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Studying abroad offers many benefits for international students, but their intercultural contact with the host
society can also lead to prejudice and anxiety, which may hinder successful adaptation. To explore this dynamic,
we conducted a cross-sectional study to investigate the role of positive intergroup contact and intercultural
sensitivity in promoting sociocultural adaptation by reducing intergroup anxiety. The study involved 447 in-
ternational students, who completed a set of self-report questionnaires to measure the key variables. Pearson's
correlation, hierarchical multiple regression, and mediation analyses were performed using SPSS v.26 and the
JAMM module (medmod) software. Our findings revealed that both positive intergroup contact and intercultural
sensitivity were significant predictors of sociocultural adaptation. Additionally, the study confirmed the hy-
pothesis that intergroup anxiety partially mediated the relationship between the predictors and sociocultural
adaptation, suggesting that both intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity have direct and indirect effects
on adaptation through intergroup anxiety. These results highlight the paramount importance of positive inter-
group contact and intercultural sensitivity in facilitating sociocultural adaptation among international students.
Therefore, university communities should take these factors into account when fostering sociocultural adjust-

ment of their students.

1. Introduction

Over the past few decades, the internationalization of higher edu-
cation has significantly accelerated international student mobility and
expanded cross-border connections. According to a UNESCO report, the
number of international students worldwide increased from 2 million in
2000 to 6.36 million by 2020 (Gutema et al., 2024). Countries like the
United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, China, Australia, France,
Russia, Germany, Japan, and Spain were the top destinations for these
students in 2019 and 2020 (Ke et al., 2022; Tang & Zhang, 2023). The
rapid growth of international students has unlocked a new area of
research for many scholars investigating the intercultural transitions of
these students in the new cultural, social, and academic environments of
their host countries (Aresi et al., 2021). While studying abroad offers
many benefits, such as personal and professional development, multi-
cultural exposure, and development of intercultural competence (Zhang
& Noels, 2024), the intercultural transition of international students is
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often accompanied by numerous challenges, including homesickness,
culture shock, fear, discrimination, and poor multicultural competence
(Andrade, 2006; Liu et al., 2016; Mahmud et al., 2010; Reynolds et al.,
2024; Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994), financial problems, language barriers,
cultural differences, and a lack of understanding from the broader
community (Araujo, 2011; Mesidor & Sly, 2016; Yusoff, 2011; Zhang &
Noels, 2024), depression, isolation, suicide (Hishida et al., 2024),
intergroup anxiety and conflict (Pettigrew et al., 2007).

Considering these inherent intercultural adjustment challenges,
intercultural researchers have been actively seeking and identifying
factors that promote the intercultural adaptation of students while
shielding them from negative adjustment outcomes. As a result, several
factors have been recognized as significant antecedents of sociocultural
adaptation, including cultural empathy, intercultural competence
(Zhang & Noels, 2024), self-efficacy, length of stay, personality (Wilson
et al., 2013; Zhang & Goodson, 2011), stress, acculturation strategies
(Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016; Mao, 2024; Sam, 2024; Zhang &
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Goodson, 2011), psychological capital (Prasath et al., 2022), multicul-
tural personality (Yakunina et al., 2012), online social networking
(Wong & Liu, 2024), cultural distance, social integration, cultural dis-
tance (Ayoob et al., 2015; Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016; Malay et al.,
2024), social support system, intercultural training, motivation, and
host language proficiency (Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016; Mao, 2024;
Pekerti et al., 2020; Zhang & Goodson, 2011). In addition to these
predictors of adjustment outcomes, intergroup contact (Ortiz, 2020;
Zhang & Goodson, 2011), and intercultural sensitivity (Elijah et al.,
2024; Vaccarino et al., 2021) are thought to facilitate the intercultural
competence and sociocultural adaptation of international students by
reducing the devastating effects of intergroup anxiety. However, the
existing literature on the effects of intergroup contact and intercultural
sensitivity on sociocultural adaptation, mediated through intergroup
anxiety in the international student population, is significantly limited
and underrepresented (Berry & Grigoryev, 2022). Further, Bierwiaczo-
nek and Waldzus (2016), in their systematic review, found that the
existing literature on international students is fragmented, and incon-
sistent, suggesting the need for further research.

Another notable limitation of previous intergroup or intercultural
studies is their overemphasis on groups that may be ethnically, racially,
or culturally different but share the same language, such as White and
Black Americans (Aberson & Haag, 2007) and Hindus and Muslims in
Bangladesh (Islam & Hewstone, 1993). This focus overlooks the frequent
intercultural contact between international and domestic students who
speak different primary languages, resulting in insufficient literature
(Mak et al., 2014). Moreover, intergroup contact between international
students and members of the host society is deeply shaped by the cul-
tural norms, values, and social expectations of both parties. Because
these cultural dynamics vary significantly across different host societies,
findings from one context may not be readily applicable or generalizable
to others. This cultural specificity highlights the critical need for
context-sensitive research that examines intergroup contact within
particular host societies. Such research is essential for gaining a nuanced
understanding of how intergroup interactions unfold in different set-
tings and how they influence international students' adaptation pro-
cesses in culturally distinct environments. In response to these identified
gaps, we conducted a cross-sectional study to examine how intergroup
contact and intercultural sensitivity influence the sociocultural adapta-
tion of international students in Hungary through the mediating effect of
intergroup anxiety. While previous intergroup contact studies have
focused on ethnic groups within the same society, our research extends
this to international students, who differ significantly from local groups
due to their distinct cultural and language backgrounds. Therefore, this
study is crucial as it substantiates the essential role of intergroup contact
and intercultural sensitivity in promoting sociocultural adaptation of
international students by reducing intergroup anxiety. The findings are
also expected to offer practical guidance for higher education in-
stitutions to promote adaptation through social contact and cultural
sensitivity.

2. Literature review
2.1. Positive intergroup contact and sociocultural adaptation

Within the broader field of intercultural adaptation, the concept of
adaptation pertains to individuals' psychological state and their ability
to adjust to the sociocultural environment (Sam & Berry, 2010). Inter-
cultural adaptation encompasses two distinct yet interrelated domains:
psychological adaptation and sociocultural adaptation (Searle & Ward,
1990). Psychological adaptation pertains to the affective or emotive
outcomes of adaptation, including psychological well-being, self-
esteem, happiness, satisfaction, and depression. In contrast, sociocul-
tural adaptation refers to the behavioral aspects of intercultural
adjustment (Ward & Kennedy, 1994; Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999). These
two domains necessitate different theoretical approaches; psychological

Acta Psychologica 258 (2025) 105241

adaptation is framed within the context of psychological stress and a
stress-coping paradigm, while sociocultural adjustment is best under-
stood through a cultural learning approach (Ward et al., 2005). Ac-
cording to culture learning theory, sociocultural challenges arise from
the limited capacity of sojourners, immigrants, or refugees to effectively
navigate daily sociocultural encounters. This perspective posits that
individuals encounter intercultural complications when they lack the
requisite sociocultural skills to function appropriately within a multi-
cultural environment (Masgoret & Ward, 2006).

Cross-cultural researchers argue that intercultural adaptation is a
complex, multidimensional process influenced by a myriad of multi-
cultural factors, asserting that no single personal or situational variable
determines the acculturative outcome (Mesidor & Sly, 2016; Smith &
Khawaja, 2011). This suggests that a range of personal and situational
factors influence the success of sociocultural adaptation, one of which is
positive intergroup contact. Pettigrew and Tropp (2006), conceptualize
intergroup contact as “actual face-to-face interaction between members
of clearly defined groups” (p. 754). As a well-established research area
in social psychology, intergroup contact is recognized as a significant
mechanism for reducing prejudice. In his seminal work, The Nature of
Prejudice, Gordon Allport developed the contact hypothesis, which
posits that when members of different groups of equal status collaborate
toward a shared goal, they are more likely to develop a sense of close-
ness, crucial for prejudice reduction, particularly when supported by
institutional authorities (Allport, 1954). Intergroup contact theory
suggests that interactions among members of various groups can
diminish intergroup bias. Building on this theory, several studies have
explored the relationship between intergroup contact and various out-
comes, such as positive attitudes, intergroup anxiety, and prejudice,
with the nature of this relationship varies based on the quality of the
contact (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).

Similarly, studies focusing on international students have demon-
strated that developing intercultural relationships with local in-
dividuals, communities, and places is crucial for their intercultural
adjustment within the host society. For instance, Terry et al. (2006)
investigated the intergroup predictors of cultural adjustment among
international students, finding that at high levels of legitimacy, per-
ceptions of permeable ground boundaries were associated with
improved psychological, sociocultural, and academic adjustment.
Additionally, Bethel et al. (2020) suggested that international students'
contact with members of the host country may facilitate their psycho-
logical and sociocultural adaptation by alleviating transition stress and
helping them cope with cultural differences. In another study involving
international students in China, host-national friendships were posi-
tively and significantly correlated with both psychological and socio-
cultural adaptation, whereas co-national friendships negatively
impacted psychological adaptation (Sheng et al., 2022). Conversely,
friendships within one's in-group (co-national friendships) may hinder
the psychological adaptation of international students by limiting their
intergroup contact with locals (Sheng et al., 2022). A recent study by
Gao et al. (2024) further emphasizes that positive intergroup contact
between international and domestic students in Japan enhances their
willingness to engage in interactions. This study also underscores that
positive intergroup contact has a more substantial predictive power for
integration willingness than negative contact (Gao et al., 2024).

