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Abstract
The current study examined the impact of multicultural factors (ethnic identity, 
acculturation, perceived discrimination, and gender role attitudes) on the mental 
health of Chinese international students in the U.S. The study was guided by the 
Multicultural Assessment-Intervention Process (MAIP) model that focuses on mul-
ticultural issues imbedded in mental health service delivery and research. Using 
a convenience sample of 315 Chinese international students currently studying in 
the U.S., seven standard multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine 
the impact of multicultural factors on mental health (e.g., anxiety, depression, and 
stress symptoms). The results indicated that having higher ethnic identity commit-
ment, acculturation to either mainstream U.S. culture or Chinese culture, egalitarian 
gender role attitudes, and lower ethnic identity exploration, generally predicted bet-
ter mental health outcomes. Conversely, higher levels of perceived discrimination 
predicted poorer mental health outcomes for Chinese international students. Coun-
seling implications, limitations, and future research were discussed.
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International students are important parts of U.S. higher educational institutions. Chi-
nese international students are one of the biggest international student populations at 
U.S. universities. A total of 306,590 Chinese international students were enrolled in 
U.S. universities during the 2023-24 academic year (Institute of International Educa-
tion, 2025). International students from India surpassed Chinese international stu-
dents, during the 2023-24 academic year, to become the largest international student 
group in the U.S. (331,602; Institute of International Education, 2025). A gradual 
decline in enrollment for Chinese international students from mainland China started 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Institute of International Education, 2025). Travel 
restrictions due to the pandemic, and a hostile social and political climate in the U.S. 
against Chinese international students have contributed to the decline in enrollment 
(Houlette et al., 2025; Liu & Peng, 2024). It is worth noting that Chinese international 
students can have vastly different experiences compared to other minority groups 
in the U.S. (e.g., Asian Americans, Asian immigrants) as first-generation sojourners 
coming to the U.S. on student visas.

Over the past few decades (prior to the pandemic), the number of Chinese interna-
tional students in the U.S. has grown exponentially (Institute of International Educa-
tion, 2025). The economic reform in mainland China, the one child policy (which 
enabled families to concentrate scarce financial resources), increased financial capac-
ity for mainland Chinese families, highly competitive academic environment, and 
other factors have all contributed to the significant growth of Chinese international 
students in the U.S. who came from mainland China (Chao et al., 2017; Yan & Ber-
liner, 2011).

Chinese international students in the U.S. face a number of challenges and adjust-
ments as they navigate through their journey (Lai et al., 2023; Yuan, 2022). Being 
in a foreign country, adjusting to a new cultural and academic environment, being 
far away from home, facing discrimination, navigating through school work, as well 
as other obstacles can all have a detrimental impact on their mental health (Lai et 
al., 2023; Li et al., 2017; Wei et al., 2007; Yuan, 2022). Different studies (Han et 
al., 2013; Lian & Wallace, 2020) have found high prevalence rates of depression 
and anxiety among Chinese international students in the U.S. There is a strong need 
to further understand different factors that can impact the mental health of Chinese 
international students.

In recent years, one additional challenge faced by Chinese international students 
is the impact of worsening U.S.-China relations. For example, the ‘China Initiative’ 
was implemented in 2018 which targeted Chinese international students and schol-
ars of Chinese descent. One study (Houlette et al., 2025) found increased sense of 
discrimination and desire to leave the U.S. among graduate Chinese international 
students. During the pandemic, increased visa restrictions, travel restrictions (going 
into China), U.S.-China tension, and anti-Asian racism have decreased Chinese inter-
national students’ sense of mobility (i.e., being able to travel and immigrate freely). 
Challenges caused by U.S.-China relations are unique stressors faced by Chinese 
international students.

The present study utilized the Multicultural Assessment-Intervention Process 
(MAIP) model (Dana, 1993; Gamst et al., 2011) to examine existing literature on 
different multicultural factors impacting the mental health of Chinese international 
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students. Ethnic identity, acculturation, perceived discrimination, and gender role 
attitudes were multicultural factors examined in the present study. All of these multi-
cultural variables were identified by the MAIP model. Hence, the following literature 
review will briefly examine current mental health outcome research and four multi-
cultural domains (ethnic identity, acculturation, perceived discrimination, gender role 
attitudes) expected to impact Chinese international student mental health outcomes.

