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ABSTRACT

As studying in America becomes a popular choice for Chinese students, their psychological health should not
be ignored. The variables related to the possibility of Chinese international students having depression are
analyzed in this article. Four main elements are acculturative stress, maladaptive perfectionism, length of stay
in America and perceived social support and they influence the likelihood of having depression both
negatively and positively. Acculturative stress and maladaptive perfectionism will make Chinese international
students more likely to have depression and perceived social support can buffer these negative effects. The
definite result and more evidence for the influence of the length of time in America are still in need now. By
researching Chinese international students, universities can realize the significance of their mental health and
create precautionary measures to protect their psychological well-being.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In 2015, a Yale student called Wang was reported to
commit suicide in California and she was only 20. In 2017,
Tian, a 21 year-old Chinese international student from
Cornell University, was found dead in her apartment and
the death seemed to be suicide. She is a talented and
excellent student in an elite university. Tang, a Chinese
graduate student in University of Utah was reported to

have committed suicide at the Golden Gate Bridge in 2017.

The reports for their suicide cases mentioned depression
for a few times. Even though it is unreasonable to say that
their tragedies are totally driven by depression, a negative
mental state was surely involved in their death.

In recent years, the number of international students is all-
time high in the United states. Among these students,
China "remained the largest source...in the United States in
2018/19 with 369,548 students”[1]. As an increasing
number of international students choose to study abroad, it
seems that many of them have been encumbered with
mental diseases, such as depression. Depression, whose
formal name is major depressive disorder, has severe
symptoms to influence patients negatively. Patients may
have a persistently depressed mood or loss of interest in
activities. They may also have negative changes in sleep,
appetite and so on[2]. The excitement decreases gradually
for many international students when they begin to adapt
to their new environments. Also, they may face language
and knowledge limits in their studies. Multiple elements
make them less resistant to depression. Various elements
which directly or indirectly increase the possibility of

having depression among international students have been
enumerated. There are four elements---acculturative stress,
maladptive perfectionism, length of stay and perceived
social support---had been analyzed most frequently. The
main elements and how each of them affects the mental
state of Chinese international students will be studied and
examined in the following paper by literature analysis.
Also, the effective suggestions and strategies will be
discussed as well.

2. ACCULTURATIVE STRESS

Acculturative stress, which can be defined as a negative
health of people who are undergoing acculturation[3], or
the difficulties when adapting to the new cultural
environments. Depression and acculturative stress are
related positively among Asian international students in
the research[4]. For international students, acculturative
stress may come from various aspects, such as the
diffidence of their spoken English, events about their
future, loneliness and isolation.

Acculturate stress makes international students more
susceptible to depression. According to cultural
background, it is common for Chinese students to use
inner self-control abilities to solve the external problems
they encounter[4]. Because their culture encourages them
to restrain their emotions and value the difficulties[5], they
are more likely to use self-control as strategies to solve the
problems. They believe that real-life problems can be
solved by their inner power, such as a strong-willed
mind[4]. For instance, when an international students are
treated unfairly in America, they tend to avoid direct
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confrontation with others and use emotional self-control
abilities to appease their emotional disturbance. They are
more likely to attribute unfairness to their own deficiencies
and decide to behave better to prevent the unfairness from
happening again. However, this problem which may be
unrelated to themselves can hardly be solved in this way.
The reason behind is that some external factors may also
influence the situation, such as unfriendliness from others.
After always living with catiousness and restraint, they
may realize that behaving better cannot solve the problem.
These students may feel helpless, anxious and even depair.
Even worse, self-regulation and emotional suppression
may cause depressive problems more severe. According to
a study, in America, Asian international students had
greater acculturative stress than European international
students and the reason may be the similarity of cultural
values between America and Europe[6]. The different
cultural norms can be an important indication of different
levels of acculturative stress among all international
students.

