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ABSTRACT

The universal view of higher education has witnessed an essential flow on international student mobility, with
millions of students crossing borders annually to pursue academic excellence. However, this transition often
requires a complex variety of challenges, ranging from acculturative stress and homesickness to navigating
unfamiliar pedagogical systems and language barriers. Institutional support through students’ academic area and
psychological area is indispensable way that provides opportunities for students to achieve their goal, and the
notion behind intuitional support is changing students’ knowledge for better flourishment. When, International
students are being supported by their institutions it positively affects them in light of increasing academic
adjustment, and psychological adjustment. It plays a key role for both local and international students for the
present globalization era. This review paper examines the role of institutional support mechanisms in facilitating
the psychological and academic adjustment of international students in host universities. By forming current
literature, the paper identifies key support structures, including academic advising, counselling services, social
integration programs, and language assistance. The findings suggest that dynamic institutional support
significantly affluences psychological distress, enhances a sense of belonging, and improves academic
performance and retention rates. Furthermore, the review highlights the mediating role of social support and the
barriers that hinder the effective utilization of these services. The paper concludes with recommendations for
university administrators and policymakers to develop holistic, culturally sensitive support models that address
the diverse needs of the international student population.

Keywords: International Students, Institutional Support, Psychological Adjustment, Academic Adjustment,
Acculturative Stress, Higher Education.

INTRODUCTION

The internationalization of higher education has become a cornerstone of global academic development, with
host universities increasingly relying on the diverse perspectives and economic contributions of international
students (Chan et al., 2021). According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, approximately 6.9 million
international students were enrolled globally, representing the most recent consolidated estimate used in 2025
global education reporting. This enrolment has reached unprecedented levels, reflecting a growing trend of cross-
border educational exchange. While this mobility also offers numerous benefits for both students and host
institutions. It presents a unique set of challenges that can significantly impact the well-being and success of
international students.

The transition to a new cultural and academic environment is often characterized by “culture shock,” a term
coined by Oberg (1960) to describe the anxiety and disorientation experienced by individuals when they
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encounter an unfamiliar culture. For international students, this shock is compounded by the pressures of
academic, financial constraints, loss of traditional social support networks and psychological distress, which
includes anxiety, depression, and homesickness, which can, in turn, hinder their academic performance and
overall adjustment.

Institutional support mechanisms play a critical role in mitigating these challenges and facilitating a smoother
transition for international students (Olagunju et al., 2024). These mechanisms encompass a wide range of
services and programs designed to address the specific needs of the international student population. From pre-
arrival orientation and visa assistance to academic advising and mental health counselling, host universities have
developed various strategies to support their international students. However, the effectiveness of these support
structures varies across institutions, and many students continue to face significant barriers in accessing and
utilizing these services.

Furthermore, international students’ encountered problems in adjustment in three primary areas: academic, social
interaction, and emotional reaction to their novel environment. He found that students faced problems in
adjustment in three primary areas, academic, social interaction, and emotional reaction to their new environment.
Language barriers, unfamiliarity with available resources and how to access those resources, lack of an
established social support system and/or social network compound the problems experienced in those areas, for
the aforementioned adjustment problem intuitional support plays the key role (Gebhard, 2012).

The purpose of this review paper is to provide comprehensive analysis of the impact of institutional support
mechanisms on the psychological and academic adjustment of international students. By examining the existing
body of research, the paper aims to answer the following questions:

1. What are the primary institutional support mechanisms available to international students in host
universities?

2. How do this support mechanisms influence the psychological well-being and adjustment of international
students?

3. What is the relationship between institutional support and the academic success of international students?

4. What are the barriers that prevent international students from effectively utilizing institutional support
services?

This paper is organized into several sections. Following the introduction, Section 2 spells out the theoretical
framework for understanding international student adjustment. Section 3 categorizes and describes the various
institutional support mechanisms. Sections 4 and 5 analyse the impact of these mechanisms on psychological and
academic adjustment, respectively. Section 6 discusses the barriers to support utilization, while Section 7 provide
the findings and gaps in the literature. Finally, Section 8 offers recommendations for future research and practice.
This paper aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the critical role that host universities play in supporting
the success and wellbeing of their international student population.

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENT ADJUSTMENT

To understand the complex process of international student adjustment and the role of institutional support, it is
essential to ground the analysis in established theoretical frameworks. Hence, this study is grounded in theories
beneath as they highlight the multidimensional nature of adjustment, encompassing psychological, sociocultural,
and academic domains.