In conclusion, the existing literature highlights a positive relation-
ship between intergroup contact and the sociocultural adaptation of
international students. Frequent and meaningful interactions between
international students and local people can significantly enhance their
adaptation to the host society. Consequently, the present study proposes
the following guiding hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. International students with a greater level of positive
intergroup contact will achieve better sociocultural adaptation.
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2.2. Intercultural sensitivity and sociocultural adaptation

The emergence of the global village marked by cultural diversity is
one of the most significant features of the 21st century, necessitating
that individuals develop intercultural sensitivity to thrive in this inter-
connected world (Figueroa & Hofhuis, 2024). Intercultural sensitivity is
defined as “an individual's ability to develop a positive emotion towards
understanding and appreciating differences that promote appropriate
and effective behavior in intercultural communication” (Chen & Star-
osta, 1997, p. 5). This dynamic concept comprises six important factors:
self-esteem, self-monitoring, open-mindedness, empathy, interaction
involvement, and non-judgment (Chen & Starosta, 1997). Various re-
searchers suggest that intercultural sensitivity is crucial for the effec-
tiveness and success of intercultural adaptation. For example,
Rodriguez-Izquierdo (2022) studied international experiences and
intercultural sensitivity among 1645 university students, reporting a
positive correlation between intercultural sensitivity and both mobility
experiences and intercultural friendships. Similarly, a study of interna-
tional students in Malaysia found that higher intercultural sensitivity
facilitated sociocultural adjustment, indicating that these students ach-
ieved better adaptation in their interactions (Awang-Rozaimie et al.,
2013). Kagnici (2012) also explored the predictive role of multicultural
factors on international students' adjustment in Turkey, providing sub-
stantial evidence that social initiatives, emotional stability, cultural
empathy, and open-mindedness significantly influenced aspects of
adjustment, including social, emotional, and academic adaptation. The
findings suggest that effectively managing emotions during stress,
actively engaging with diverse individuals, and remaining open to
different cultures enhance intercultural adjustment.

Furthermore, students with higher levels of intercultural sensitivity
experienced better academic socialization and intercultural competence
(Kim, 2019) both of which are essential aspects of sociocultural adap-
tation. Likewise, international students with intercultural sensitivity
demonstrated better academic adaptation through their ability to
actively interact and collaborate with people from different cultural
backgrounds (Takyi Mensah et al., 2024). Hapsari and Hamamah (2020)
also observed that components of intercultural sensitivity (i.e., interac-
tion engagement and confidence) were significantly associated with
certain constituents of sociocultural adaptation, including interpersonal
communication and academic performance. However, when the total
scores for intercultural sensitivity and sociocultural adaptation were
summed, these variables were not statistically related, indicating that
more empirical evidence is needed to clarify their relationship (Hapsari
& Hamamah, 2020). In summary, the evidence presented in this section
collectively suggests that intercultural sensitivity plays a crucial role in
facilitating the sociocultural adaptation of international students. Stu-
dents who are able to understand and appreciate cultural differences
tend to have better intercultural adjustment in their new sociocultural
environment. In line with this research, the present study formulates the
following guiding hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2. International students with higher levels of intercul-
tural sensitivity will experience better sociocultural adaptation.

2.3. Intergroup contact, intergroup anxiety, and sociocultural adaptation

Previous studies suggest that the relationship between intergroup
contact and cross-cultural adaptation is not always straightforward. In
this context, intergroup anxiety is recognized as a potential mediator in
the relationship between intergroup contact and the intercultural
adaptation of international students. Intergroup anxiety is defined as “a
type of anxiety that people experience when anticipating or engaging in
intergroup interactions” (Stephan, 2014, p. 2). It is more specific than
social anxiety, as it pertains solely to intergroup situations. According to
the intergroup anxiety theory proposed by Stephan (2014), intergroup
anxiety can mediate the relationship between personal experiences (e.g.,
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contact experiences) and various affective (e.g., fear, anger, and hatred),
behavioral (e.g., ineffective group contact, avoidance of group contact,
and offensive group contact), and cognitive variables (e.g., intergroup
attitudes, stereotypes, and perceived homogeneity of an outgroup). This
theoretical argument is supported by substantial empirical evidence
indicating that intergroup anxiety serves as a mediating variable be-
tween contact experiences and various affective, behavioral, and
cognitive outcomes. For instance, Mak et al. (2014) examined the atti-
tudes of Australian domestic undergraduate students toward interna-
tional students, focusing on the mediating effects of intergroup anxiety
and intercultural communication emotions. Their results revealed that
intergroup anxiety and intercultural communication mediated the
relationship between the quality of contact and intergroup attitudes.
Similarly, Shim et al. (2012) provided evidence of the significant role
intergroup anxiety plays in the relationship between intergroup contact
and Koreans' affective and behavioral attitudes toward Americans.

Moreover, intergroup anxiety significantly mediated the relationship
between interpersonal mindfulness and intercultural communication
effectiveness among international students studying in Russia (Khuhlaev
et al., 2022). The Anxiety/Uncertainty Theory (AUT) posits that man-
aging anxiety and uncertainty is crucial for effective communication in
interpersonal and intergroup encounters (Gudykunst, 1995).
Conversely, AUT suggests that poor management of anxiety and un-
certainty can lead to negative intercultural adaptive outcomes, such as
diminished psychological well-being and reduced intercultural compe-
tence. Contrary to the general assumption that high direct contact en-
hances positive intergroup outcomes by reducing intergroup anxiety
(Stephan & Stephan, 1985), a study on Chinese students found that
intergroup anxiety served as a mediator only for those with low direct
contact and their global competence, but not for students with high
direct contact (Cao & Meng, 2020). This finding suggests that Chinese
students with minimal direct contact with international students exhibit
lower levels of intergroup anxiety, resulting in improved global
competence. It highlights that the mediating effect of intergroup anxiety
on the relationship between intergroup contact and cross-cultural
adaptation requires further investigation.

Taken together, despite some contradictory results, much of the
literature reviewed here indicates both empirical and theoretical sup-
port for the potential mediating role of intergroup anxiety in the link
between intergroup contact and sociocultural adaptation. This means
that establishing and maintaining intercultural contact and friendships
with local people tends to help international students experience less
anxiety, which, in turn, contributes to successful sociocultural adapta-
tion. Based on this review, the following hypothesis has been formulated
to guide the present study.

Hypothesis 3. Intergroup anxiety will act as a mediator in the rela-
tionship between intergroup contact and sociocultural adaptation of
international students.

2.4. Intercultural sensitivity, intergroup anxiety, and sociocultural
adaptation

There appears to be a dearth of empirical studies examining the
mediating effect of intergroup anxiety on the relationship between
intercultural sensitivity and the psychological and sociocultural adap-
tation of international students. However, some general studies have
identified the mediating effect of intergroup anxiety. For instance, a
study conducted in Turkey revealed that intergroup anxiety significantly
mediated the relationship between intercultural sensitivity and positive
attitudes. Specifically, Turkish individuals who are more interculturally
sensitive tend to experience lower levels of intergroup anxiety, which, in
turn, contributes to more positive attitudes toward Syrians (Sari &
Yalcinkaya-Alkar, 2022). Moreover, several researchers have reported
that negative expectations regarding intergroup interactions, such as
fear of rejection and beliefs that outgroup members are hostile, are
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positively associated with intergroup anxiety (Britt et al., 1996; Brown,
2007; Butz & Plant, 2007). These findings suggest that individuals'
feelings of intergroup anxiety are exacerbated by their psychological
anticipation of negative outcomes during intergroup interactions. Ac-
cording to Stephan and Stephan (1985), intergroup anxiety stems from
four types of feared negative consequences: negative psychological
outcomes (e.g., frustration, loss of control), negative behavioral out-
comes (e.g., exploitation, verbal derogation), negative evaluations by
outgroup members (e.g., negative stereotyping, disdain), and negative
evaluations by in-group members (e.g., disapproval or rejection for
interacting with the outgroup). Thus, the affective and cognitive aspects
of intergroup anxiety appear to be crucial in shaping experiences of
anxiety during intergroup interactions.

Intercultural sensitivity is presumed to mitigate negative emotional
and psychological expectations in intercultural interactions. For
example, individuals with high intercultural sensitivity tend to possess
greater self-esteem, enabling them to evaluate intercultural interactions
positively rather than anticipating negative experiences (Chen & Star-
osta, 1997). Additionally, the self-esteem and open-mindedness com-
ponents of intercultural sensitivity foster positive emotions, facilitating
an accurate understanding and acceptance of cultural differences during
intercultural encounters. Chen and Starosta (1997) also argue that when
individuals approach intercultural interactions without judgment, they
are more likely to enjoy their interactions with people from different
cultures. Therefore, based on previous studies and theoretical frame-
works regarding intergroup anxiety and intercultural sensitivity, it can
be anticipated that self-esteem, self-regulation, open-mindedness,
empathy, interaction involvement, and suspending judgment compo-
nents of intercultural sensitivity may be important psychological attri-
butes in reducing intergroup anxiety and promoting the psychological
and sociocultural adaptation of international students.

To conclude, the available literature indicates that intergroup anxi-
ety may play a mediating role between intercultural sensitivity and so-
ciocultural adaptation of international students. This suggests that
international students who possess key qualities of intercultural sensi-
tivity, such as self-esteem, empathy, self-monitoring, open-mindedness,
interaction involvement, and non-judgment, are less likely to experience
feelings of fear and apprehension during their intercultural interactions
with the locals. As a result, these students may achieve better socio-
cultural adaptation. In light of this insight, the present study proposes
the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 4. Intergroup anxiety will mediate the relationship be-
tween intercultural sensitivity and sociocultural adaptation of interna-
tional students.