3. MALADAPTIVE PERFECTIONISM
AND ACCULTURATIVE STRESS

Maladaptive perfectionism is another factor that affects the
likelihood of Chinese international students having
depression. Perfectionism is defined as designing barely
acceceble goals and have excessively high expectations
and strict evaluations of performance[7]. Also, individuals
with maladaptive perfectionism incline to consider their
disadvantages, such as faults, failures or possible critism
from the outside[8]. Students with maladaptive
perfectionism incline to concentrate more on their negative
parts of their performance and are more vulnerable to
depression[4]. Many Chinese international students may
have outstanding academic behaviors in their country and
they have high academic expectations when they attend
university in America. When they fail to achieve their
expected goal, they may not be immune to depression[4].
Also, many other studies support this claim. Maladaptive
Perfectionism and acculturative stress and depression can
be proved to have a three-way interaction[4]. Maladaptive
perfectionism  tightens the relationship  between
acculturative stress and depression, making Chinese
international students more susceptible to depression[4].
Another study revealed that maladaptive perfectionism has
a positive association with depression and a negative
association with life satisfaction[9]. Similar results
appeared in the study about the relationship between
maladaptive perfectionism and depression among students
from Taiwan, China[4]. A novel way of explanation can be
utilized to prove the connection between maladaptive
perfectionism and depression. In the study about the Big
Five model of personality, maladaptive perfectionism was
negatively related to extraversion[10]. Because the Eastern
culture is relatively introverted[5], maladaptive
perfectionism among some Chinese international students
may exacerbate the acculturative stress. Stimulated by
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acculturative  stress, students with  maladaptive
perfectionism are more likely to have depression.

4. LENGTH OF TIME

In addition, length of time in America is an element that
predicts the possibility of depression among Chinese
international students. The Length of time staying in
America can affect the possibility of having depression,
but maladaptive perfectionism and acculturative stress also
involve the result. For those students who have stayed in a
short period of time, the connection between maladaptive
perfectionism and acculturative stress is not obvious[4].
However, among students who have stayed in America for
a longer period of time, the interaction is more clear and
those students with high maladaptive perfectionism are
more likely to have a tighter connection between
acculturative stress and depression[4]. In the research from
Wei et al. (2007), for the short period of time, both
students with high and low maladaptive perfectionism
have relatively higher acculturative stress. The supposition
is low maladaptive perfectionism may be a buffer and they
need time to adjust themselves and adapt to the new
environment[4]. The positive relationship between
acculturative stress and length of residence among
international students is also revealed by the study from
Wang and Mallinckrodt (2006). From the study, students
who have stayed in America for a longer time are easier to
cope with acculturative stress and they have less
adjustment difficulties[11]. A previous research from
Lysgaard has different views about the relationship
between depression and depression levels. Lysgaard
reckoned that the relationship is changing as time goes on
and utilized a U-shape to describe it. At first, the
international students feel fresh and excited about the new
world, but the satisfaction is decreasing as they lack close
contacts with others. Then after tackling loneliness in this
stage, they may become extroverted again. The U-shape
hypothesis has been tested and approved by another
literature and showed that international students who
stayed in a foreign country for within a year are less
depressed than native students[12]. And international
students who have stayed for more than 4 years have less
pressure than those who have been to America for 2 to 4
years[12]. However, the lack of the general acknowledged
and strong evidence for the U-shape hypothesis still exists.
The details about the length of stages of the U-shape
hypothesis are not clear now. And how each stage
influences international students' mental state can be
expected in the future. Consequently, it is hard to indicate
the clear and direct connection between Chinese
international students’ depression levels and their length of
residence in America from the U-shape hypothesis. The
process of adapting to the new environment is complex
and changeable. Each student’s situation varies greatly and
U-shaped seems fails to indicate a general conslusions for
Chinese international students. However, it can still
provides a hint for those students. The reason why Chinese
international students feel depressive in a short period of
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time (within 1 year) may be the lack of enough time to
adapt to the environment. Or it is a warning that they need
extra support from counsellors, psychologists or
psychiatrists. If a Chinese international student cannot
have a better state of mind, maybe other solutions, such as
applying for a gap year, should be thought about.

