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ABSTRACT

The internationalization of universities, student migration, and the diversity of
international students from various cultures have led to elevated communication,
interactions, and human commitments. This phenomenon has sparked the interest
of scholars in the concept of acculturation and its social, cultural, political, and
psychological impacts. The process of acculturation among international students
is recognized as stress-inducing due to various factors. The interaction between
these students and the host community plays a crucial role in their cross-cultural
adaptation. However, limited research has explored and evaluated such
interactions in the context of international students' acculturation. Therefore, the
main objective of this study has been to enumerate and evaluate the influential
factors affecting international students’ acculturation in the Medical Science
universities of Tehran, towards facilitating living conditions and enhancing the
academic performance of these students in Iran. Consequently, this research,
grounded in acculturation, aims to investigate the alignment between students and
the university in various dimensions as predictors of the psychological adjustment
of international students in Medical Sciences universities in Tehran. The research
population consisted of 56 international students enrolled in Medical Sciences
universities in Tehran, who were selected using snowball sampling. To analyze
the obtained data, statistical analysis was employed in conjunction with
descriptive indices. The results indicated that cultural norms significantly
influence the level of acculturation in these students. Additionally, the analysis
revealed a significant gender difference in lifestyle factors among female and
male students, which, in turn, plays a fundamental role in acculturation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

International students are a significant and growing part of higher
education institutions. However, there is limited information on their
experiences regarding acculturation, coping strategies, and self-esteem.
According to Jin et al. (2023), international students are those studying
at reputable academic institutions with different cultures and behavioral
norms. These students not only enrich the cultural diversity of
universities but also contribute to the economic growth of host countries
due to the costs associated with their education and living expenses
(Smith & Khawaja, 2011).

University entry is a transitional period with inherent stressors. For
international students, additional stressors include adapting to cultural
differences, language barriers, reduced support from family and friends,
and accommodation concerns. There is limited information on the
impact of these stressors on international students' self-esteem (Lashari
et al., 2023). Therefore, this study examines the cultural and social
contexts affecting international students' self-esteem using the
acculturation process framework.

In recent years, several universities in Iran have attracted many
international students, especially in medical fields. Field studies
indicate that the main reasons for studying in Iran are its lower living
costs, affordable housing and transportation, and its rich religious
heritage. However, studying abroad significantly impacts students,
generally leading to acculturation stress and adaptation challenges in
the host country (Alkhatib et al., 2023).

Acculturation is the process of cultural and psychological changes
when members of different cultural groups interact (Aladegbaiye et al.,
2023). It involves changes at the group and individual levels.
Academically, professors working with international students must
adapt to multicultural and multilingual groups, adjusting their teaching
styles to reduce language, cultural, and ethnic barriers (Aladegbaiye et
al., 2023).

Acculturation can be a stressful experience, termed acculturative
stress, involving significant life events and challenges (Wu et al., 2023).
Factors such as host community attitudes, migration motivation, and
family separation significantly contribute to this stress (Neumann et al.,
2023). Language barriers are a well-documented stressor for
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international students, and language proficiency is a good predictor of
acculturative stress and adaptation (Lyu & Yusoff, 2023).

Research on the acculturative stress of international medical students
remains incomplete (R’boul et al., 2023). This study aims to examine
the components and factors influencing the acculturation process of
international medical students in Tehran's medical universities. The
research focuses on demographic factors, comfort with life aspects in
the host country, and satisfaction with administrative staff, professors,
and classmates. This research seeks to identify key factors facilitating
acculturation and reducing associated stress among these students.

Literature Review

Selvarajah (2000) describes acculturation as a four-stage cyclical
process experienced by migrants: (a) pre-departure preparation,
involving motivation, anticipation, excitement, adventure, and
uncertainty; (b) initial experience, shaped by initial interactions with
the host country; (c) psychological stress or "culture shock™ due to the
host country’s realities; and (d) adjustments based on overall
experiences from previous stages.