Acculturation Theory

One of the most influential frameworks in the study of international student adjustment is John Berry’s
Acculturation Theory (1997, 2006). Berry defines acculturation as the process of cultural and psychological
change that results from the contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual members. He
proposes a fourfold model of acculturation strategies based on two key dimensions: the degree to which
individuals wish to sustain their original cultural identity and the degree to which they seek to interact with the
host culture.
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The four strategies are:

e Integration: Individuals maintain their original culture while also participating in the host culture. This
strategy is generally associated with the most positive adjustment outcomes and the lowest levels of
acculturative stress (Berry, 2006).

e Assimilation: Individuals give up their original cultural identity and fully adopt the host culture.

e Separation: Individuals maintain their original culture and avoid interaction with the host culture.

e Marginalization: Individuals loose contact with both their original culture and the host culture, often
leading to significant psychological distress.

For international students, the goal of host universities is often to facilitate integration, where students feel a sense
of belonging in the new environment without losing their cultural heritage. Institutional support mechanisms,
such as cultural clubs and integration events, are designed to promote this strategy.

ABC Model of Culture Contact

The ABC Model of Culture Contact, developed by Ward, Bochner, and Furnham (2001), provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding the different facets of intercultural adjustment. The model
distinguishes between three interrelated components: Affect, Behavior, and Cognition.

e Affect (Psychological Adjustment): This component focuses on the emotional well-being of the student,
including feelings of anxiety, depression, and homesickness. Psychological adjustment is often influenced
by personality traits, coping styles, and the availability of social support (Ward et al., 2001).

e Behavior (Sociocultural Adjustment): This refers to the student’s ability to navigate the social and
practical aspects of the host culture, such as communicating effectively, understanding social norms, and
managing daily tasks. Sociocultural adjustment is primarily a learning process, where students acquire
the necessary “culture-specific skills” (Ward & Kennedy, 1999).

e Cognition (Identity and Perception): This component involves how students perceive themselves and
their environment. It includes their cultural identity, self-efficacy, and the way they interpret their
experiences in the host country.

The ABC model emphasizes that adjustment is not a single outcome but a dynamic process involving emotional,
behavioural, and cognitive changes. Institutional support can target each of these areas, for example, through
counseling (Affect), orientation programs (Behavior), and mentoring (Cognition).

Student Integration Model

In the field of higher education, Vincent Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975, 1993) is a foundational
framework for understanding student persistence and success. Tinto argues that student retention is primarily a
function of the student’s level of academic and social integration into the university community.

e Academic Integration: This involves the student’s commitment to their studies, their academic
performance, and their interactions with faculty and staff.

e Social Integration: This refers to the student’s involvement in campus life, their relationships with peers,
and their sense of belonging to the institution.

Tinto’s model suggests that the more integrated a student is, the more likely they are to persist and succeed. For
international students, achieving both academic and social integration can be particularly challenging due to
language barriers and cultural differences. Institutional support mechanisms, such as academic advising and peer
mentoring, are crucial for fostering this integration (Tinto, 1993).

Stress and Coping Framework

Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) Stress and Coping Framework provides a useful lens for examining how
international students manage the challenges of acculturation. According to this model, stress is not an inherent
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property of an event but a result of the individual’s appraisal of the event.

e Primary Appraisal: The individual evaluates whether a situation is threatening, challenging, or benign.
e Secondary Appraisal: The individual assesses their resources and options for coping with the situation.

International students often face “acculturative stress,” which arises from the demands of adjusting to a new
culture. Their ability to cope with this stress depends on their personal resources (e.g., resilience, language skills)
and environmental resources (e.g., institutional support, social networks). Support services can help students by
providing them with the tools and resources needed for effective coping, thereby reducing the negative impact of
stress on their well-being (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, it helps us to gain a more holistic understanding of the international
student experience. These frameworks underscore the importance of institutional support in addressing the
emotional, social, and academic needs of students as they navigate the complexities of life in a host university.

REVIEW METHODOLOGY

This review synthesized existing literature on institutional support mechanisms and their impact on international
students’ psychological and academic adjustment. The methodology adhered to a systematic approach to ensure
rigor and transparency, drawing insights from recent empirical studies and meta-analyses. The inclusion criteria
focused on peer-reviewed articles published between 2015 and 2026, primarily in English, that specifically
addressed institutional support, international students, and their adjustment outcomes (psychological, academic,
or sociocultural).

Institutional Support Mechanisms

Institutional support mechanisms are the formal and informal structures, services, and programs provided by host
universities to assist international students in their transition and ongoing adjustment. These mechanisms are
multifaceted, addressing academic, psychological, social, and administrative needs. The effectiveness of these
services is often a critical determinant of international student success and retention (Ammigan & Drexler, 2022).

Academic Support Services

Academic adjustment is one of the most immediate challenges for international students, who must navigate new
pedagogical styles, assessment methods, and academic expectations. Host universities provide several key
services to support this transition, ranging from formal advising to specialized language programs.