MAIP Model and Mental Health Outcomes

Historically, the field of psychology including counseling psychology was domi-
nated by Western-centric ideas (Ludden, 2019). However, the field of psychology has 
shifted towards the inclusion of multiculturalism over the past few decades. Chinese 
international students have very different cultural backgrounds. They grew up in a 
country with an ancient history and markedly different cultural traditions. Values 
stemming from Confucianism (e.g., filial piety, respect for elderly and authority) can 
be very important to people of Chinese heritage (Gui, 2019; Koo et al., 2020; Wang 
et al., 2024; Zhang & Liu, 2021). It is very important to consider multicultural factors 
when studying issues related to Chinese international students.

According to the World Health Organization (2024), mental health refers to a state 
of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, to realize 
their abilities, to learn well and work well, and to contribute to their communities. 
It has garnered more attention among the general public. Mental health issues are 
highly prevalent among college student populations. Beiter and colleagues (2015) 
found a prevalence rate of 15% for severe depression and 11% for severe anxiety 
for a college population in the U.S. The COVID-19 pandemic also had a negative 
impact on the mental health for college students (Copeland et al., 2021; Stamatis et 
al., 2022).

Chinese international students also have high rates of mental health issues. Sev-
eral studies (Han et al., 2013; Lian & Wallace, 2020) have found significantly high 
prevalence rates of both depression and anxiety symptoms among Chinese interna-
tional students in the U.S. The pandemic also had a negative impact on the mental 
health of Chinese international students. In addition to the common stressors faced 
by all students, Chinese international students in the U.S. needed to deal with rac-
ism, discrimination, safety concerns, and homesickness (Nam et al., 2021; Xu et al., 
2021). Instances of racism and discrimination were particularly rampant in the lives 
of Chinese international students during the pandemic (Gibson et al., 2023; Ji & 
Chen, 2022). The number of incidents of anti-Asian hate crime, published by the FBI, 
increased from 158 in 2019, to 279 in 2020, and 746 in 2021 (U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights., 2023). Other stressors faced by Chinese international students included 
staying up late for remote classes (if they returned to China for online classes), health 
concerns, social isolation, VISA issues, expensive flight tickets to go home, and aca-
demic stressors (Li et al., 2021). Chinese international students in both the U.S. and 
Australia were found to experience elevated levels of depression and anxiety symp-
toms during the pandemic (Ke et al., 2023; Li et al., 2021).
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A number of factors were found, in existing research, to be associated with mental 
health for Chinese international students. Perceived discrimination (Sun et al., 2021), 
perceived language discrimination (Wei et al., 2012a, 2015), acculturative issues (Liu 
et al., 2022; Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006; Wei et al., 2007, 2012a), adult attachment 
styles (Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006), ways of coping (Wei et al., 2012a), maladaptive 
perfectionism (Liu et al., 2022; Wei et al., 2007), expressed emotions (Lin & Dmi-
trieva, 2019), and social connections (Wei et al., 2015) can all have either positive 
(e.g., having more social connections) or negative (e.g., having higher levels of per-
ceived discrimination) impact on the mental health of Chinese international students 
in the U.S. Despite the challenges and elevated risk for mental health issues, Chinese 
international students often underutilize mental health services (Li et al., 2016). Eth-
nic identity, stigma, and social support can all impact the willingness of Chinese 
international students to seek mental health support and services (Li et al., 2016; Lian 
et al., 2020; Ma et al., 2021). Several culturally adapted treatment interventions (e.g., 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Dialectical Behavioral Therapy, Behavioral 
Activation) have been developed to better meet the mental health needs of Chinese 
international students (Chen et al., 2021; Cheng & Merrick, 2017; Xu et al., 2020).