Ward and Geeraert (2016) argue that acculturation in today’s rapidly
changing environment is an interactive process between an individual
and a multi-layered environment, including the institutional layer
known as the university. Social support from professors and friends in
universities fosters positive attitudes toward the host country and
facilitates integration. Thus, acculturation research should consider the
host community's role in the migrant’s acculturation. Interaction
between international students and host universities during
acculturation results in changes in these students (Bochner, 2006). The
degree of alignment between the migrant and the host environment
determines success, including psychological adaptation. During the
adjustment phase, acculturating individuals face choices between
frustration and satisfaction, affecting their collaboration, productivity,
and engagement (Ward & Geeraert, 2016).

Optimal alignment between the individual and the environment
leads to "enhanced performance, greater satisfaction, and reduced
stress,” while poor alignment results in "diminished performance,
increased dissatisfaction, and heightened stress.” Acculturation occurs
in two forms: (a) alignment between individual characteristics (such as
culture, values, or goals) and the environment, and (b) when one party
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provides what the other needs (Cable & Edwards, 2004). In
organizational studies, person-organization goal alignment assumes
individuals are attracted to organizations with similar goals (Kristof,
1996). For international students, the primary goal of studying abroad
is to obtain internationally recognized degrees and learn about the host
culture. Some studies suggest that student-university goal alignment
occurs when international students' study abroad goals align with
university goals, enabling them to achieve their objectives (Bochner,
2006).

Social support in the acculturation process of international students
comes from host universities, friends, and family (Yu et al., 2019;
Schwartz et al., 2011). Acculturation studies highlight the importance
of social support from host universities for the psychological well-being
of international students, who often face a lack of resources for their
educational, cultural, and social adaptation (Cho & Yu, 2015). Thus,
social fit occurs when the host university's social environment meets
the needs of international students.

The extent of acculturative stress experienced by international
students depends on their assessment of their situation, support
networks, and coping skills. Those with high acculturative stress and
low coping abilities are more likely to experience stress, anxiety, and
depression (Yan, 2020). Therefore, Institutions must recognize
international students' socio-political challenges and provide culturally
competent support services to aid their adaptation (Cho & Yu, 2015).

Methodology

This descriptive survey and applied research collected data through
fieldwork. The study sample consisted of 56 international medical and
dental students in Tehran, primarily in their first to third years. Due to
the limited knowledge of international students, the snowball sampling
method was used, inviting voluntary participation. Students provided
demographic, academic, and family information, and signed informed
consent forms, being assured of data confidentiality via email.
Electronic questionnaires, developed based on researchers’ input, were
used, and results were analyzed using SPSS. Descriptive statistics and
Spearman’s correlation test were employed to analyze the comfort and
satisfaction levels of students (Puth et al., 2015).
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Results
Using SPSS, Spearman’s correlation was analyzed for 56 international
students (45% male, 55% female, average age 23). Descriptive statistics
(percentages, means, and standard deviations) were employed, with
Pearson's and Spearman's correlations assessing variable relationships.
Independent t-tests and the Benjamini-Hochberg method (with a 25%
false discovery rate) showed all p-values significant. Most students felt
comfortable speaking English (43%) but less so with the climate (10%).
The highest acculturation stress scores were for value norms and
discrimination (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994). Significant negative
correlations existed between acculturation stress and comfort in various
aspects (Puth et al., 2015).

Key Findings:

- High comfort in speaking English (43%)

- Significant negative correlations between acculturation stress and

comfort levels in life aspects

- Higher stress and homesickness in female students compared to

males

Overall, these findings underscore the negative impact of
acculturation stress and discrimination on students' comfort and well-
being.

Conclusion

This study found a positive link between student-university goal
alignment and international student acculturation, aligning with Du et
al. (2023). Numerous factors, including personality, social issues,
language barriers, cultural differences, and economic conditions,
influence acculturation (Luz & Thomas, 2023). Institutional, social, and
psychological supports significantly reduce acculturation stress and
improve psychological adjustment. The alignment between
international students' needs and institutional support positively affects
their psychological adaptation. Universities should recognize and
support international students’ goals to enhance their educational
experience and reduce stress related to academic challenges. These
findings are particularly relevant for international medical students in
Tehran.
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