3. Methods
3.1. Participants

The sample of the study consisted of international students (N = 447)
pursuing their undergraduate and postgraduate studies in Hungary. The
study was open to all regular adult international students enrolled at the
university (Bachelor's, Master's, and PhD levels). However, international
students under the age of 18 and exchange program students were
excluded from the study. Participants were selected using a convenience
sampling strategy. The demographic characteristics of the respondents,
summarized in Table 1, indicated that there were 215 males and 232
females, with a mean age of 23.17 years. The average length of stay at
the university was 24 months. The study included participants from all
educational levels: bachelor (n = 248; 50.70 %), master (n = 154; 34.50
%), and doctorate (n = 44; 9.80 %). Regarding their sources of financial
support, 224 participants (50.90 %) were scholarship holders, while 223
(49.10 %) were self-supporting. In terms of geographical distribution,
the majority of the students were from Asia (n = 231; 52.40 %) and
Africa (n = 180; 40.80 %), with some from Europe (n = 19; 4.30 %).
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Table 1
Frequency distribution of characteristics of the participants.
Variable n % N
Sex 447
Male 215 48.10
Female 232 52.90
Educational level 447
Bachelor 249 55.70
Master 154 34.50
Doctorate 44 9.80
Source of financial support 447
Scholarship 224 50.90
Self-support 223 49.10
Hungarian Language Skill 447
Poor 263 58.80
Fair 154 34.50
Good 26 5.80
Very good 4 0.90
Continent 441
Africa 180 40.80
Asia 231 52.40
Europe 19 4.30
North America 3 0.70
South America 7 1.60
Oceania 1 0.20

There were also a few participants from North America (n = 3; 0.70 %),
South America (n = 7; 1.60 %), and from Oceania (n = 1; 0.2 %). While
most students had poor to fair Hungarian language skills, a small
number reported good skills. Participants of the study were from 84
countries, including China, India, Russia, Egypt, Ghana, Uganda,
Lebanon, Palestine, Nigeria, Syria, Iran, Germany, Canada, the US,
Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, the UK, Jordan, Iraq, France, Pakistan,
Israel, Italy, Georgia, Albania, Sudan, Eritrea, Vietnam, South Korea,
Paraguay, Panama, Peru, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Ukraine,
Montenegro, Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Japan, and Indonesia.

3.2. Measures

3.2.1. Sociodemographic variables

Data related to the sociodemographic background of the students
were gathered using self-developed questions. The sociodemographic
variables include age, sex, country of origin, language proficiency
(specifically in the language of the host country), length of stay in the
host country, and educational qualification.

3.2.2. Sociocultural adaptation

The revised version of the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS-R),
developed by Wilson (2013), was used to measure the sociocultural
adaptation or competence of the students. This 21-item self-report
questionnaire employs a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Not at all
competent) to 5 (Extremely competent). Sample items include ‘Building
and maintaining relationships’, ‘Managing my academic re-
sponsibilities’, and ‘Accurately interpreting and responding to other
people's emotions’. The total computed scores range from 21 to 105,
with higher scores indicating greater behavioral competence or socio-
cultural adaptation. The SCAS-R is a highly reliable instrument, with a
Cronbach's alpha of 0.92 (Wilson, 2013). The current study also indi-
cated that the scale has a strong reliability coefficient of « = 0.88.

3.2.3. Intergroup contact

To assess intergroup contact, the General Intergroup Contact Quan-
tity and Quality (CQCQ) scale developed by Islam and Hewstone (1993)
was utilized. This scale measures both the quantity and the quality di-
mensions of intergroup contact. The quantity dimension reflects the
number of friends that international students have from the host culture
and the frequency of their interactions with local members (Hungarians)
in various settings (e.g., campus). The quality dimension assesses aspects
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such as equality, motivation, and the nature of relationships with host
culture members (e.g., ‘I had a positive experience during my in-
teractions with Hungarians’). The scale consists of 10 self-report items
based on a Likert-type scale ranging between 1 (not at all) and 7 (a great
deal/more often). Some example item statements from the scale are: ‘How
much contact do you have with Hungarians as close friends?’, ‘How often
have you engaged in informal conversations with your Hungarian friends?’,
and ‘To what extent did you experience the contact with Hungarian as equal’.
To tailor the items to the context of the current study, minor wording
adjustments were made (e.g., ‘outgroup members’ were modified to
‘Hungarian people’). Higher overall scores indicate greater general
intergroup contact experience between international students and na-
tionals of the host country. Previous studies have reported that the scale
demonstrates good internal consistency and reliability (Ye et al., 2023).
The reliability coefficient of the scale in the current study was also high
(a = 0.87).

3.2.4. Intercultural sensitivity

The Intercultural Sensitivity Scale (ISS), initially authored by Chen
and Starosta (2000) and condensed by Wang and Zhou (2016) was
employed to measure the intercultural sensitivity of international stu-
dents. The scale consists of 15 items in a Likert-type format, ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale contains items
such as ‘I enjoy interacting with people from different cultures’, ‘I avoid those
situations where I will have to deal with culturally distinct persons’, and ‘I am
very observant when interacting with people from different cultures’. An
overall score can be computed by totaling all the item values, with
higher scores indicating a greater level of intercultural sensitivity.
Several studies have validated that the measure demonstrates high in-
ternal consistency and good validity (Chen & Starosta, 2000; Lulan et al.,
2020; Wang & Zhou, 2016). Similarly, the present study yielded a high
reliability coefficient of 0.83 for the scale.

3.2.5. Intergroup anxiety

To assess the intergroup anxiety of international students, the
Intergroup Anxiety Scale (IAS) developed by Stephan and Stephan
(1985) was used. The scale comprises 11 items that assess the following
adjectives: certain (reverse coded), awkward, accepted (reverse coded),
self-conscious, confident (reverse coded), happy (reverse coded),
defensive, irritated, impatient, suspicious, and careful when interacting
with outgroup members. Based on the adjectives, international students
were asked to rate their feelings when interacting with Hungarians.
Some representative items from the scale include ‘I feel awkward during
my interaction with Hungarians’, ‘I feel happy during my interaction with
Hungarians’, and ‘I felt accepted during my interaction with Hungarians’.
Minor wording adjustments were made in the item statements to align
with the context of the current study (e.g., ‘interaction with outgroup
members’ was modified to ‘interaction with Hungarian people’). The
items are rated on a 10-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 10
(extremely). The scale was found to have good internal consistency
(Gudykunst & Nishida, 2001; Khuhlaev et al., 2022). The internal con-
sistency of the IAS in this study was also strong (a« = 0.77).

3.3. Data collection procedure

First, the study obtained approval from the university's institutional
review board. Printed self-report questionnaires were then distributed to
participants in their classrooms, dormitories, study rooms, and hostels.
Since the participants possessed adequate English language proficiency,
the questionnaire was administered in English. Following the American
Psychological Association guidelines, participation was voluntary and
based on informed consent. Verbal consent was obtained during data
collection, and an informed consent declaration was provided on the
first page of the questionnaire, where students indicated their consent by
selecting ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. We assured participants that their responses
would remain confidential and would only be used for this research.
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3.4. Data analyses

Initially, 500 questionnaires were distributed, and 468 were
returned. The response rate was 93.6 %. Questionnaires with substantial
missing data in the key study variables were excluded from the analysis.
After excluding 21 incomplete responses, 447 valid responses were
included in the final data analysis. Data were entered into SPSS Version
26, where we calculated descriptive statistics, including means and
standard deviations, to summarize the information. Next, Pearson
product-moment correlation analysis was conducted to explore the
bivariate relationships among the study variables. Hierarchical multiple
regression analyses were performed to assess the predictive effects of
intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity on psychological and
sociocultural adaptation while controlling for sociodemographic vari-
ables. Finally, the jJAMM Module (medmod) in jamovi software was used
to investigate the mediational effects of intergroup anxiety on the
relationship between intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity
with sociocultural adaptation. The basic assumptions for correlation and
regression analyses, including normality, multicollinearity, homosce-
dasticity, and outliers, were assessed, and no violations were identified
in the datasets.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive statistics of the study

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistical values, including the
mean, standard deviation, minimum, maximum, reliability coefficients,
skewness, and kurtosis. The reliability of the study's variables was
evaluated using Cronbach's alpha, a widely used measure of internal
consistency in educational and behavioral science research
(Edelsbrunner et al., 2025). The Cronbach alpha values for all study
variables indicated strong internal consistency, exceeding the threshold
of 0.70 (Edelsbrunner et al., 2025; George & Mallery, 2003). Addition-
ally, the skewness and kurtosis were used to assess the normality of the
data sets, and all calculated values fell within the acceptable range of —2
to +2 (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2014; Hair et al., 2022), showing that the
assumption of normality was not violated across all data sets.

4.2. Bivariate relationships between the study variables

Pearson Product-Moment correlation was utilized to examine the
bivariate relationships among the study variables, revealing that all
variables were significantly correlated (see Table 3). Intergroup contact
and intercultural sensitivity demonstrated significant positive associa-
tions with sociocultural adaptation (r = 0.34, p < .001; r = 0.36, p <
.001, respectively), while intergroup anxiety exhibited a negative cor-
relation with sociocultural adaptation (r = —0.27, p < .001). Moreover,
intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity were negatively corre-
lated with intergroup anxiety (r = —0.36, p < .001; r = —0.44, p < .001,
respectively). Furthermore, intergroup contact and intercultural sensi-
tivity were positively and significantly related to each other (r=0.12, p
< .05).

4.3. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses

4.3.1. The effects of intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity on
sociocultural adaptation

Hierarchical multiple regression, a variant of multiple linear
regression, is used to assess how different sets of predictors contribute to
the variance in the outcome variable (Field, 2009). Therefore, multiple
hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to assess how well
intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity predict international
students' sociocultural adaptation while controlling for sociodemo-
graphic variables such as age, gender, educational level, length of stay,
source of financial support, and language proficiency. The predictors
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Table 2

Descriptive statistics (N = 447).
Variables Min Max M SD Items o Sk Ku
Intergroup contact 10.00 70.00 28.72 11.72 10 0.87 0.65 0.26
Intercultural sensitivity 35.00 75.00 60.04 8.57 15 0.83 —0.56 —0.43
Intergroup anxiety 10.00 50.00 25.26 6.32 10 0.77 0.08 0.22
Sociocultural adaptation 24.00 105.00 68.21 12.89 21 0.88 —0.01 0.24

Note. Sk = skewness; Ku = Kurtosis.