Academic Advising and Mentoring

Academic advising is a cornerstone of student support, providing guidance on course selection, degree
requirements, and academic policies. For international students, advisors also play a role in helping them
understand the cultural nuances of the host country’s educational system. Research indicates that high-quality
advising is positively correlated with student satisfaction, academic performance, and retention (Drake, 2011;
Yuan et al., 2024). Effective advisors for international students are those who demonstrate cultural empathy and
an understanding of the unique challenges faced by this population (Yuan et al., 2024).

In many institutions, specialized international student advisors are employed to bridge the gap between academic
requirements and immigration regulations. For example, at Syracuse University, the “International Student
Success Model” integrates academic advising with career services and immigration support, ensuring that
students receive holistic guidance that considers their unique legal and professional constraints (Syracuse
University, 2023). This integrated approach helps students navigate the complexities of maintaining their visa
status while pursuing their academic goals.

Mentoring programs, both faculty-led and peer-led, further enhance academic support. Faculty mentors can
provide students with insights into the research culture and professional expectations of their field, while peer
mentors offer relatable advice on navigating the daily challenges of university life. Studies have shown that
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students who participate in mentoring programs report higher levels of academic self-efficacy and a stronger
sense of belonging (Afzal et al., 2024).

Writing Centres and Language Support

Language proficiency is a significant predictor of academic success for international students, particularly those
from non-English speaking backgrounds. University writing centres and English for Academic Purposes (EAP)
programs provide essential support in developing the linguistic and rhetorical skills necessary for academic
writing and communication. Studies have shown that students who utilize writing centres report increased
confidence and improved grades on their assignments (Kuo, 2011; Andrade, 2006). These services help bridge
the gap between the student’s prior linguistic background and the expectations of the host university.

Writing centres often employ tutors who are trained in working with multilingual writers. These tutors provide
feedback on various aspects of writing, from grammar and syntax to organization and argumentation. For
international students, the writing centre is not just a place for correction but a space for “language socialization,”
where they learn the conventions and expectations of Western academic discourse (Kuo, 2011).

In addition to writing centres, many universities offer intensive EAP programs that focus on developing the
specific language skills needed for university-level study. These programs often include courses on academic
reading, note-taking, and oral presentation. Research by Martirosyan et al. (2019) highlights the critical role of
these programs in improving the academic performance and retention of international students. By providing
ongoing language support, universities ensure that students are not unfairly disadvantaged by their linguistic
background.

Impact of Institutional support on Students Adjustment

Institutional support plays a profound and multifaceted role in shaping the psychological and academic
adjustment of international students. The presence and effective utilization of these mechanisms can significantly
mitigate the challenges associated with acculturation and enhance overall well-being and success. A meta-
analysis by Sari et al. (2026) revealed a significant positive association between social support, a key component
often facilitated by institutional mechanisms, and academic adjustment among international students. This
underscores the importance of a holistic approach to support.

Along with the growing number of international students pursuing higher education abroad for international
students it contributes more for their adjustment’s difficulties based on academic performance, psychological
adjustment.

Psychological and Health Support

The psychological well-being of international students is often compromised by acculturative stress,
homesickness, and the loss of social support networks. Host universities provide various services to address these
mental health needs.

Counselling and Mental Health Services

University counselling centres offer individual and group therapy, crisis intervention, and workshops on topics
such as stress management and cultural adjustment. However, international students often underutilize these
services due to cultural stigma or a lack of awareness (Dominguez et al., 2022). To be effective, counselling
services must be culturally sensitive, employing staff who are trained in intercultural communication and who
understand the diverse cultural backgrounds of the student body (Mustafa et al., 2025).

Wellness and Health Insurance

Navigating a foreign healthcare system can be a significant source of stress for international students. Universities
typically provide health insurance plans and wellness programs that include access to on-campus clinics and
health education. Ensuring that students understand their insurance coverage and how to access medical care is a
vital component of institutional support.
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Social and Cultural Support

Social integration is a key factor in reducing isolation and fostering a sense of belonging among international
students.

Orientation Programs

Orientation programs, both pre-arrival and post-arrival, are the first point of contact for many international
students. These programs provide essential information on immigration regulations, campus resources, and
cultural adjustment. Research suggests that comprehensive orientation programs help reduce initial anxiety and
facilitate earlier social connections (Balarabe, 2024).

International Student Offices (1SSO)

The International Student Office serves as a central hub for support, providing assistance with visa and
immigration issues, employment authorization, and social programming. 1SSO staff often act as advocates for
international students within the university administration.