5. PERCEIVED SOCIAL SUPPORT

Social support may alleviate the stress that international
students receive. Social support is resources that are

achievable and can be definitely received by individuals[6].

Students with more social support are more likely to
“experience higher adjustment levels and lower levels of
depression and acculturative stress” and the support may
be a buffer to assist students with grappling with
challenges[12].

There are two models to address the relationship between
perceived social support and depression. The main effect
hypothesis model suggests that with more social support,
students have higher life satisfaction and lower possibility
of having depression[6]. Also, another study shows that
social support networks are significant for Chinese
international students[13]. After entering the university,
international students have less connection with their
families, friends and people they are familiar with and they
have limited external resources[6]. According to the study,
the external social support can decrease their likelihood of
having depression. However, in another study from Chen,
Mallicnkrodt and Mobley revealed an opposite result,
demonstrating among general international students, the
effects of social support for their mental health are not
obvious to draw a conclusion[14]. Another model for
perceived social support is a stress buffering hypothesis
and it demonstrates that under high pressure, social
support can mitigate the stress related to depression[6].
Similar result can be observed in another study and
international students with more perceived social support
are less likely to have high acculturative stress[15],
causing students more invulnerable to depression. Also, in
this article, the author explored the online social support
and found that it can enlarge students’ social networks and
further decrease their pressure[16]. The result of the
research from Zhang and Goodson also confirms the
positive effects of social interaction with Americans for
depression among Chinese international students[17],
because the social support mediates the host culture.

One difficulty for Chinese international students in the real
life is that they are less likely to seek social support to
solve their problems on their own initiatives. As being
indicated previously, they incline to utilize internization
which is not useful actually to solve the problems[18].
Even though these students may not appeal for help, the
research indicated that Chinese international students will
value and accept the social support from their professors
and peers in US[19].
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6. SUGGESTION

According to the study results, universities should pay
more attention to international students who need support
since they study abroad in a new place. With respect to
racial divergence, the students’ refusal to seek help is
related to the public’s understanding of psychological
states in their home countries[20]. In China, people always
tend to express depression in a negative way and a public
stigma is closely connected with mental illness like
depression[21]. Chinese people tend to feel ashamed of
having depression and refuse to see psychiatrists or
psychologists. To enhance international students’
willingness to seek help for depression, biological
education can be indisputable[22]. The educational
speeches available are necessary for international students
to learn more about depression. Also, Chinese
international students can understand more about
depression by informational brochures about depression
from colleges. Patience is the key variable targeting the
problem of depression caused by acculturative stress or
maladaptive perfectionism[23]. With more patience,
Chinese international students will be less likely to blame
themselves for the failures. The multicultural outreach
projects can be offered to Chinese international students.
This kind of intervention can focus on guiding students not
to attribute the failures to themselves[23]. The projects can
also help them to learn more about new places and adapt to
the new environment. By having contacts with university
institutions, students can receive personalized services
aiming at their demand. Counseling services for students
are indispensable for Chinese international students.
Universities should inform students about available
resources and make them familiarize with the support they
can receive on campus[24]. When these students enter the
college, the orientation should introduce freshmen with
these resources related to their psychological health, such
as the address of the counselling center. What is more, the
significance of social networks with local people should be
considered. Some workshops about American culture can
be upheld to attract more international students to
participate and interact with native students[24]. The host
family programs can prepare international students for a
new culture[24]. These activities can provide opportunities
for Chinese international students to enlarge their social
networks and create relationships with local students.
After mastering more about depression among Chinese
international students, universities can have a hint of their
common troubles like acculturative stress or perfectionism.
It seems that what universities have done for their
psychological health is not enough now. When they may
face more difficulties than local students, their reliable
support resources, such as families or friends in China, are
distant. They have to make new connections with local
people to require social support. In the process of
transition, the role of universities is important and
influential. In the future, universities should consider more
about their role as guiders.
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7. CONCLUSION

Various elements are responsible for the higher possibility

of having depression among Chinese international students.