Table 3
Bivariate relationships between the study variables (N = 447).

Variables 1 2 3

1. Intergroup contact

2. Intercultural sensitivity 0.12*
3. Intergroup anxiety —0.36%*
4. Sociocultural adaptation 0.34%*

~0.44**

0.36** —0.27**

Note. 0. *p < .05, ***p < .001.

were entered sequentially: sociodemographic variables were included in
the first model, followed by intergroup contact and intercultural sensi-
tivity in the second and third models, respectively. The regression results
of the study were reported following standard guidelines for statistical
interpretation (Field, 2009; Pallant, 2020). Hence, as shown in Table 4,
the sociodemographic variables accounted for 6 % of the variance in
sociocultural adaptation R? = 0.06, F(s, 440) = 4.91, p < .001). Among
these, Hungarian language proficiency was a significant positive pre-
dictor (f = 0.17, p < .001). When intergroup contact was added in the
second step, the model explained a total of 14 % of the variance (R? =
0.14, F(7, 439y = 10.52, p < .001), with intergroup contact uniquely
contributing an additional 8 % R? change = 0.08, F(1, 439) = 41.46,p <
.001). The inclusion of intercultural sensitivity in the third step
improved the model's explanatory power, accounting for 25 % of the
variance in sociocultural adaptation (R? = 0.25, Fs, 438) = 18.67,p <
.001). After controlling for sociodemographic variables and intergroup
contact, intercultural sensitivity contributed an additional 11 % of the
variance (R? change = 0.11, F(y, 438) = 64.96, p < .001). Both intergroup

contact (f = 0.30, p < .001) and intercultural sensitivity (f = 0.34, p <
.001) were positively and significantly associated with international
students' sociocultural adaptation.

4.3.2. The prediction effect of intergroup anxiety on sociocultural
adaptation

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted to
examine the predictive effect of intergroup anxiety on sociocultural
adaptation while controlling for demographic variables. Two blocks of
sequential regression models were developed for this analysis. The first
block included demographic variables, while intergroup anxiety was
added in the second block. As shown in Table 5, the first block signifi-
cantly explained a portion of the variance in the outcome variable. The
addition of intergroup anxiety in the second block improved the model's
explanatory power, accounting for 12 % of the variance (R = 0.06, F,
440) = 8.80, p < .001). Furthermore, after controlling for the variables in
the first block, intergroup anxiety explained an additional 6 % of the
variance in the outcome variable (R? change = 0.06, F(1, 439y = 30.19, p
< .001). Intergroup anxiety was negatively and significantly associated
with sociocultural adaptation (8 = —0.26, p < .001).

4.4. Mediation analyses

4.4.1. The mediated effect of intergroup contact on sociocultural adaptation
through intergroup anxiety

The jAMM Module (medmod) of Jamovi software was used to
perform the mediation analyses. Separate simple mediation analyses
were conducted to examine the mediated effect of intergroup contact on

Table 4
Regression results for predictors of sociocultural adaptation.
Predictors B SEB B Model
R R? AR? F df

Model 1 0.25 0.06 4.91%** 6, 440
Gender 2.09 1.20 0.08
Age 0.30 0.16 0.11
Educational level -1.78 1.40 —-0.07
Source of fund 1.01 1.33 0.04
Length of stay 0.02 0.03 0.03
Language proficiency 3.32 0.95 0.17%**

Model 2 0.38 0.14 0.08 10.52%** 7, 439
Gender 1.19 1.16 0.05
Age 0.22 0.15 0.08
Educational level —1.42 1.34 —0.06
Source of fund 0.31 1.27 0.01
Length of stay —0.00 0.03 —0.00
Language proficiency 2.47 0.92 0.12*
Intergroup contact 0.33 0.05 0.30%**

Model 3 0.50 0.25 0.11 18.67*** 8, 438
Gender 2.40 1.09 0.09
Age 0.20 0.14 0.07
Educational level -1.38 1.25 —0.05
Source of fund -0.71 1.20 —-0.03
Length of stay 0.01 0.03 0.02
Language proficiency 2.69 0.86 0.14*
Intergroup contact 0.28 0.05 *
Intercultural sensitivity 0.51 0.06

Note. Dummy variables were coded as: Gender: Male = 1, Females = 0; Educational Level: Undergraduate = 1, Postgraduate = 0; Source of financial support:

Scholarship holders = 1, Self-support = 0. *p < .05, ***p < .001.
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Table 5
Regression results for the effect of intergroup anxiety on sociocultural adaptation.
Predictors B SEB B Model
R R? AR? F df
Model 1 0.25 0.06 4.91%** 6, 440
Gender 2.09 1.20 0.08
Age 0.30 0.16 0.11
Educational level -1.78 1.40 —0.07
Source of fund 1.01 1.33 0.04
Length of stay 0.02 0.03 0.03
Language proficiency 3.32 0.95 0.17%**
Model 2 0.35 0.12 0.06 8.80%** 7, 439
Gender 2.12 1.16 0.08
Age 0.17 0.16 0.06
Educational level -1.79 1.35 —0.07
Source of fund 0.14 1.29 0.01
Length of stay 0.03 0.03 0.05
Language proficiency 3.24 0.92 0.16%**
Intergroup anxiety —0.52 0.10 —0.26%**

Note. Dummy variables were coded as: Gender: Male = 1, Females = 0; Educational Level: Undergraduate = 1, Postgraduate diploma; Source of financial support:

Scholarship holder = 1, Self-support = 0. *p < .05, ***p < .001

sociocultural adaptation through intergroup anxiety. In these analyses,
intergroup contact served as the independent variable, intergroup anx-
iety as the mediator, and sociocultural adaptation as the dependent
variable. As illustrated in Table 6, all regression paths were statistically
significant. Intergroup contact was significantly related to both inter-
group anxiety and sociocultural adaptation. Additionally, intergroup
contact negatively and significantly predicted sociocultural adaptation.
To test the statistical significance of the indirect effect, a bias-corrected
bootstrapping method with a resample of 5000 was applied, which is a
widely used and recommended approach in mediation analysis (Igartua
& Hayes, 2021). The results were statistically significant, as the 95 %
confidence interval did not contain zero (8 = 0.07, 95 % CI = 0.03,
0.11), which is a standard criterion in mediation analysis (Igartua &
Hayes, 2021). According to Baron and Kenny (1986), full mediation
occurs when the predictor's effect on the outcome becomes non-
significant after including the mediator, whereas partial mediation oc-
curs when the effect is reduced but remains significant. Therefore, the
current mediation effect of intergroup anxiety was partial since the
direct effect of intergroup contact on adaptation was also statistically
significant (f = 0.28, 95 % CI = 0.19, 0.42).

4.4.2. The mediated effect of intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural
adaptation via intergroup anxiety

Similarly, the JAMM Module (medmod) of Jamovi software was used
to assess the mediated effect of intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural
adaptation through intergroup anxiety. In conducting the analyses,
intercultural sensitivity served as the independent variable, intergroup
anxiety as the mediator, and sociocultural adaptation as the dependent
variable. The results of the mediation analyses are presented in Table 7.
All the regression paths were statistically significant: Intercultural
sensitivity = intergroup anxiety (8 = —0.44, p = .001), intercultural
sensitivity = sociocultural adaptation (§ = 0.30, p = .001). and inter-
group anxiety = sociocultural adaptation (f = —0.14, p = .005). The

statistical significance of the indirect effect was tested using a bias-
corrected bootstrap method with a sample of 5000, yielding a statisti-
cally significant effect, as the 95 % confidence interval did not contain
zero (f = 0.06, 95 % CI = 0.02, 0.16). However, it is important to note
that the mediation effect was partial, as the direct effect was also sta-
tistically significant (f = 0.28, 95 % CI = 0.19, 0.42).

5. Discussion

This study aimed to examine the antecedents of sociocultural adap-
tation among international students in Hungary. Specifically, it inves-
tigated the direct and indirect effects of intergroup contact and
intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural adaptation mediated through
intergroup anxiety. In the discussion section, we highlighted four key
findings: 1) Positive intergroup contact has a direct positive effect on
sociocultural adaptation; 2) Intergroup contact significantly impacts
sociocultural adaptation; 3) There is an indirect effect of intergroup
contact on sociocultural adaptation through intergroup anxiety; and 4)
Intercultural sensitivity indirectly affects sociocultural adaptation via
intergroup anxiety.

5.1. The direct effect of positive intergroup contact on sociocultural
adaptation

Drawing on the contact hypothesis of Allport (1954), we proposed
that positive intergroup contact would be positively and significantly
related to the sociocultural adaptation of international students. Our
study's data confirmed this hypothesis, showing that international stu-
dents who frequently engaged in high-quality contact with host na-
tionals demonstrated better sociocultural adaptation in the host country.
The results reiterate the findings of previous studies that highlight
positive intergroup contact as a predictor of sociocultural adaptation,
not only for international students but also for immigrants in general (e.