The framework used to guide the current study was the Multicultural Assessment-
Intervention Process (MAIP) model (Dana, 1993; Gamst et al., 2011). The MAIP 
model is an organizing framework to guide multiculturalism in research, clinical and 
counseling practice, and mental health service delivery (Gamst et al., 2011). There 
are seven steps involved in the MAIP model: client intake assessment, client-provider 
match, multicultural status assessment, provider self-perceived cultural competence, 
provider multicultural training, culturally sensitive service delivery, and outcome 
assessments (Gamst et al., 2011). In the present study, the third step (multicultural 
status assessment) was used to guide the exploration of multicultural factors on the 
mental health of Chinese international students in the U.S. Specifically, we examined 
the impact of variables such as acculturation, ethnic identity, perceived discrimina-
tion, and gender role attitudes on mental health outcomes (anxiety and depression 
symptoms) that were identified in our literature review and also emphasized by the 
MAIP model. The next section will briefly review these outcome and predictor vari-
ables identified by the MAIP model.

Ethnic Identity and Mental Health Outcomes

Ethnic identity describes one’s identification and affiliation with their ethnic group 
and differs from racial identity which is formed in the face of racism and discrimi-
nation, and is a sociopolitical construct (Gamst et al., 2011; Helms, 2007). Ethnic 
identity holds similarly high importance compared to other forms of identities (e.g., 
religious identity, political identity) and can be highly salient for ethnic minority 
groups (Phinney & Alipuria, 1990). Ethnic identity depicts the human tendency to 
form groups based on their identification with the cultural and ethnic background of 
the groups (Phinney & Alipuria, 1990). Two important components of ethnic identity 
have been identified: commitment and exploration (Phinney & Ong, 2007). Com-
mitment refers to one’s devotion to their ethnic group and identity while exploration 
refers to seeking information and experiences related to one’s ethnic culture. A secure 
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and strong ethnic identity can only be developed when both commitment and explo-
ration are present (Phinney & Ong, 2007).

There has been limited research that explored the impact of ethnic identity on men-
tal health for Chinese international students. However, studies conducted on immi-
grants and Chinese Americans have also provided some information on the impact 
of ethnic identity for Chinese international students due to some overlaps of experi-
ences and identities. For immigrants, an individuals’ attitudes and characteristics as 
well as the environment can determine the importance and role of ethnic identity in 
their lives (Phinney et al., 2001). Individuals can choose to either assert pride in their 
ethnic identity or reject their ethnic background in response to hostilities from the 
environment. Maintaining a strong ethnic identity can lead to better psychological 
well-being for immigrants, particularly for adolescents (Fuligni et al., 2005; Kiang et 
al., 2006; Phinney et al., 2001).

Some studies on ethnic identity and mental health have been conducted on Chi-
nese Americans and other ethnic minorities in the U.S. Kiang and colleagues 2006) 
found stronger ethnic identity to be associated with higher levels of happiness in the 
face of daily stressors for Chinese American and Mexican American high school stu-
dents (most of whom came from immigrant families). Higher ethnic identity was also 
found to be associated with better academic achievements and more positive outlook 
on school for Chinese and Mexican American high school students (Fuligni et al., 
2005). Higher importance of ethnic identity was also found to predict lower levels of 
depression and anxiety symptoms for Chinese American high school students (Yip 
& Fuligni, 2002).

For Chinese American college students, having strong ethnic identity (e.g., assert-
ing pride in Chinese culture, being able to speak Chinese fluently) predicted better 
self-esteem (Tsai et al., 2001). Tummala-Narra and colleagues (2021) also found eth-
nic identity to be associated with both the psychological well-being and willingness 
to seek help for Chinese American college students. However, Ai and colleagues 
(2015) found Chinese Americans with higher ethnic identity were more likely to 
receive a diagnosis of MDD (Major Depressive Disorder), indicating ethnic identity 
as a risk factor for mental health. The negative impact of ethnic identity might be 
caused by internalized shame and embarrassment about one’s own ethnic minority 
culture. For Asian international students (including Chinese international students), 
higher ethnic identity was associated with higher levels of acculturative stress (Tian 
et al., 2019). However, Yasuda and Duan (2002) found ethnic identity to not be asso-
ciated with emotional well-being for Asian international students (including Chinese 
international students). For Chinese international students, higher ethnic identity has 
been found to predict lower willingness to seek out help for mental health (Chauv et 
al., 2022; Li et al., 2016). Overall, there appeared to be conflicting findings, among 
existing research, on the impact of ethnic identity on mental health for immigrants, 
Asian Americans, Asian international students, and Chinese international students. 
Based on the conflicting study results concerning ethnic identity and Chinese inter-
national student mental health outcomes (which may be due to the targeting group in 
these studies is varied and possibly too wide), we tentatively expect a positive predic-
tive relationship between ethnic identity and mental health outcomes.
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Acculturation and Mental Health Outcomes