Acculturative stress from many aspects makes these
students’ life harder. Their cultural norms make them more
likely to use self-control abilities to deal with problems.
Maladaptive perfectionism is also associated with
depression among Chinese international students.
Maladaptive perfectionism also involves in a three-way
connection with depression and acculturative stress.
Perceived social support can be a buffer to decrease the
depression levels of Chinese international students.

The likelihood of having depression is also related to
personalities, self-regulation abilities and so on.
Admittedly, studying abroad have various advantanges,
such as higher self-supporting abilities and English
proficiency. However, shortcomings should be considered
as well. Before making decisions, a student should concern
for the family’s economic situation and the costs and
benefits of studying abroad and personalities. Students
should also choose appropriate time to study abroad. For
international students in America now, paying more
attention to their psychological health is necessary. They
are encouraged to seek support from outside as soon as
possible if they need help.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to
writing professors in my university, who have
provided me with valuable guidance. Besides, I
would like to appreciate all my friends for their
encouragement and support. It is their conducive
instruction and endless kindness that stimulated
me to complete my thesis. Especially, I should
thank my friend, Yu, who provided me with the
inspiration of this topic.

REFERENCES

[1] The Power of International Education. (2019, Nove
mber 18). Number of International Students in the Unite
d States Hits All-Time High. Retrieved June 19, 2020, f
rom https://www.iie.org/Why-IIE/Announcements/2019
/11/Nu mber-of-International-Students-in-the-United-St
ates-Hits-A 11-Time-High

[2] World Health Organization. (2020, June 19). Depres
sion: Definition. Retrieved June 19, 2020, from https://
www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/noncommunicab le-
diseases/mental-health/news/news/2012/10/depression-i
n -europe/depression-definition

Advancesin Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, Volume 496

[3] Berry, J., Kim, U., Minde, T., & Mok, D. (1987,
September 1). Comparative Studies of Acculturative
Stress - J.W. Berry, Uichol Kim, Thomas Minde, Doris
Mok, 1987. Retrieved June 08, 2020, from
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/01979183
8702100303

[4] Wei, M., Heppner, P. P., Mallen, M. J., Ku, T.-Y.,
Liao, K. Y.-H., & Wu, T.-F. (2007). Acculturative
stress, perfectionism, years in the United States, and
depression among Chinese international students.
Journal of Counseling Psychology, 54 (4), 385-394.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.54.4.385

[5] Liu, M. (2009, March 19). Addressing the Mental
Health Problems of Chinese International College
Students in the United States. Retrieved June 08, 2020,
from
https://journals.iupui.edu/index.php/advancesinsocialwo
rk/a rticle/view/164

[6] Zhang, Y. (2012). An Examination of Acculturative
Stress, Perceived Social Support and Depression
Among Chinese International Students. Retrieved June
19, 2020, from https://surface.syr.edu/cfs_thesis/3/

[7] Hewitt, P. L., Newton, J., Flett, G. L., & Callander,
L. (1997). Perfectionism and suicide ideation in
adolescent psychiatric patients. Journal of Abnormal
Child Psychology, 25(2), 95-107.

[8] Kiamanesh, P., Dieserud, G., Dyregrov, K., &
Haavind, H. (2015). Maladaptive Perfectionism:
Understanding the Psychological Vulnerability to
Suicide in Terms of Developmental History. OMEGA -
Journal of Death and Dying, 71(2), 126-145.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0030222815570592

[9] Gnilka, P. B, Ashby, J. S., & Noble, C. M. (2013).
Adaptive and maladaptive perfectionism as mediators
of adult attachment styles and depression, hopelessness,
and life satisfaction. Journal of Counseling and
Development, 91 (1), 78+.