Table 6

Direct, indirect, and total effects.
Type of effect Path B SE 95 % CI B Z P

Lower Upper
Indirect IGC = IGA = SCA 0.07 0.02 0.03 0.11 0.07 2.95 .003
Component IGC = IGA -0.19 0.03 —0.24 —0.14 —0.36 —7.36 <.001
IGA = SCA —-0.34 0.10 —0.53 -0.14 -0.17 -3.35 <.001

Direct IGC = SCA 0.31 0.06 0.19 0.42 0.28 5.28 <.001
Total IGC = SCA 0.37 0.05 0.26 0.47 0.34 6.93 <.001

Note. IGC = Intergroup Contact; IGA = Intergroup Anxiety; SCA = Sociocultural Adaptation.
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Table 7

Direct, indirect, and total effects.
Type of effect Path B SE 95 % CI p Z P

Lower Upper
Indirect ICS = IGA = SCA 0.09 0.03 0.02 0.16 0.06 2.66 .008
Component ICS = IGA —0.32 0.03 -0.38 —0.26 —0.44 -10.41 <.001
IGA = SCA —0.28 0.10 —0.47 —0.08 —-0.14 —-2.79 .005

Direct ICS = SCA 0.45 0.07 0.31 0.60 0.30 5.99 <.001
Total ICS = SCA 0.54 0.07 0.39 0.66 0.36 7.82 <.001

Note. ICS = Intercultural Sensitivity; IGA = Intergroup Anxiety; SCA = Sociocultural Adaptation.

g., Berry & Grigoryev, 2022; Bethel et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2024,
Meleady et al., 2021; Meng et al., 2022; Sheng et al., 2022). This
outcome can be interpreted within the framework of intergroup contact
theory. According to intergroup contact theory, frequent and quality
intergroup interactions foster positive attitudes and behaviors toward
others (Allport, 1954). For international students, such interactions
provide a deeper understanding of the host culture's norms, values, and
practices, facilitating adaptation. Positive contact also promotes inter-
personal relationships, language proficiency, community engagement,
ecological adaptation, and academic performance, which are key as-
pects of sociocultural adjustment.

According to cultural learning theory, successful sociocultural
adaptation of individuals involves acquiring sociocultural knowledge
and developing cultural skills (Masgoret & Ward, 2006). The theory
suggests that international students must actively engage in social in-
teractions and learn the cultural values, rules, norms, and language of
the host country to adapt and thrive in the new social and cultural
environment. Therefore, the quantity and quality of intergroup contact
play a crucial role in facilitating cultural learning, which leads to suc-
cessful sociocultural adaptation. Positive social interaction with host
nationals allows international students to gain firsthand experience of
the host culture, understand social norms, and build meaningful re-
lationships, all of which are essential for successful adaptation
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Teng et al., 2024). Over time, positive
intergroup contact is believed to enhance individuals' knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behaviors, thereby facilitating their adaptation to the inter-
cultural context (Bagci et al., 2020; Berry & Grigoryev, 2022). Similarly,
Marinucci et al. (2021) assert that intimate intergroup contact fosters
trust, cooperation, and intergroup relations, which are critical compo-
nents of successful sociocultural adaptation.

5.2. The direct effect of intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural
adaptation

The present study also confirmed the expectation that intercultural
sensitivity positively predicted sociocultural adaptation. This means
that international students with high intercultural sensitivity achieve
better sociocultural adaptation in the host country. This finding is
consistent with previous studies that have reported a positive associa-
tion between intercultural sensitivity and sociocultural adaptation (e.g.,
Awang-Rozaimie et al., 2013; Hapsari & Hamamah, 2020). Based on the
theoretical conceptualization of intercultural sensitivity, it can be
argued that international students who are sensitive to cultural differ-
ences and exhibit positive emotional responses during intercultural in-
teractions are more likely to enjoy and appreciate these interactions and,
ultimately, achieve better sociocultural adaptation. According to Chen
and Starosta (1997), interculturally sensitive individuals are character-
ized by high self-esteem, open-mindedness, self-monitoring, involve-
ment, empathy, and non-judgment. Therefore, international students
who possess these five qualities are more likely to adapt successfully to
the sociocultural environment.

Students with higher levels of intercultural sensitivity are also better
equipped to navigate the challenges of living in a culturally diverse
environment. For instance, an international student with high self-

esteem is likely to maintain a positive outlook, facilitating smoother
intercultural interactions and socialization with host nationals
(Quinton, 2020). Similarly, students need the ability to self-monitor
their intercultural interactions, allowing them to regulate their behav-
iors when facing intercultural difficulties or constraints and apply
appropriate behavioral skills to address such challenges (Chen & Star-
osta, 1997). International students with strong self-monitoring skills are
aware of the relevance of their social behaviors and self-presentation in
intercultural settings. Additionally, open-minded international students
are thought to be open to cultural diversity (Yakunina et al., 2012). They
are also willing and eager to present themselves authentically and to
recognize and accept the self-descriptions of others in a multicultural
environment (Chen & Starosta, 2000). Another key attribute of inter-
cultural sensitivity that is believed to facilitate adaptation is empathy.
When international students can put themselves in others' shoes and
experience situations from their perspective, they are more likely to
achieve better sociocultural adjustment (Zhang & Noels, 2024).

5.3. The indirect effect of intergroup contact on sociocultural adaptation
via intergroup anxiety

The mediation hypothesis that intergroup anxiety mediates the
relationship between positive intergroup contact and sociocultural
adaptation has been supported. The findings suggest that international
students who experience high levels of positive intergroup contact tend
to have lower intergroup anxiety, which, in turn, leads to better socio-
cultural adaptation. This implies that intercultural sensitivity can reduce
the fear and discomfort associated with cross-cultural interactions,
fostering more positive and effective engagement with the host culture
(Stephan & Stephan, 1985). The partial mediation result indicates that
positive intergroup contact exerts both direct and indirect effects on
sociocultural adaptation. The intergroup theory generally posits that
positive intergroup contact reduces negative experiences such as fear,
intergroup anxiety, perceived threat, intergroup hostility, and prejudice
(Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Several prior studies con-
ducted in the general population support the idea that intergroup anx-
iety is a critical mediating variable in the context of intergroup contact
(Marletta et al., 2017; Stephan, 2014).

Drawing from intergroup contact theory, it seems plausible that the
reduction of intergroup anxiety through positive intergroup contact can
enhance intercultural outcomes, such as intercultural adaptation, in the
international academic context. International students may have
frequent contact (quantity of intergroup contact) and a greater circle of
friendships (quality of intergroup contact) with domestic students due to
their equal status and shared academic responsibilities (e.g., group as-
signments). This can reduce feelings of intergroup anxiety and improve
intercultural adaptation. Ye et al. (2023) highlight that frequent inter-
group contact and sufficient cultural knowledge among students from
different ethnic groups can foster positive cognition and emotions to-
ward one another, thereby minimizing negative feelings and intergroup
anxiety. Intercultural contact between international and domestic stu-
dents can be challenging, anxiety-provoking, and stressful due to cul-
tural differences (Mostafaei & Nosrati, 2018; Quinton, 2020; Vaccarino
et al., 2021). Nonetheless, when international students learn to establish
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and maintain effective positive intercultural contact with domestic
students, they are more likely to manage these negative affective and
cognitive experiences, ultimately thriving in their sociocultural
adaptation.

5.4. The indirect effect of intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural
adaptation via intergroup anxiety

Finally, the sample of the present study provides evidence for the
second mediational hypothesis that intergroup anxiety significantly
mediates the relationship between intercultural sensitivity and socio-
cultural adaptation. The findings of the study highlight that interna-
tional students who demonstrate high intercultural sensitivity toward
local people, characterized by engagement in interactions, respect for
cultural differences, confidence in interactions, enjoyment of in-
teractions, and attentiveness, experience lower levels of intergroup
anxiety, which in turn leads to better sociocultural adaptation in the host
culture. High levels of intergroup anxiety can result in avoidance be-
haviors, such as withdrawing from social situations or limiting contact
with host nationals, which can impede the adaptation process (Stephan,
2014). Within the context of international students, such avoidance can
prevent them from gaining the necessary cultural knowledge and social
connections needed for successful adaptation. Intercultural sensitivity
plays a crucial role in mitigating this anxiety. It influences sociocultural
adaptation not only directly but also indirectly by reducing intergroup
anxiety.

According to Bennett (2004), intercultural sensitivity is conceptu-
alized as an array of cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills that are
vital for the success of intercultural or intergroup interaction. The
application of this set of skills in intercultural contexts can help inter-
national students develop better sociocultural adaptation by reducing
their negative emotional experiences of fear, threat, and anxiety that
may arise from intercultural contact. One reason for intergroup anxiety
is that individuals may be concerned about the potential negative psy-
chological consequences they might face during intercultural in-
teractions, such as embarrassment, confusion, fear, irritation,
frustration, rejection, or feelings of incompetence (Stephan, 2014). Such
experiences can interfere with the effectiveness of intercultural adap-
tation. Nevertheless, interculturally sensitive international students tend
to exhibit higher self-esteem in their intergroup interactions and are less
likely to be overly concerned about the perceived negative psychological
outcomes of these interactions. Instead, they apply their open-minded
and non-judgmental psychological attributes to view the challenges of
intergroup contact as opportunities to learn and develop intercultural
knowledge and skills, which helps them thrive in multicultural settings.
Likewise, when international students are more confident in their ability
to navigate cultural differences, they are less likely to experience the
anxiety that could otherwise hinder their adaptation (Masgoret & Ward,
2006).

Collectively, the findings of this study suggest that intergroup con-
tact and intercultural sensitivity significantly contribute to the socio-
cultural adaptation of international students, helping them reduce
feelings of fear, threat, and apprehension in the new academic and so-
ciocultural environment. The direct and indirect effects of intergroup
contact and intercultural sensitivity on adaptation, mediated by inter-
group anxiety, demonstrate that these factors not only directly facilitate
positive adaptation but also serve as crucial psychosocial resources for
coping with the intercultural challenges arising from intergroup in-
teractions. Therefore, this study advances our theoretical understanding
of the dynamics between these constructs and provides practical insights
for designing intervention programs and supporting international stu-
dents' adaptation to the host society. The following section elaborates on
both the theoretical contributions and the practical implications of these
findings.
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6. Theoretical and practical implications of the study
6.1. Theoretical contributions

While prior research on intergroup contact has largely concentrated
on ethnic and racial groups within a shared societal context, specific
populations such as international students have received comparatively
less scholarly attention. Bridging this gap, the present study offers a
theoretical contribution to the body of scientific knowledge by exam-
ining the critical roles of positive intergroup contact and intercultural
sensitivity in facilitating adaptation. It further elucidates the mecha-
nisms through which intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity
influence adaptation by exploring intergroup anxiety as a partial
mediator. The findings also support the basic theoretical assumptions of
several established theories. First, the study empirically affirms the core
proposition of intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), showing that
frequent and high-quality interactions between groups foster positive
intergroup outcomes and reduce negative intergroup experiences. Sec-
ond, the results align with culture learning theory (Ward et al., 2005),
which emphasizes that intercultural interactions between people of
different cultural backgrounds promote the acquisition of cultural
knowledge and the development of intercultural skills, both of which are
essential for successful adjustment. Third, the findings provide empirical
support for the AUM Theory (Gudykunst, 1995) that positive intergroup
contact and higher intercultural sensitivity reduce feelings of intergroup
anxiety. Finally, our study reinforces the stress and coping theory, which
posits that intercultural contact involves life changes that can be
stressful and anxiety-provoking, requiring individuals to have resources
to cope with these challenges (Ward et al., 2005). Thus, relationships
with host nationals and intercultural sensitivity, have been shown to be
effective resources for managing these challenges.

