For me, the difficulty level of using American transportation system is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

10) For me, the difficulty level of going shopping in the United States is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

11) For me, the difficulty level of finding my way around in the United States is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

12) For me, the difficulty level of adapting to local accommodation in the United States 

is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

13) For me, the difficulty level of following American rules and regulations is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

14) For me, the difficulty level of getting used to the pace of life is: 
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1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

15) For me, the difficulty level of dealing with climate is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

16) For me, the difficulty level of getting used to American food is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

17) For me, the difficulty level of understanding the American political system is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

18) For me, the difficulty level of understanding Americans’ value system is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

19) For me, the difficulty level of understanding cultural differences between the 

United States and China is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

20) For me, the difficulty level of seeing things from Americans’ point of view is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

21) For me, the difficulty level of dealing with unsatisfactory service in the United 

States is: 
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1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty) 

22) For me, the difficulty level of dealing with someone who is unpleasant is: 

1 (extremely difficulty); 2 (great difficulty); 3 (moderate difficulty); 4 (slight difficulty); 

5 (no difficulty)  
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Appendix C 

Dependent Variables: Psychological Adaptation 

1) How comfortable do you feel living in the United States? 

not at all: 1: 2: 3: 4: 5: extremely comfortable 

2) How satisfied are you with your academic studies in the United States? 

not at all: 1: 2: 3: 4: 5: extremely satisfied 

3) How comfortable do you feel interacting with Americans? 

not at all: 1: 2: 3: 4: 5: extremely comfortable 

4) How satisfied are you with your English ability in daily communication with 

Americans? 

not at all: 1: 2: 3: 4: 5: extremely satisfied 

5) How satisfied are you with living in the American culture? 

not at all: 1: 2: 3: 4: 5: extremely satisfied 

6) How much have you adapted to the American culture? 

not at all: 1: 2: 3: 4: 5: a lot 

7) How much is life in the United States an enjoyable experience? 

not at all: 1: 2: 3: 4: 5: extremely enjoyable 

8) How anxious are you to stay longer in the United States? 

not at all: 1: 2: 3: 4: 5: extremely anxious
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Appendix D 

Independent Variables: Facebook Usage and WeChat Usage 

1) For me, the frequency of using Facebook is: 

1 (never); 2 (seldom); 3 (sometimes); 4 (often); 5 (always) 

2) For me, the frequency of using WeChat is: 

1 (never); 2 (seldom); 3 (sometimes); 4 (often); 5 (always)
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Appendix E 

Additional Variables of Interest: Host Language Proficiency (English Proficiency) 

English Proficiency (2 items):  

1) How well would you say you understand English when someone is speaking to you? 

1 (not at all); 2; 3; 4; 5 (very well) 

2) How well would you say you speak English?  

1 (not at all); 2; 3; 4; 5 (very well) 

Preference to use English in social interaction (3 items):  

3) What languages do you currently speak at home? 

1. Chinese 

2. Both 

3. English 

   998 Don’t Know 

   999 No Answer 

4) What languages have you spoken outside of your home while at work in the United 

States in the past twelve months? 

1. Chinese 

2. Both 

3. English 

   998 Don’t Know 

   999 No Answer 

5) What language have you spoken outside of your home when you are with friends? 

1. Chinese 
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2. Both 

3. English 

   998 Don’t Know 

   999 No Answer 

English competence 

6) I feel comfortable speaking English.  

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

7) I have no difficulty in speaking and writing English for my study in the United 

States. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

8) I'm afraid of talking to American people because of my poor English. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree)
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Appendix F 

Additional Variables of Interest: Ethnic Identity 

1) I have spent time trying to find out more about my own ethnic group, such as its 

history, traditions, and customs. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

2) I am active in organizations or social groups that include mostly members of my 

own ethnic group. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

3) I have a clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means for me. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

4) I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group membership. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

5) I am happy that I am a member of the group I belong to. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

6) I am not very clear about the role of my ethnicity in my life. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

7) I really have not spent much time trying to learn more about the culture and history 
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of my ethnic group. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

8) I have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

9) I understand pretty well that my ethnic group membership means to me, in terms 

of how to relate to my own group and other groups. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

10) In order to learn more about my ethnic background, I have often talked to other 

people about my ethnic group. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

11) I have a lot of pride in my ethnic group and its accomplishments. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

12) I participate in cultural practices of my own group, such as special food, music, or 

customs. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

13) I feel a strong attachment towards my own ethnic group. 
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1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree) 

14) I feel good about my culture and ethnic background. 

1 (strongly disagree); 2 (somewhat disagree); 3 (neutral); 4 (somewhat agree); 5 (strongly 

agree)
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Appendix G 

Control Variables: 

1) Gender (Sex) 

1. Male 

2. Female 

999 No Answer 

2) What is your age? 

0-97 Actual age 

998 Don’t Know 

999 No Answer  

3) How long have you stayed in the United States? 

1. Less than 1 year 

2. Less than 5 years 

3. 5 to 10 years 

4. Larger than 10 years 

998 Don’t Know 

999 No Answer 
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