[10] Ulu, I. P., & Tezer, E. (2010). Adaptive and malad
aptive perfectionism, adult attachment, and big five pers
onality traits. The Journal of psychology, 144 (4), 327-
340. https://doi.org/10.1080/00223981003784032

[11] Wang, C.-C. D., & Mallinckrodt, B. (20006).
Acculturation, attachment, and psychosocial adjustment
of Chinese/Taiwanese international students. Journal of
Counseling Psychology, 53(4), 422-433.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.53.4.422

36



ATLANTIS

PRESS

[12] Stimer, S., Poyrazli, S., & Grahame, K. (2011).
Predictors of depression and anxiety among
international students. Journal of Counseling &
Development, 86 4), 429-437.
https://doi.org/10.1002/1.1556-6678.2008.tb00531.x

[13] Yeh, Christine J.,, & Mayuko Inose. 2010.
{ International Students’ Reported English Fluency,
Social Support Satisfaction, and Social Connectedness
as Predictors of Acculturative Stress) . Counselling
Psychology Quarterly.

[14] Chen, H.-J., Mallinckrodt, B., & Mobley, M.
(2002). Attachment Patterns of East Asian International
Students and Sources of Perceived Social Support as
Moderators of the Impact of U.S.Racism and Cultural
Distress. Asian Journal of Counselling, 9 (1-2), 27-48.

[15] Poyrazli, Senel, Philip R. Kavanaugh, Adria Baker
& Nada Al-Timimi. 2004. { Social Support and
Demographic Correlates of Acculturative Stress in
International Students » . Journal of College
Counseling 7(1):73-82.

[16] Ye, J. (2007). An examination of acculturative
stress, interpersonal social support, and use of online
ethnic social groups among Chinese international
students. Howard Journal of Communications, 17 (1),
1-20. https://doi.org/10.1080/10646170500487764

[17] Zhang, Jing, & Patricia Goodson. 2011.
{ Acculturation and Psychosocial Adjustment of
Chinese International Students: Examining Mediation
and Moderation Effects ) . International Journal of
Intercultural Relations 35(5):614-27.

[18] Mortenson, Steven T. 2006. {Cultural Differences
and Similarities in Seeking Social Support as a
Response to Academic Failure: A Comparison of
American and Chinese College Students The Research
Reported in This Study Was Funded in Part by a
General University Research Grant from the University
of Delaware) . Communication Education 55(2):127—
46.

[19] Bertram, David M., Mixalis Poulakis, Betsy Shaw
Elsasser & Ekta Kumar. 2014. {Social Support and
Acculturation in Chinese International
Students ¥ . Journal of Multicultural Counseling and
Development 42(2):107-24.

[20] Boyer, S. P., & Sedlacek, W. E. (1989).
Noncognitive predictors of counseling center use by

Advancesin Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, Volume 496

international students. Journal of Counseling &
Development, 67 7, 404-407.
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.1989.tb02101.x

[21] Lee, Edwin Ho-Ming, Christy Lai-Ming Hui,
Elaine Yee-Ning Ching, Jingxia Lin, Wing-Chung
Chang, Sherry Kit-Wa Chan & Eric Yu-Hai Chen. 2016.
{ Public Stigma in China Associated With
Schizophrenia, Depression, Attenuated Psychosis
Syndrome, and Psychosis-Like Experiences )
Psychiatric Services 67(7):766—70.

[22] Han, D. Y., Chen, S. H., Hwang, K. K., & Wei, H.
L. (2006). Effects of psychoeducation for depression on
help-seeking willingness: biological attribution versus
destigmatization. Psychiatry and clinical neurosciences,
60 (6), 662-668. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-
1819.2006.01580.x

[23] Rice, K. G., Choi, C.-C., Zhang, Y., Morero, Y. I,

& Anderson, D. (2012). Self-Critical Perfectionism, Ac
culturative Stress, and Depression Among International

Students. The Counseling Psychologist, 40(4), 575-600.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000011427061

[24] Hayes, R., & Lin, H. (2011, December 23). Comin
g to America: Developing Social Support Systems for |
nternational Students. Retrieved June 08, 2020, from htt
ps://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/j.2161-1
9 12.1994.tb00238.x

37