Peer Mentoring and Buddy Systems

Peer mentoring programs pair incoming international students with experienced domestic or international
students. These “buddy systems” provide informal social support, helping new students navigate the practicalities
of campus life and build social networks. Such programs have been found to enhance students’ sense of belonging
and sociocultural adjustment (Schartner, 2024).

Administrative and Financial Support

Administrative and financial support can significantly impact an international student’s ability to focus on their
studies.

Visa and Immigration Assistance

Maintaining legal status is a constant concern for international students. Universities provide dedicated staff to
assist with 1-20/DS-2019 issuance, travel signatures, and compliance with government regulations.

Scholarship and Financial Aid

While many international students are self-funded, financial stress is a common challenge. Institutional
scholarships, emergency grants, and work-study opportunities provide critical financial support, allowing
students to persist in their studies despite economic fluctuations (Yuan et al., 2024).

In summary, institutional support mechanisms are diverse and interconnected. By providing a comprehensive
suite of services, host universities can create a supportive environment that addresses the holistic needs of their
international student population.

Impact on Psychological Adjustment

Psychological adjustment refers to the emotional well-being and mental health of international students as they
navigate the challenges of living and studying in a foreign environment. Institutional support mechanisms play a
pivotal role in promoting positive psychological outcomes by mitigating stress, fostering a sense of belonging,
and enhancing students’ internal resources for coping.

Mitigating Acculturative Stress

Acculturative stress is a common experience for international students, characterized by anxiety, depression, and
physical symptoms resulting from the demands of cultural adaptation (Berry, 2006). Institutional support,
particularly through counselling and social programming, has been shown to significantly reduce these stress
levels.
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A meta-analysis by Kristiana (2022) found that social support—both from the institution and from peer
networks—has a strong negative correlation with acculturative stress. By providing a “safety net” of services,
universities help students feel more secure and less overwhelmed by the challenges of their new environment.

Culturally tailored counselling interventions are especially effective in addressing the specific stressors faced by
international students, such as language anxiety and cultural identity conflicts (Abraham, 2021). When students
perceive that their institution is supportive and understanding of their cultural background, their overall
psychological distress is reduced (Mustafa et al., 2025).

Enhancing Sense of Belonging

A sense of belonging—the feeling of being an accepted and valued member of the university community is a
critical predictor of psychological well-being and academic persistence (Tinto, 1993). For international students,
building this sense of belonging can be difficult due to the loss of their primary social networks at home.
Institutional support mechanisms, such as orientation programs, peer mentoring, and cultural clubs, are designed
to facilitate social integration and reduce feelings of isolation and homesickness (Schartner, 2024).

Research by Liu et al. (2025) highlights the mediating role of a sense of belonging in the relationship between
social support and psychological distress. Their study found that students who received higher levels of
institutional and social support reported a stronger sense of belonging, which in turn led to lower levels of anxiety
and depression. By creating opportunities for meaningful interaction with both domestic and other international
students, universities help foster an inclusive environment where students feel they belong.

Building Resilience and Self-Efficacy

Resilience (the ability to bounce back from adversity) and self-efficacy (the belief in one’s ability to succeed) are
vital internal resources for international students. Institutional support can help strengthen these resources through
targeted interventions and developmental programming. For example, academic advising and mentoring can
enhance a student’s academic self-efficacy by providing them with the tools and strategies needed to succeed in
a new pedagogical environment (Yuan et al., 2024).

Furthermore, structured intervention programs aimed at enhancing resilience have been shown to protect
students’ mental health by reducing general distress (Mustafa et al., 2025). When students feel supported by their
institution, they are more likely to develop a “growth mindset” and view challenges as opportunities for learning
rather than as insurmountable obstacles. This increased self-efficacy and resilience contribute to a more positive
psychological adjustment overall.

Mental Health Outcomes

The ultimate goal of psychological support is to improve the long-term mental health outcomes of international
students. Studies consistently show that students who utilize university support services report better mental
health than those who do not (Abraham, 2021). However, the effectiveness of these services depends on their
accessibility and cultural sensitivity. When universities proactively address the barriers to seeking help such as
cultural stigma and language difficulties, they can significantly improve the psychological well-being of their
international student population.

In conclusion, institutional support mechanisms are not merely “add-ons” but are essential components of a
university’s strategy to ensure the psychological well-being of its international students. By mitigating stress,
fostering belonging, and building resilience, these services provide the foundation for a successful and fulfilling
international educational experience.

The Role of Peer Support in Psychological Well-being

Peer support networks, both formal and informal, are critical for the psychological adjustment of international
students. Peer mentoring programs, such as the “Buddy System” common in many European and North American
universities, pair incoming international students with experienced domestic or international students. These
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programs provide a safe space for students to ask questions, share their concerns, and build social connections.
Research by Schartner (2024) suggests that peer support is especially effective in reducing homesickness and
social isolation, as students feel more comfortable sharing their experiences with peers who have faced similar
challenges.

