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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the adaptation experiences of international students and analyze the role of age, gender, and
university of study in their academic, social, and cross-cultural adjustment in universities of Kermanshah Province. A
descriptive-survey design with a quantitative approach was applied. The statistical population comprised all international
students studying at three universities—Kermanshah University of Medical Sciences, Razi University, and Islamic Azad
University of Kermanshah. Using stratified proportional sampling and Cochran’s formula, 330 students were selected. Data
were collected via three standardized questionnaires measuring academic, social, and cross-cultural adjustment and were
analyzed using ANOVA, MANOVA, multiple regression, and path analysis in SPSS-27 and AMOS-24. The results revealed
significant effects of age and gender on all three types of adjustment, with female and younger students showing higher
levels of adjustment. Interaction effects of age and gender were significant for social and cross-cultural adjustment. Path
analysis confirmed significant relationships among the three types of adjustment, with cross-cultural adjustment playing a
stronger predictive role for academic and social adjustment. No significant differences were found between the three
universities in adjustment levels, but a significant association was found between gender and university of study. The
findings highlight the crucial role of individual and contextual characteristics in the adjustment of international students.
Considering the influence of gender and age, it is recommended to design targeted support programs for more vulnerable
groups (such as male and older students) and to grant greater autonomy to universities in implementing international student
recruitment and support programs to enhance competitiveness and improve students’ academic and social experiences.
Keywords: International students, academic adjustment, social adjustment, cross-cultural adjustment, universities of
Kermanshah Province
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the internationalization of higher education has accelerated, driven by the forces of
globalization and the increasing interconnectedness of economies, cultures, and knowledge systems. This trend
has led to a marked growth in international student mobility, with higher education institutions worldwide
actively competing to attract students from diverse cultural and national backgrounds. The presence of
international students contributes not only to the academic reputation and global standing of host institutions
but also to cultural enrichment and economic development within host communities (Akanwa, 2024; Gao &
Pamela, 2024). However, the successful integration of these students depends on their ability to adapt
academically, socially, and culturally to the host environment—a process that is often fraught with challenges
and stressors. A substantial body of literature has highlighted that international students frequently experience
academic difficulties, language barriers, cultural shock, and social isolation, all of which can undermine their
educational performance and psychological well-being if not adequately addressed (Valieva & Ivanova, 2022;
Volkova & Kolesov, 2022; Xue & Singh, 2025).
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The adaptation challenges faced by international students are multidimensional. Academic adaptation involves
coping with new teaching methods, assessment styles, and performance expectations. Social adaptation entails
building friendships, engaging in extracurricular activities, and establishing social networks within the host
society, while cross-cultural adaptation refers to the psychological and behavioral adjustments required to
navigate a new cultural setting (Okai, 2023; Rienties et al., 2012). Failure in any of these domains can lead
to academic underperformance, psychological distress, and attrition. Studies from Australia have shown that
acculturative stress significantly predicts declines in mental health and academic performance among
international students (Xiong et al., 2025), while research in Malaysia has revealed that simultaneous
academic, social, and psychological challenges—especially language difficulties and lack of social support—
are major barriers to student success (Xue & Singh, 2025).

Research also underscores the crucial role of social networks and peer support in facilitating student
adjustment. Participation in learning communities has been shown to enhance international students’ sense of
belonging, self-efficacy, and academic performance (Atobatele et al., 2024), whereas isolation and limited
interaction with domestic peers are among the strongest predictors of loneliness and disengagement (Wilson,
2011; Zhou & Zhang, 2014). Peer support networks not only provide emotional and practical resources but
also act as buffers against stress and anxiety, thereby improving both academic and emotional outcomes (Le
& Sarwar, 2024; Lorenzetti et al., 2023). Cross-cultural adjustment is particularly pivotal, as it forms the
foundation upon which academic and social integration are built. A higher level of cross-cultural competence
has been linked to greater academic satisfaction, higher motivation, and stronger engagement with the host
academic environment (Lu et al., 2024; Sun et al., 2023). Conversely, poor cross-cultural adaptation often
results in stress, anxiety, and cultural conflict, which can culminate in academic failure or dropout (Alasmari,
2023; Alsahafi & Shin, 2017).

Furthermore, individual characteristics such as age and gender have been identified as key predictors of
adjustment outcomes. Women generally display higher levels of academic and social adjustment, possibly due
to their stronger motivation for success, greater interpersonal skills, and higher participation in peer networks
(Cordua & Netz, 2021; Rienties et al., 2012). Younger students also tend to adjust more effectively than older
students, who may experience greater challenges due to family responsibilities, financial constraints, or more
rigid social identities (Valieva & Ivanova, 2022; Yerken & Nguyen Luu, 2022). Institutional factors play a
critical role as well. Studies have shown that universities with strong student support infrastructures, cultural
orientation programs, and inclusive campus environments promote faster and more effective adaptation among
international students (Bastien et al., 2018; Gao & Pamela, 2024). For example, universities in the United
States provide counseling, academic mentoring, and intercultural training to mitigate cultural shock and
enhance adaptation, while Australia has reoriented its higher education policies to emphasize diversity and
support for international students (Hong et al., 2022). Canada has focused on providing pre-employment
training, cultural workshops, and professional networking opportunities to help students adapt to its
multicultural academic and workplace settings (Le & Sarwar, 2024).