6.2. Practical implications

Practically, the findings can guide higher education institutions,
curriculum developers, university lecturers, and international students
in taking practical steps to promote intercultural sensitivity and foster
positive intergroup relations. Universities could organize various ac-
tivities, such as cultural exchange programs, sports events, campus
clubs, alumni groups, peer mentoring, tutoring initiatives, welcome
ceremonies for newcomers, language exchange sessions, developing
campus social networking platforms, student excursions, and potluck
events, which are essential for increasing intergroup contact and cul-
tural sensitivity during intercultural interactions, ultimately contrib-
uting to successful sociocultural adaptation by reducing anxiety in
intergroup or intercultural encounters (e.g., Beelmann & Lutterbach,
2020; Huang et al., 2024; Rodriguez-Izquierdo, 2022; Wong & Liu,
2024). These activities not only enhance the quantity and quality of
interactions between local and international students but also promote
the development of meaningful friendships, positive attitudes, and
improved language skills within the host society (Vaccarino et al.,
2021). Furthermore, these activities foster appreciation and acceptance
of cultural differences, enhancing students' intercultural communication
competence and integration.

An additional effective strategy for promoting intergroup contact
involves integrating international and local students in shared living
arrangements, such as mixed dormitory assignments. Such arrange-
ments encourage daily interactions and the formation of close friend-
ships, while segregated housing can hinder intergroup interaction,
language development, and overall intercultural adaptation. Participa-
tion in extracurricular activities with local peers, combined with tutor-
ing programs and mixed housing, has been shown to effectively enhance
intergroup contact and build friendships (Hendrickson, 2018). It has
also been suggested that the formation of clubs at the university fosters
interpersonal relationships and serves as a source of social support and
information for freshman international students (Yakunina et al., 2012),
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particularly when these clubs include both international and local stu-
dents. Additionally, educational interventions, such as group projects,
short training sessions, seminars, and workshops, along with host lan-
guage and culture courses, can further improve intercultural interaction
and competence. For example, Cruickshank et al. (2012) emphasize that
group work in both classroom settings and the broader university
environment significantly fosters intergroup interaction and learning.
By implementing these strategies, universities can foster positive inter-
group contact and intercultural sensitivity, alleviating negative experi-
ences such as intergroup anxiety during intercultural interactions and
ultimately facilitating the sociocultural adaptation of their students.

7. Conclusion, limitations and future directions

Given the increasing concerns regarding the intercultural adjustment
difficulties faced by international students, our study aimed to identify
and understand the potential factors that enhance their sociocultural
adaptation to the new social, cultural, and academic environments of the
host society. While our data are based on correlational evidence and do
not establish causality, they suggest that positive intergroup contact and
intercultural sensitivity are effective strategies for enhancing interna-
tional students' sociocultural adaptation by alleviating intergroup anx-
iety. The finding of the partial mediating role of intergroup anxiety
indicates that intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity influence
sociocultural adaptation both directly and indirectly. Therefore, these
psychosocial factors are essential components of the intercultural
adaptation process of international students, and university commu-
nities should consider them when developing strategies to support stu-
dents' adjustment.

Despite the theoretical and practical contributions of the study,
several limitations should be acknowledged for future research. First,
the study employed a cross-sectional design, where all variables were
assessed at a single point in time. Second, our study employed self-report
questionnaires as the means of data collection, and participants' social
desirability bias may have affected the accuracy of the results. Third,
while the predictive effects of intergroup contact and intercultural
sensitivity on sociocultural adaptation are supported by correlational
evidence, the study did not provide experimental evidence or establish a
cause-and-effect relationship between these variables. Fourth, although
international students can engage in various forms of social contact,
such as with host nationals, co-nationals, and other international stu-
dents, this study focused only on their intergroup contact with host
nationals. Lastly, notwithstanding the study's sample size was reason-
ably representative, it was confined to participants from one higher
education institution, which may restrict the applicability of the findings
to students at other institutions in the host country.

Considering the aforementioned limitations, the study recommends
the following directions for future research. (1) As intergroup contact,
intercultural sensitivity, intergroup anxiety, and sociocultural adapta-
tion may change over time, a longitudinal design could be adopted in
future studies to better capture trends and changes in these constructs
over time. (2) Future researchers are recommended to address the lim-
itation of self-report questionnaires by employing multiple data collec-
tion methods, such as interviews, participant observation, and focus
group discussions. (3) Experimental designs should be used in future
research to validate the correlational findings of the current study. (4)
Future research could benefit from examining all types of social contact
(e.g., contact with co-nationals and other international students) and
comparing their respective contributions to adaptation outcomes. (5)
Future studies are recommended to recruit participants from multiple
host institutions to enhance the generalizability of the findings.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Werede Tareke Gebregergis: Writing — review & editing, Writing —
original draft, Visualization, Validation, Methodology, Investigation,

10

Acta Psychologica 258 (2025) 105241

Formal analysis, Data curation, Conceptualization. Csilla Csukonyi:
Writing — review & editing, Visualization, Validation, Supervision,
Methodology.

Declaration of competing interest

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence
the work reported in this paper.

Acknowledgment
Not applicable.
Data availability

Data will be made available on request.

References

Aberson, C. L., & Haag, S. C. (2007). Contact, perspective taking, and anxiety as
predictors of stereotoype endorsement, explicit attitudes, and implicit attitudes.
Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 10, 179-201. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1368430207074726

Allport, G. W. (1954). The nature of prejudice: A comprehensive and penetrating study of the
origin and nature of prejudice. Doubleday.

Andrade, M. S. (2006). International students in English-speaking universities:
Adjustment factors. Journal of Research in International Education, 5(2), 131-154.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240906065589

Araujo, A. A.d. (2011). Adjustment issues of international students enrolled in American
colleges and universities: A review of the literature. Higher Education Studies, 1(1),
2-8. https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.vinlp2

Aresi, G., Sorgente, A., Moore, S. C., & Marta, E. (2021). Analysing change among study
abroad students. A novel application of the person-centred approach to alcohol use
patterns. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 82, 220-231. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.ijintrel.2021.04.006

Awang-Rozaimie, A. S., Alfred Tom, A., Johari, A., Siti-Huzaimah, S., & Adib, S. (2013).
Intercultural sensitivity and cross-cultural adjustment among Malaysian students
abroad. Journal of Educational and Social Research. https://doi.org/10.5901/
jesr.2013.v3n7p693

Ayoob, M., Wani, N., Ahmad, M., Jan, M., & Dar, B. (2015). Cultural intelligence as a
predictor of acculturative stress and psychological well-being among college
students. Journal of the Indian Academy of Applied Psychology, 41(1), 86-94.

Bagci, S. C., Turnuklu, A., & Tercan, M. (2020). Positive intergroup contact decreases the
likelihood that prejudicial attitudes become avoidant behavioral tendencies.
European Journal of Social Psychology, 50(3), 597-613. https://doi.org/10.1002/
€jsp.2646

Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. (1986). The moderator-mediator variable distinction in social
psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 51(6), 1173-1182. https://doi.org/10.1037/
0022-3514.51.6.1173

Beelmann, A., & Lutterbach, S. (2020). Preventing prejudice and promoting intergroup
relations. In L. T. Benuto, M. P. Duckworth, A. Masuda, & W. O’Donohue (Eds.),
Prejudice, stigma, privilege, and oppression: A behavioral health handbook (pp.
309-326). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-
35517-3_16.

Bennett, M. (2004). Becoming interculturally competent. In J. Wurzel (Ed.), Toward
multiculturalism: A reader in multicultural education (pp. 62-78). Intercultural
Resource.

Berry, J. W., & Grigoryev, D. (2022). An Adaptationist framework to examine intergroup
contact. Psychology in Russia: State of the Art, 15(4).

Bethel, A., Ward, C., & Fetvadjiev, V. H. (2020). Cross-cultural transition and
psychological adaptation of international students: The mediating role of host
national connectedness. Frontiers in Education, 5. https://doi.org/10.3389/
feduc.2020.539950

Bierwiaczonek, K., & Waldzus, S. (2016). Socio-cultural factors as antecedents of cross-
cultural adaptation in expatriates, international students, and migrants: A review. 47
(6), 767-817. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022116644526

Britt, T. W., Boniecki, K. A., Vescio, T. K., Biernat, M., & Brown, L. M. (1996). Intergroup
anxiety: A person x situation approach. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 22,
1177-1188.

Brown, L. (2007). A consideration of the challenges involved in supervising international
students. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 31(3), 239-248. https://doi.org/
10.1080/03098770701424967

Butz, D., & Plant, A. (2007). Perceiving outgroup members as unresponsive: Implications
for approach-related emotions, intentions, and behavior. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 91(6), 1066-1079. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.91.6.1066

Cao, C., & Meng, Q. (2020). Chinese university students’ mediated contact and global
competence: Moderation of direct contact and mediation of intergroup anxiety.


https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430207074726
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430207074726
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0010
https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240906065589
https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v1n1p2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2021.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2021.04.006
https://doi.org/10.5901/jesr.2013.v3n7p693
https://doi.org/10.5901/jesr.2013.v3n7p693
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0035
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2646
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2646
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35517-3_16
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35517-3_16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0060
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.539950
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.539950
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022116644526
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0075
https://doi.org/10.1080/03098770701424967
https://doi.org/10.1080/03098770701424967
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.91.6.1066

W.T. Gebregergis and C. Csukonyi

International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 77, 58-68. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
ijintrel.2020.03.002

Chen, G.-M., & Starosta, W. J. (1997). A review of the concept of intercultural sensitivity.
Human Communication, 1, 1-16.