Furthermore, peer-led support groups can provide sense of community and shared identity that is difficult to
achieve through formal counselling alone. These groups allow students to validate their experiences and to learn
from the coping strategies of others. By fostering these peer networks, universities can create a more resilient and
supportive environment for their international student population.

Psychological Adjustment and Cultural Identity

The process of psychological adjustment is also closely linked to the student’s cultural identity. International
students often face “identity negotiation” as they navigate the differences between their home culture and the host
culture. Institutional support can help students manage this process by providing opportunities for cultural
expression and by fostering an environment that values diversity. For example, cultural clubs and international
festivals allow students to share their heritage with the university community, which can enhance their self-
esteem and sense of belonging (Liu et al., 2025).

When students feel that their cultural identity is respected and valued by the institution, they are more likely to
experience positive psychological adjustment. Conversely, experiences of discrimination or marginalization can
lead to significant psychological distress and a weakened sense of identity. Therefore, institutional support must
include a commitment to creating an inclusive and anti-discriminatory campus culture.

Impact on Academic Adjustment

Academic adjustment is a multifaceted process that involves meeting the educational requirements of the host
institution, adapting to new learning environments, and achieving academic success. Institutional support
mechanisms are critical in facilitating this process, as they provide students with the necessary tools, guidance,
and resources to navigate the complexities of foreign academic system.

Academic Performance (GPA)
The most direct measure of academic adjustment is often a student’s Grade Point Average (GPA).

Martirosyan et al. (2019) found that international students who frequently used writing centers and language
support programs achieved significantly better academic results than those who did not. These services help
students overcome language barriers and adapt to the specific writing and communication standards of the host
university.

Furthermore, effective academic advising has been linked to improved academic outcomes. Advisors who
provide clear guidance on course selection and degree requirements help students avoid academic pitfalls and
stay on track for graduation (Drake, 2011). When students feel that their academic needs are being met by the
institution, they are more likely to perform at their full potential.

Retention and Persistence

Retention the rate at which students remain enrolled in their studies is a key indicator of institutional success. For
international students, the risk of dropping out is often higher due to the combined pressures of academic rigor
and cultural adjustment. Institutional support mechanisms are vital for promoting persistence. Studies have shown
that students who feel integrated into the university community through social and academic support are more
likely to continue their studies (Tinto, 1993; Mamiseishvili, 2012).

Ammigan and Drexler (2022) found that the quality of support services, particularly those provided by the
International Student Office and academic units, is a significant predictor of international student persistence. By
providing a comprehensive support network, universities can reduce the likelihood of students leaving before
completing their degrees.
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Navigating Pedagogical Differences

International students often come from educational backgrounds with different teaching and assessment styles.
For example, students from teacher-centred systems may struggle with the student-centred, interactive approach
common in many Western universities. Institutional support, such as workshops on academic integrity, critical
thinking, and classroom participation, helps students navigate these pedagogical differences.

Academic advising and mentoring also play a role in helping students understand the “hidden curriculum” of the
host institution the unwritten rules and expectations that can be difficult for newcomers to decipher (Chaliawala,
2026). By providing explicit guidance on how to succeed in the host country’s academic culture, universities can
facilitate a smoother transition for their international students.

Language Proficiency and Academic Success

Language proficiency is the most significant factor influencing the academic adjustment of international students.
Even students who meet the minimum language requirements for admission may struggle with the specialized
vocabulary and high-level communication skills required for university-level study. English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) programs and ongoing language support are essential for bridging this gap.

Research indicates that students who participate in language support programs not only improve their linguistic
skills but also report higher levels of academic self-efficacy and lower levels of anxiety (Kuo, 2011). These
programs provide a safe space for students to practice their language skills and receive feedback, which is crucial
for their overall academic success.

In summary, institutional support mechanisms have a profound impact on the academic adjustment of
international students. By improving academic performance, promoting retention, and helping students navigate
pedagogical and linguistic challenges, these services ensure that international students can achieve their
educational goals in a foreign environment.

Academic Adjustment and Career Readiness

The academic adjustment of international students is also closely linked to their career aspirations and readiness.
Many international students pursue higher education abroad with the goal of enhancing their career prospects,
either in the host country or in their home country. Institutional support, such as career services and work-study
opportunities, plays a vital role in helping students bridge the gap between their academic studies and their
professional goals.

Career services for international students must address unique challenges, such as navigating work authorization
regulations and understanding the host country’s job market. Research by Dominguez et al. (2022) highlights the
importance of providing international students with tailored career guidance and networking opportunities. When
students feel that their academic studies are directly contributing to their future career success, they are more
likely to be motivated and engaged in their studies, leading to better academic adjustment.