Acculturation refers to the process of adapting to a different culture, usually the 
dominant one (Kim & Abreu, 2001). It is a process that many immigrants and ethnic 
minorities experience regularly. For Chinese international students, acculturation is 
the process of adjusting to the mainstream U.S. culture while choosing to maintain 
one’s Chinese culture, or not. One of the most prominent acculturation theories is 
Berry’s model which outlined four acculturation strategies: assimilation, integration, 
separation, and marginalization (Berry, 1992). For Chinese immigrants in the U.S., 
people who fell into the integrated and separated groups had significantly better qual-
ity of life compared to people who fell into the marginalized group (Lieber et al., 
2001). Integration was the most common acculturation strategy for Chinese interna-
tional students in Belgium, followed by separation, assimilation, and marginalization 
(Cao et al., 2017). For Chinese international students in the U.S., their accultura-
tion experiences were defined by a variety of different challenges. Yan and Berliner 
(2011) found that, for Chinese international students, their acculturation experience 
could be filled with ‘confusion, uncertainty, and hastened adjustment’. Many wanted 
to change and adapt but often clung to their Chinese roots instead of adjusting to 
Western culture that might seemed foreign and alienating. Many Chinese interna-
tional students in the U.S. also struggled with language differences, social interac-
tions, academic environment, and everyday life issues (Li et al., 2017).

The impact of acculturation on the mental health of Chinese international students 
in the U.S. has been examined in several studies. Zhang and Goodson (2011) found 
that acculturating to U.S. culture and adhering to Chinese culture was negatively 
associated with depression for Chinese international students. Social connections 
served as a mediator between acculturation to the U.S. culture and depression. Build-
ing social connections with other American students was also found as a mediator 
between higher acculturation to the U.S. culture and higher future positive affect as 
well as life satisfaction (Du & Wei, 2015). Building social connections with other 
Chinese students served as a mediator between higher adherence to Chinese culture 
and lower future negative affect. Acculturation status was found to not be associ-
ated with eating pathology for female Asian international students (including Chinese 
international students; Stark-Wroblewski et al., 2005). Accepting Western beauty 
standards and acculturation appeared to be independent processes for female Asian 
international students. For Chinese international students in Germany, having lower 
acculturation to German culture was related to more sociocultural adjustment diffi-
culties (Zhang et al., 2010). It is also important to note that acculturation is a two-way 
process. Higher acculturation to U.S. culture will also create challenges for Chinese 
international students.

Another important concept related to acculturation is acculturative stress, which is 
defined as the stress triggered by the process of acculturation (Berry, 1992). A num-
ber of factors have been found to be associated with acculturative stress. Interper-
sonal problems and having lower interpersonal agency were found to predict higher 
acculturative stress for newly arrived Chinese international students in the U.S. (Qi 
et al., 2018). Being satisfied with one’s interpersonal support negatively predicted 
acculturative stress (Ye, 2006). Acculturative stress was also found to be a mediator 
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between cultural harmony (being able to balance both Chinese and American culture) 
and subjective well-being for Chinese immigrants and international students in the 
U.S. (Wu et al., 2023). Leisure activities might have the potential to help Chinese 
international students alleviate the impact of acculturative stress (Zhou et al., 2018). 
Levels of acculturative stress were found to be higher among undergraduate Chinese 
international students compared to their peers in graduate schools (Su et al., 2021). 
For Chinese international students in the U.S. and Australia, acculturative stress was 
negatively correlated with positive emotions and quality of life (Pan et al., 2008; Su 
et al., 2021). Stronger ethnic identity was associated with higher acculturative stress 
for Chinese Americans and Asian international students (Ai et al., 2015; Tian et al., 
2019). Based on these studies we expect a positive predictive relationship between 
acculturation to U.S. mainstream culture and Chinese international student mental 
health outcomes.