Chen, G.-M., & Starosta, W. J. (2000). The development and validation of the
intercultural sensitivity scale. Human Communication, 3(1), 1-15.

Cruickshank, K., Chen, H., & Warren, S. (2012). Increasing international and domestic
student interaction through group work: A case study from the humanities. Higher
Education Research and Development, 31(6), 797-810. https://doi.org/10.1080/
07294360.2012.669748

Edelsbrunner, P. A., Simonsmeier, B. A., & Schneider, M. (2025). The cronbach’s alpha of
domain-specific knowledge tests before and after learning: A meta-analysis of
published studies. Educational Psychology Review, 37(1), 4. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10648-024-09982-y

Elijah, T. M., Chen, M., Ntim, S. Y., Shen, T., Asanga, A. A., Aboagye, M. O., &
Gabrah, A. Y. B. (2024). International students’ intercultural sensitivity and
academic adaptation in Chinese universities: The mediating role of general health.
Psychology in the Schools, 61(10), 4005-4025. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.23268

Field, A. (2009). Discovering statistics using SPSS (3rd). SAGE.

Figueroa, M., & Hofhuis, J. (2024). Are some individuals more susceptible to
intercultural education than others? Multicultural personality predicts the effects of
an intercultural training on cultural intelligence. International Journal of Intercultural
Relations, 98, Article 101927. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2023.101927

Gao, X., Takai, J., & Hu, X. (2024). Intergroup contact in Japan: An exploration of direct,
E-contact, and mass-mediated modalities among Japanese and international
students. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 98, Article 101920. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2023.101920

George, D., & Mallery, P. (2003). SPSS for Windows step by step: A simple guide and
reference (11.0 update (4‘]‘ ed.)). Allyn & Bacon.

Gravetter, F., & Wallnau, L. (2014). Essentials of statistics for the behavioral sciences (8th
ed.) Wadsworth.

Gudykunst, W. B. (1995). Anxiety/uncertainty management (AUM) theory: Current
status. In R. Wiseman (Ed.), Intercultural communication theory (pp. 8-58). Sage.

Gudykunst, W. B., & Nishida, T. (2001). Anxiety, uncertainty, and perceived
effectiveness of communication across relationships and cultures. International
Journal of Intercultural Relations, 25(1), 55-71. https://doi.org/10.1016/50147-1767
(00)00042-0

Gutema, D. M., Pant, S., & Nikou, S. (2024). Exploring key themes and trends in
international student mobility research —A systematic literature review. Journal of
Applied Research in Higher Education, 16(3), 843-861. https://doi.org/10.1108/
JARHE-05-2023-0195

Hair, J. F., Hult, G. T. M., Ringle, C. M., & Sarstedt, M. (2022). A primer on partial least
squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) (3rd ed.). SAGE.

Hapsari, Y., & Hamamah, H. (2020). Investigating socio-cultural adaptation of
international students in Indonesian higher education. Proceedings of the brawijaya
international conference on multidisciplinary sciences and technology, Indonesia.

Hendrickson, B. (2018). Intercultural connectors: Explaining the influence of extra-
curricular activities and tutor programs on international student friendship network
development. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 63, 1-16. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2017.11.002

Hishida, K., Yanase, M., & Sakagami, Y. (2024). Why do students who have mental health
issues decide to study abroad? Qualitative research on mental health issues as a push
factor for international students in Japan. International Journal of Intercultural
Relations, 103, Article 102069. https://doi.org/10.1016/].ijintrel.2024.102069

Huang, P.-E. J., Wang, K. T., & Kang, M. S. (2024). Adjustment and campus friendliness
for international students studying in the United States. International Journal of
Intercultural Relations, 102, Article 102044. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijintrel.2024.102044

Igartua, J.-J., & Hayes, A. F. (2021). Mediation, moderation, and conditional process
analysis: Concepts, computations, and some common confusions. The Spanish Journal
of Psychology, 24(e49). https://doi.org/10.1017/SJP.2021.46. Article e49.

Islam, M. R., & Hewstone, M. (1993). Dimensions of contact as predictors of intergroup
anxiety, perceived out-group variability, and out-group attitude: An integrative
model. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 19, 700-710.

Kagnicy, D. Y. (2012). The role of multicultural personality in predicting university
adjustment of international students in Turkey. International Journal for the
Advancement of Counselling, 34(2), 174-184. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-012-
9149-5

Ke, H., Junfeng, D., & Xiaojing, L. (2022). International students’ university choice to
study abroad in higher education and influencing factors analysis [original
research]. Frontiers in Psychology, 13. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1036569

Khuhlaev, O., Novikova, I., & Chernaya, A. (2022). Interpersonal mindfulness, intergroup
anxiety, and intercultural communication effectiveness among international
students studying in Russia. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, Article 841361. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.841361

Kim, J. (2019). International students’ intercultural sensitivity in their academic
socialisation to a non-English-speaking higher education: A Korean case study.
Journal of Further and Higher Education. https://doi.org/10.1080/
0309877X.2019.1627298

Liu, Y., Chen, X., Li, S., Yu, B., Wang, Y., & Yan, H. (2016). Path analysis of acculturative
stress components and their relationship with depression among international
students in China. Stress and Health, 32(5), 524-532. https://doi.org/10.1002/
smi.2658

Lulan, W., Muthukrishnan, P., & Mary, 1. (2020). Life satisfaction of international
students: Intercultural sensitivity and knowledge sharing attitude as determinants.
Universal Journal of Educational Research, 8(6), 2509-2519.

11

Acta Psychologica 258 (2025) 105241

Mahmud, Z., Amat, S., Rahman, S., & Ishak, N. M. (2010). Challenges for international
students in Malaysia: Culture, climate and care. Procedia - Social and Behavioral
Sciences, 7(Supplement C), 289-293. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.10.040

Mak, A. S., Brown, P. M., & Wadey, D. (2014). Contact and attitudes toward international
students in Australia: Intergroup anxiety and intercultural communication emotions
as mediators. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 45(3), 491-504. https://doi.org/
10.1177/0022022113509883

Malay, E. D., Coelen, R. J., & Otten, S. (2024). The dynamics in the relationship between
perceived cultural distance, cultural intelligence and adjustment of international
students. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 102, Article 102016. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102016

Mao, Y. (2024). Academic adaptation of international students in the Chinese higher
education environment: A case study with mixed methods. International Journal of
Intercultural Relations, 103, Article 102082. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijintrel.2024.102082

Marinucci, M., Maunder, R., Sanchez, K., Thai, M., McKeown, S., Turner, R., &
Stevenson, C. (2021). Intimate intergroup contact across the lifespan. Journal of
Social Issues, 77(1), 64-85. https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12399

Marletta, G., Sarli, L., Caricati, L., & Mancini, T. (2017). Intergroup contact and team
functioning among nursing students: The mediation role of intergroup anxiety. Acta
Biomed for Health Professions, 88(3), 37-42. https://doi.org/10.23750/abm.v88i3-
S.6612

Masgoret, A.-M., & Ward, C. (2006). Culture learning approach to acculturation. In The
Cambridge handbook of acculturation psychology (pp. 58-77). Cambridge University
Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09780511489891.008.

Meleady, R., Seger, C. R., & Vermue, M. (2021). Evidence of a dynamic association
between intergroup contact and intercultural competence. Group Processes &
Intergroup Relations, 24(8), 1427-1447. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1368430220940400

Meng, Q., Li, A., & Zhang, H. (2022). How can offline and online contact predict
intercultural communication effectiveness? Findings from domestic and
international students in China. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 89,
63-78. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2022.05.007

Mesidor, J. K., & Sly, K. F. (2016). Factors that contribute to the adjustment of
international students. Journal of International Students, 6(1), 262-282.

Mostafaei, M., & Nosrati, F. (2018). Research into EFL teachers’ intercultural
communicative competence and intercultural sensitivity. Journal of Intercultural
Communication Research, 47(2), 73-86. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17475759.2018.1424020

Ortiz, N. M. Z. (2020). The effects of cultural competence feedback on intercultural anxiety,
attitudes toward, and willingness to engage with international students. Victoria
University of Wellington.

Pallant, J. (2020). SPSS survival manual: A step by step guide to data analysis using IBM SPSS
(7th ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003117452

Pekerti, A. A., van de Vijver, F. J. R., Moeller, M., & Okimoto, T. G. (2020). Intercultural
contacts and acculturation resources among international students in Australia: A
mixed-methods study. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 75, 56-81.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2019.12.004

Pettigrew, T. F., Christ, O., Wagner, U., & Stellmacher, J. (2007). Direct and indirect
intergroup contact effects on prejudice: A normative interpretation. International
Journal of Intercultural Relations, 31(4), 411-425.