The Impact of Faculty-Student Interaction

Interaction with faculty is a key component of academic integration and adjustment. For international students,
positive relationships with faculty can provide essential academic guidance, mentorship, and support. However,
cultural differences in communication styles and expectations can sometimes lead to misunderstandings or a lack
of engagement.

Institutional support can help facilitate positive faculty-student interaction by providing faculty with training on
intercultural communication and by creating opportunities for informal interaction outside of the classroom.
Study shown that students who have regular, meaningful interaction with faculty report higher levels of academic
satisfaction and are more likely to persist in their studies (Tinto, 1993). By fostering a supportive and accessible
faculty, universities can significantly enhance the academic adjustment of their international students.
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Institutional Responsibility and Ethical Considerations

As host universities increasingly rely on the contributions of international students, there is a growing recognition
of the institutional responsibility and ethical considerations involved in supporting this population. Universities
have a moral and ethical obligation to ensure that the students they recruit are provided with the support and
resources they need to succeed.

Ethical Recruitment and Support

Ethical recruitment practices involve providing prospective students with accurate and transparent information
about the university, the academic programs, and the support services available. It also involves ensuring that the
university has the capacity to support the students it recruits. Recruiting international students without providing
adequate support is not only unethical but can also lead to negative outcomes for both the students and the
institution.

Promoting Equity and Inclusion

Institutional support must be grounded in a commitment to equity and inclusion. This means ensuring that all
international students, regardless of their background or financial status, have equal access to support services. It
also means proactively addressing the systemic barriers and biases that can hinder the success of certain student
populations. By promoting an inclusive and equitable campus culture, universities can ensure that all students
feel valued and supported.

Institutional Accountability

Universities must be held accountable for the effectiveness of their support services. This involves regular
monitoring and evaluation of support programs, as well as seeking feedback from international students on their
experiences. By demonstrating a commitment to continuous improvement and accountability, universities can
build trust with their international student population and ensure that their support services are meeting the needs
of the students they serve.

Barriers to Support Utilization

Despite the availability of various institutional support mechanisms, many international students do not
effectively utilize these services. Several barriers ranging from individual and cultural factors to structural and
systemic issues hinder students from seeking and receiving the help they need. Understanding these barriers is
essential for universities to improve the accessibility and effectiveness of their support systems.

Cultural Stigma and Help Seeking Behaviour

One of the most significant barriers to utilizing psychological support is the cultural stigma associated with mental
health issues and seeking professional help. In many cultures, mental health problems are viewed as a source of
shame for the individual and their family, leading students to hide their distress rather than seek counselling
(Knettel et al., 2024). Furthermore, the Western model of individualistic, talk-based therapy may be unfamiliar
or culturally incongruent for students from more collectivistic backgrounds (Xu, 2023).

Research by Ma et al. (2022) found that “face concerns” the desire to maintain social standing and avoid
embarrassment significantly deter international students from using university counselling services. To overcome
this barrier, universities must engage in outreach and education to destigmatize mental health and provide
culturally responsive counselling options that align with students’ values and expectations.

Information Gap and Lack of Awareness

Another common barrier is the information gap, where students are simply unaware of the services available to
them or do not know how to access them. International students often receive a vast amount of information during
their initial orientation, much of which may be forgotten or misunderstood due to the “information overload” and
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the stress of arrival (Martirosyan et al., 2019). Studies have shown that international students frequently rely on
informal networks, such as peers and social media, for information rather than official university channels
(Sarker, 2025). This can lead to misinformation and a lack of awareness of critical support services, such as
writing centers or mental health clinics. Universities need to develop more effective, ongoing communication
strategies to ensure that students are aware of and can easily navigate the support landscape throughout their
academic journey.

Language Barriers in Accessing Support

Language proficiency is not only an academic challenge but also a barrier to accessing support services. Students
with lower English proficiency may feel intimidated or embarrassed to seek help, fearing that they will not be
able to communicate their needs effectively (Afful, 2025). This is particularly true in counselling settings, where
the ability to express complex emotions is crucial. Moreover, support staff who are not trained in intercultural
communication may inadvertently use jargon or culturally specific language that is difficult for international
students to understand. Language barriers can lead to misunderstandings and a sense of frustration, further
discouraging students from seeking help in the future (Ma et al., 2022).

Structural and Systemic Barriers

Structural barriers, such as inconvenient service hours, lack of diverse staff, and financial constraints, also play a
role in underutilization. For example, many international students work part-time or have significant family
responsibilities, making it difficult to access services that are only available during standard business hours.