In Iran, although policies have been introduced to promote internationalization and attract foreign students,
including government regulations that provide visa facilitation, enhanced welfare services, and increased
autonomy for universities (Republic of Iran, 2024), the country’s share of the global market for international
education remains small. Several studies have identified weaknesses in infrastructure, lack of coordinated
planning, and limited support services as major barriers to international student recruitment and retention
(Eynollahi Masoom, 2024; Fazli Yazd et al., 2019; Haji Abbasi, 2022; Haji Abbasi & Parvin, 2023; Parvin
et al., 2021). Qualitative research in Iranian universities has reported that many international students face
cultural shock, communication difficulties, and insufficient opportunities for social and career development,
which negatively affect their academic and social experiences (Asadi et al., 2023; Soltani et al., 2020). These
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findings point to the urgent need for comprehensive research on the adjustment experiences of international
students in specific provinces to guide targeted interventions and policies.

Kermanshah Province, located in western Iran, has a strategic geopolitical position, cultural and linguistic
proximity to neighboring countries, and hosts several public and private universities. These features give it
considerable potential to become a hub for international education in western Iran. However, to date, no
systematic study has examined the adaptation experiences of international students in this province. The
present study therefore sought to explore the academic, social, and cross-cultural adjustment of international
students enrolled in universities in Kermanshah, focusing on the effects of age, gender, and institution type on
their adaptation outcomes.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-survey design with a quantitative approach. The population consisted of all
international students studying at three universities in Kermanshah Province: Kermanshah University of
Medical Sciences, Razi University, and Islamic Azad University of Kermanshah. Using stratified proportional
sampling and Cochran’s formula, 330 students were selected. Data were collected through three standardized
questionnaires measuring academic, social, and cross-cultural adjustment. Statistical analyses included
ANOVA, MANOVA, multiple regression, and path analysis, conducted using SPSS-27 and AMOS-24
software packages.

Findings

The analysis revealed significant effects of age and gender on all three types of adjustment. Female students
and younger students demonstrated higher levels of academic, social, and cross-cultural adjustment compared
to male and older students. Significant interaction effects between age and gender were observed for social
and cross-cultural adjustment, indicating that gender differences in these domains were more pronounced
among older students. Path analysis showed that cross-cultural adjustment had a strong direct effect on both
academic and social adjustment, serving as a key predictor of success in these domains. However, no
significant differences were found between the three universities regarding overall adjustment levels.
Nevertheless, a significant association was found between gender and university type, with female students
showing higher adjustment in public universities and male students showing slightly better adjustment in
private institutions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the crucial role of individual and institutional factors in shaping the
adaptation experiences of international students. The significant effects of gender and age align with prior
research showing that female students often outperform male students in academic and social adaptation due
to stronger motivation, social engagement, and communication skills (Cordua & Netz, 2021; Rienties et al.,
2012). Younger students may possess greater cognitive flexibility and emotional resilience, enabling them to
engage more readily with new cultural environments (Valieva & Ivanova, 2022; Yerken & Nguyen Luu,
2022). The interaction effects between age and gender suggest that older male students, in particular, may face
compounded challenges due to financial and familial responsibilities, which limit their opportunities for social
and cultural engagement (Lu et al., 2024; Xiong et al., 2025).

The central role of cross-cultural adjustment in predicting academic and social adaptation underscores the
importance of intercultural competence as a foundation for broader integration. This finding is consistent with
previous studies indicating that understanding the host culture’s norms, values, and communication styles
reduces cultural shock and enhances confidence, thereby promoting academic success (Alsahafi & Shin, 2017;
Sun et al., 2023). Research from Canada and the U.S. has shown that targeted intercultural training improves
peer interaction, psychological well-being, and educational outcomes (Bastien et al., 2018; Le & Sarwar,
2024; Lorenzetti et al., 2023). The lack of significant differences between universities suggests that
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institutional policies and support systems may be relatively similar across these institutions, or alternatively,
that there is a general lack of effective support mechanisms for international students in the province. This
aligns with national studies highlighting the absence of structured institutional policies, limited counseling
services, and insufficient social integration programs as major obstacles to international student success in Iran
(Eynollahi Masoom, 2024; Fazli Yazd et al., 2019; Haji Abbasi, 2022; Haji Abbasi & Parvin, 2023; Nemati
et al., 2022).

The gender-based differences across university types suggest that contextual factors may interact with
individual characteristics to influence adaptation. Female students’ stronger adjustment in public universities
may reflect the presence of more structured support networks and formal social environments, while male
students’ relatively better performance in private institutions could stem from more competitive and less
structured settings that align with their coping styles (Cordua & Netz, 2021; Parvin et al., 2021). These results
reinforce the need for gender- and age-sensitive support initiatives tailored to diverse student profiles.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the growing body of research on international student adaptation by
providing empirical evidence from a relatively understudied context in Iran. It demonstrates that both
individual characteristics (age, gender) and contextual factors (university type) shape the academic, social, and
cross-cultural adjustment of international students. The findings call for policies and institutional practices that
address the specific needs of more vulnerable groups, particularly older and male students, while enhancing
cross-cultural training and support structures to promote broader integration. By doing so, universities in
Kermanshah Province can foster more inclusive and supportive environments that enhance international
students’ academic success, social well-being, and overall satisfaction.
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