Pettigrew, T. F., & Tropp, L. R. (2006). A meta-analytic test of intergroup contact theory.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 90(5), 751-783. https://doi.org/
10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.751

Prasath, P. R., Xiong, Y., Zhang, Q., & Jeon, L. (2022). Psychological capital, well-being,
and distress of international students. International Journal for the Advancement of
Counselling, 44(3), 529-549. https://doi.org/10.1007/510447-022-09473-1

Quinton, W. J. (2020). So close and yet so far? Predictors of international students’
socialization with host nationals. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 74,
7-16. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2019.10.003

Reynolds, B. L., Ren, N,, Li, J. Z., & Fang, F. (2024). International students’ investment in
learning cantonese, English, Mandarin, and Portuguese in multilingual Macao.
Journal of Language, Identity & Education, 1-20. https://doi.org/10.1080/
15348458.2024.2406847

Rodriguez-Izquierdo, R. M. (2022). International experiences and the development of
intercultural sensitivity among university students. Educacion XX1, 25(1), 93-117.
https://doi.org/10.5944/educXX1.30143

Sam, D. L. (2024). 50+ years of psychological acculturation research: Progress and
challenges. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 103, Article 102076.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102076

Sam, D. L., & Berry, J. W. (2010). Acculturation: When individuals and groups of
different cultural backgrounds meet. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 5(4),
472-481. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610373075

Sandhu, D. S., & Asrabadi, B. R. (1994). Development of an acculturative stress scale for
international students: Preliminary findings. Psychological Reports, 75(1), 435-448.
https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.1994.75.1.435

Sari, A., & Yalginkaya-Alkar, O. (2022). Mediator role of intergroup anxiety in
relationship between the social contact, intercultural sensitivity and attitudes
towards Syrians among Turkish local society. International Migration. https://doi.
org/10.1111/imig.13097

Searle, W., & Ward, C. (1990). The prediction of psychological and sociocultural
adjustment during cross-cultural transitions. International Journal of Intercultural
Relations, 14(4), 449-464. https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(90)90030-Z

Sheng, L., Dai, J., & Lei, J. (2022). The impacts of academic adaptation on psychological
and sociocultural adaptation among international students in China: The moderating


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2020.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2020.03.002
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0100
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.669748
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2012.669748
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-024-09982-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-024-09982-y
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.23268
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0120
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2023.101927
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2023.101920
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2023.101920
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0135
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0140
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0145
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0147-1767(00)00042-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0147-1767(00)00042-0
https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-05-2023-0195
https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-05-2023-0195
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0160
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2017.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2017.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102069
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102044
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102044
https://doi.org/10.1017/SJP.2021.46
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0185
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-012-9149-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-012-9149-5
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1036569
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.841361
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.841361
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2019.1627298
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2019.1627298
https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2658
https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2658
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0215
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.10.040
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022113509883
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022113509883
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102082
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102082
https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12399
https://doi.org/10.23750/abm.v88i3-S.6612
https://doi.org/10.23750/abm.v88i3-S.6612
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511489891.008
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220940400
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220940400
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2022.05.007
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0265
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0265
https://doi.org/10.1080/17475759.2018.1424020
https://doi.org/10.1080/17475759.2018.1424020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0275
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0275
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0275
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003117452
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2019.12.004
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0290
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0290
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0290
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.751
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.90.5.751
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-022-09473-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2019.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2024.2406847
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348458.2024.2406847
https://doi.org/10.5944/educXX1.30143
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102076
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691610373075
https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.1994.75.1.435
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.13097
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.13097
https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(90)90030-Z

W.T. Gebregergis and C. Csukonyi

role of friendship. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 89, 79-89. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2022.06.001

Shim, C., Zhang, Y. B., & Harwood, J. (2012). Direct and mediated intercultural contact:
Koreans’ attitudes toward U.S. Americans. Journal of International and Intercultural
Communication, 5(3), 169-188. https://doi.org/10.1080/17513057.2012.670715

Smith, R. A., & Khawaja, N. G. (2011). A review of the acculturation experiences of
international students. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 35(6), 699-713.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2011.08.004

Stephan, W. G. (2014). Intergroup anxiety: Theory, research, and practice. Personality
and Social Psychology Review, 1-17. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868314530518

Stephan, W. G., & Stephan, C. W. (1985). Intergroup anxiety. Journal of Social Issues, 41,
157-175.

Takyi Mensah, E., Chen, M., Ntim, S. Y., Shen, T., Asanga, A. A., Aboagye, M. O., &
Gabrah, A. Y. B. (2024). International students’ intercultural sensitivity and
academic adaptation in chinese universities: The mediating role of general health.
Psychology in the Schools, 61(10), 4005-4025. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.23268

Tang, L., & Zhang, C. A. (2023). Global research on international students’ intercultural
adaptation in a foreign context: A visualized bibliometric analysis of the scientific
landscape. SAGE Open, 13(4), Article 21582440231218849. https://doi.org/
10.1177/21582440231218849

Teng, M. F., Reynolds, B., & Ha, X. (2024). Social participation and identity change
during study abroad: British sojourners in China. International Journal of Applied
Linguistics, 34(1), 30-45. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijal.12476

Terry, D. J., Pelly, R. N., Lalonde, R. N., & Smith, J. R. (2006). Predictors of cultural
adjustment: Intergroup status relations and boundary permeability. Group Processes
& Intergroup Relations, 9(2), 249-264.

Vaccarino, F., Feekery, A., & Matanimeke, V. (2021). Birds of a feather end up flocking
together when studying abroad. Can a university bridge the cultural differences that
challenge friendships between Pacific Island students and New Zealand students?
International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 81, 204-213. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.ijintrel.2021.01.012

Wang, W., & Zhou, M. (2016). Validation of the short form of the intercultural sensitivity
scale (ISS-15). International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 55, 1-7. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2016.08.002

Ward, C., Bochner, S., & Furnham, A. (2005). The psychology of culture shock. Routledge.

Ward, C., & Kennedy, A. (1994). Acculturation strategies, psychological adjustment, and
sociocultural competence during cross-cultural transitions. International Journal of

12

Acta Psychologica 258 (2025) 105241

Intercultural Relations, 18(3), 329-343. https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(94)
90036-1

Ward, C., & Rana-Deuba, A. (1999). Acculturation and adaptation revisited. Journal of
Cross-Cultural Psychology, 30(4), 422-442. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0022022199030004003

Wilson, J. K. (2013). Exploring the past, present, and future of cultural competency research:
The revision and expansion of the sociocultural adaptation construct (unpublished
doctoral dissertation). Wellington, New Zealand: Victoria University of Wellingon.

Wilson, J. K., Ward, C., & Fischer, R. (2013). Beyond culture learning theory: What can
personality tell us about cultural competence? Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology,
44(6), 900-927. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022113492889

Wong, M. L. L., & Liu, S. (2024). The role of online social networking sites in facilitating
friendships and adaptation among international students in Malaysia. International
Journal of Intercultural Relations, 99, Article 101942. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijintrel.2024.101942

Yakunina, E. S., Weigold, I. K., Weigold, A., Hercegovac, S., & Elsayed, N. (2012). The
multicultural personality: Does it predict international students’ openness to
diversity and adjustment? International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 36(4),
533-540. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2011.12.008

Ye, J.-H., Zhang, M., Yang, X., & Wang, M. (2023). The relation between intergroup
contact and subjective well-being among college students at Minzu universities: The
moderating role of social support. International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health, 20, 1-13. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043408

Yusoff, Y. M. (2011). Self-efficacy, perceived social support, and psychological
adjustment in international undergraduate students in a public higher education
institution in Malaysia. Journal of Studies in International Education, 16(4), 353-371.
https://doi.org/10.1177,/1028315311408914

Zhang, J., & Goodson, P. (2011). Predictors of international students’ psychosocial
adjustment to life in the United States: A systematic review. International Journal of
Intercultural Relations, 35(2), 139-162. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijintrel.2010.11.011

Zhang, Y. S. D., & Noels, K. A. (2024). Understanding the interrelations between cultural
empathy, intercultural communication competence, and the psychosocial
adjustment of international students in Canada: A longitudinal examination.
International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 102, Article 102023. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102023


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2022.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2022.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/17513057.2012.670715
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2011.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868314530518
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0365
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0365
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.23268
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440231218849
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440231218849
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijal.12476
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0385
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2021.01.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2021.01.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2016.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2016.08.002
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0400
https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(94)90036-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/0147-1767(94)90036-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022199030004003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022199030004003
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0415
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0415
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0001-6918(25)00554-2/rf0415
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022113492889
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.101942
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.101942
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2011.12.008
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20043408
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315311408914
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2010.11.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2010.11.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2024.102023

	Examining how positive intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity facilitate sociocultural adaptation of internationa ...
	1 Introduction
	2 Literature review
	2.1 Positive intergroup contact and sociocultural adaptation
	2.2 Intercultural sensitivity and sociocultural adaptation
	2.3 Intergroup contact, intergroup anxiety, and sociocultural adaptation
	2.4 Intercultural sensitivity, intergroup anxiety, and sociocultural adaptation

	3 Methods
	3.1 Participants
	3.2 Measures
	3.2.1 Sociodemographic variables
	3.2.2 Sociocultural adaptation
	3.2.3 Intergroup contact
	3.2.4 Intercultural sensitivity
	3.2.5 Intergroup anxiety

	3.3 Data collection procedure
	3.4 Data analyses

	4 Results
	4.1 Descriptive statistics of the study
	4.2 Bivariate relationships between the study variables
	4.3 Hierarchical multiple regression analyses
	4.3.1 The effects of intergroup contact and intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural adaptation
	4.3.2 The prediction effect of intergroup anxiety on sociocultural adaptation

	4.4 Mediation analyses
	4.4.1 The mediated effect of intergroup contact on sociocultural adaptation through intergroup anxiety
	4.4.2 The mediated effect of intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural adaptation via intergroup anxiety


	5 Discussion
	5.1 The direct effect of positive intergroup contact on sociocultural adaptation
	5.2 The direct effect of intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural adaptation
	5.3 The indirect effect of intergroup contact on sociocultural adaptation via intergroup anxiety
	5.4 The indirect effect of intercultural sensitivity on sociocultural adaptation via intergroup anxiety

	6 Theoretical and practical implications of the study
	6.1 Theoretical contributions
	6.2 Practical implications

	7 Conclusion, limitations and future directions
	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	Declaration of competing interest
	Acknowledgment
	Data availability
	References