Additionally, the lack of diversity among support staff can be a deterrent. Students are more likely to seek help
from individuals who share their cultural background or who demonstrate a high level of cultural competence
(Mustafa et al., 2025). Systemic issues, such as the high cost of health insurance or the lack of specialized support
for certain student populations (e.g., graduate students, students with families), also contribute to the
underutilization of services.In conclusion, addressing the barriers to support utilization requires multifaceted
approach. Universities must not only provide high-quality services but also ensure that these services are
culturally sensitive, well-communicated, and structurally accessible to all international students.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

The findings of this review underscore the critical role of institutional support mechanisms in facilitating the
psychological and academic adjustment of international students. By integrating the various theoretical
perspectives and empirical evidence, we can draw several key conclusions about the impact of these services and
identify areas where further research is needed. The relationship between institutional support and student
adjustment is complex and multidimensional. As highlighted by the ABC Model of Culture Contact (Ward et al.,
2001), adjustment involves affective, behavioural, and cognitive components. Institutional support mechanisms
target each of these areas: counselling addresses the affective (psychological) domain, orientation and social
programming address the behavioural (sociocultural) domain, and academic advising and mentoring address the
cognitive (academic) domain. The evidence suggests that when these support systems are robust and well-
integrated, they create a synergistic effect that enhances the overall student experience. For example, a student
who feels socially integrated through a peer mentoring program is more likely to have a higher sense of belonging,
which in turn reduces acculturative stress and improves academic performance (Liu et al., 2025; Tinto, 1993).
Conversely, a lack of support in one area can negatively impact other domains of adjustment. Furthermore, the
mediating role of social support is a recurring theme in the literature. Institutional support often acts as a catalyst
for the development of social networks, which are essential for long-term adjustment (Kristiana, 2022). By
providing opportunities for interaction with both domestic and other international students, universities help
students build the social capital necessary to navigate the challenges of life in a host country.

Gaps in Current Literature

While the body of research on international student adjustment is extensive, several gaps remain that warrant
further investigation.
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Need for Longitudinal Studies

The majority of existing studies are cross-sectional, providing “snapshot” of student adjustment at a single point
in time. However, adjustment is a dynamic process that evolves over the course of a student’s academic journey.
Longitudinal studies are needed to track the trajectories of adjustment and to understand how the impact of
institutional support changes over time (Rudakova, 2025). For example, do certain support mechanisms become
more or less important as students’ progress from their first year to graduation?

Research in Non-Western Host Countries

Much of the current literature focuses on international students in Western, English-speaking countries, such as
the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia. As international student mobility increasingly shifts toward
non-Western host countries, such as China, Japan, and Germany, there is a need for more research in these
contexts (Cao & Meng, 2022). The challenges and support needs of international students in these countries may
differ significantly from those in Western contexts due to different cultural norms and educational systems.

Quialitative and Mixed-Methods Research

While quantitative studies have provided valuable insights into the predictors and outcomes of adjustment, there
is a need for more in-depth qualitative and mixed-methods research to capture the “lived experiences” of
international students (Schartner, 2024). Qualitative research can provide a more nuanced understanding of how
students perceive and experience institutional support and the specific barriers they face in utilizing these
services.

Diversity Within the International Student Population

International students are not a monolithic group. They differ in terms of their cultural background, linguistic
proficiency, academic level (undergraduate vs. graduate), and personal circumstances (e.g., students with
families). Current research often treats international students as a single category, overlooking the unique needs
and experiences of different subgroups (Choudaha & Chang, 2012). Future research should aim to explore the
diversity within the international student population and how institutional support can be tailored to meet these
diverse needs. At the end, while institutional support is clearly beneficial, its effectiveness is influenced by a
variety of factors. Addressing the gaps in the literature will provide a more comprehensive understanding of how
universities can best support their international students in an increasingly globalized higher education landscape.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on several reviewed papers recommendations can be made for university administrators, support staff, and
researchers to enhance the effectiveness of institutional support for international students.

Recommendations for Universities
Adoption of Holistic Support Models

Universities should move away from piece, toward a more holistic, integrated model. A holistic approach
recognizes that academic, psychological, and social adjustment are interconnected and that support should
address the “whole student” (Veerasamy, 2022). This can be achieved through better coordination between
different departments, such as the International Student Office, Counselling Centre, and Academic Advising
units.

Culturally Sensitive Training for Staff

All university staff who interact with international students—including faculty, advisors, and administrative
personnel—should receive ongoing training in intercultural communication and cultural sensitivity (Mustafa et
al., 2025). This training should go beyond basic cultural awareness to include an understanding of the specific
challenges faced by international students, such as acculturative stress and different pedagogical expectations.
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Proactive Outreach

To address the barriers to support utilization, universities must engage in proactive outreach. This includes mental
health services through peer-led campaigns and providing information about support services in multiple
languages and through various channels (e.g., social media, student portals). Orientation programs should be
viewed as an ongoing process rather than a one-time event, with follow-up sessions throughout the first year
(Balarabe, 2024).

Leveraging Peer Support and Mentoring

Peer-to-peer support models are highly effective in easing the transition to campus and creating a sense of
belonging. Universities should invest in and expand peer mentoring and “buddy” programs, ensuring that mentors
are well-trained and supported (Schartner, 2024). These programs provide informal, relatable support that can be
more accessible to international students than formal university services.

Recommendations for Future Research
Longitudinal and Mixed-Methods Studies

As previously discussed, there is a critical need for longitudinal research to track the adjustment process over
time. Additionally, mixed-methods studies that combine quantitative data with qualitative insights will provide a
more comprehensive understanding of the international student experience (Schartner, 2024).

Focus on Diverse Host Contexts and Student Sub-groups

Future research should expand its scope to include non-Western host countries and to explore the unique needs
of diverse student subgroups (Cao & Meng, 2022). This includes examining the experiences of graduate students,
students with families, and students from underrepresented regions.

Evaluation of Specific Support Interventions

While many support programs exist, there is a lack of rigorous evaluation of their effectiveness. Future research
should focus on assessing the impact of specific interventions—such as culturally tailored counselling or
academic integrity workshops on student adjustment and success. This will help universities identify and
implement evidence-based best practices. By implementing these recommendations and pursuing these research
directions, host universities can create a more supportive and inclusive environment that fosters the success and
well-being of their international student population.

The Role of Technology and Global Events in Institutional Support

The landscape of institutional support for international students has been significantly reshaped by technological
advancements and global events, most notably the COVID-19 pandemic. These factors have forced universities
to rethink their support delivery models and to adopt more flexible, technology-driven approaches.

Technology-Driven Support Mechanisms

Technology has become an integral part of institutional support, providing new ways for universities to reach and
assist their international students. Online platforms, mobile applications, and social media are increasingly used
to deliver information, facilitate social connection, and provide academic and psychological support.

Virtual Orientation and Pre-Arrival Support

Virtual orientation programs have become a standard practice, allowing international students to access essential
information and connect with peers before they even arrive in the host country. These programs often include
webinars, virtual campus tours, and online discussion forums. Research suggests that virtual orientation can help
reduce pre-arrival anxiety and facilitate a smoother transition (Veerasamy, 2022). Tele-Counselling and Online
Mental Health Resources. The use of tele-counselling has expanded significantly, providing international students
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with more flexible and accessible mental health support. Online platforms allow students to connect with
counsellors from the comfort of their own homes, which can be particularly beneficial for those who face barriers
to seeking in-person help, such as cultural stigma or transportation issues. Additionally, many universities now
provide online mental health resources, such as self-help modules and wellness apps, that students can access at
any time.

Digital Academic Support and E-Advising

Digital tools are also used to enhance academic support. E-advising platforms allow students to schedule
appointments, track their academic progress, and communicate with their advisors online. Online writing centres
and language support programs provide students with virtual tutoring and feedback on their assignments. These
digital services are especially important for students who may be studying remotely or who have busy schedules.

CONCLUSION

The internationalization of higher education has brought about a significant increase in the number of
international students pursuing academic excellence in host universities. While this mobility offers numerous
benefits, it also presents a unique set of challenges that can significantly impact the psychological and academic
adjustment of international students. This review paper has systematically examined the role of institutional
support mechanisms in facilitating this adjustment process.

The findings of this review highlight the critical importance of robust institutional support in mitigating
acculturative stress, fostering a sense of belonging, and enhancing academic performance and retention rates.
From academic advising and language support to counselling and social integration programs, host universities
provide a wide range of services designed to address the diverse needs of their international student population.

However, the effectiveness of these support structures is often hindered by various barriers, such as cultural
stigma, information gaps, and language difficulties. To overcome these challenges, universities must adopt more
holistic, culturally sensitive support models that prioritize proactive outreach and the destigmatization of mental
health services. Additionally, the role of technology and the lessons learned from global events, such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, have reshaped the delivery of institutional support, providing new opportunities for more
flexible and accessible services.

In conclusion, institutional support mechanisms are not merely “add-ons” but are essential components of a
university’s strategy to ensure the success and well-being of its international students. By investing in and
continuously improving these support systems, host universities can create a more inclusive and supportive
environment that fosters the academic and personal growth of all students. As the global competition for
international talent intensifies, it is imperative for institutions to prioritize the development of effective, culturally
responsive support systems that meet the diverse needs of their international student population in an increasingly
interconnected world.
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