Discrimination and Mental Health Outcomes

Discrimination refers to the prejudiced and unjust treatment of certain groups of 
people (Gamst et al., 2011). It can be widely perceived particularly by people with 
minority backgrounds. The most common form of discrimination is racial discrimi-
nation, which refers to the discriminatory practice toward groups of people based 
on their race (Paradies, 2006). Racial discrimination has a detrimental impact on the 
mental health of people from minority backgrounds (Paradies, 2006). For Chinese 
international students in the U.S., many have reported instances of racial discrimina-
tion while they were attending college (Lien, 2021). Anti-Asian sentiment and xeno-
phobia have increased due to the pandemic and worsened China-U.S. relations (Le & 
Jin, 2025). Various stereotypes also contribute to the discrimination faced by Chinese 
international students (Ruble & Zhang, 2013; Xie et al., 2020). In the past few years, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has also significantly contributed to the level of perceived 
discrimination experienced by Chinese international students (Bi et al., 2022; Nam et 
al., 2021; Xu et al., 2021).

For Asian international students, higher levels of perceived discrimination were 
found to predict depression (Wei et al., 2008). When faced with higher levels of 
discrimination, Asian international students who ‘felt like a burden’ (i.e., feeling like 
they are unwanted which can be reinforced by incidents of discrimination) would 
be more likely to have suicidal ideations (Wang et al., 2013). Similarly, perceived 
discrimination also served as a moderator between feelings of alienation and suicidal 
ideations for Asian international students. For female Asian international students, 
perceived racial, gender, and nationality discrimination were all found to be asso-
ciated with lower life satisfaction (Liu et al., 2016). Loneliness was found to be a 
mediator between the various forms of discrimination and decreased life satisfaction 
for female Asian international students. Having higher levels of perceived racial dis-
crimination was associated with more psychological distress for male Asian interna-
tional students in the U.S. (Wong et al., 2014).

Perceived discrimination predicted higher levels of mental health problems for 
Chinese international students (Sun et al., 2021). Having more social connections 
with other American students was found to be a protective factor against the nega-
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tive impact of perceived discrimination on mental health. Perceived discrimination 
was also found to predict higher levels of post-traumatic stress symptoms for Chi-
nese international students (Wei et al., 2012b). Having more social connections with 
other Chinese international students appeared to be a protective factor against dis-
crimination on trauma symptoms. For female Chinese international students, using 
more internalization and less resistance coping (i.e., attributing the incidents to them-
selves) lead to more positive adaptation after experiencing discrimination (Tsai & 
Wei, 2018). For male Chinese international students, however, using less internal-
ization and more resistance coping (attributing the incident to others) lead to more 
positive adaptation after encountering discrimination. Chauv and colleagues (2022) 
found that Chinese international students who faced higher levels of discrimination 
had a better outlook on life and were more willing to seek out mental health services.

Besides racial discrimination, language discrimination is another form of discrimi-
nation faced by Chinese international students (Liao et al., 2023; Wei et al., 2015). 
It refers to discrimination based on the languages that people speak (usually people 
who speak English as their second language). Perceived language discrimination was 
found to be a significant predictor of depression, anxiety, and PTSD symptoms for 
Chinese international students in the U.S. (Wei et al., 2015). Having social connec-
tions with American students and higher levels of self-esteem appeared to moder-
ate the relationship between perceived language discrimination and mental health 
symptoms. Liao and colleagues (2023) also found perceived language discrimination 
to be predictive of depressive symptoms among Chinese international students. Inter-
personal shame was also found to be a mediator between perceived language dis-
crimination and depressive symptoms. Based on these studies, we expect an inverse 
relationship between perceived discrimination and mental health outcomes among 
Chinese international students.

Gender Role Attitudes on Mental Health Outcomes

Gender role attitudes refers to the social expectations toward a person’s roles, atti-
tudes, and behaviors based on the person’s gender (Bem, 1981). Gender role attitudes 
can have significant impact on people’s mental health (Barrett & White, 2002; Jaehn 
et al., 2020; King et al., 2019; Mesler et al., 2022; Priess et al., 2009; Straiton et al., 
2013). Several studies (Barrett & White, 2002; Mesler et al., 2022; Priess et al., 2009; 
Straiton et al., 2013) have found masculinity to be associated with better mental 
health outcomes (e.g., self-harm behavior, depressive symptoms) for different popu-
lations (e.g., adult, adolescent, clinical population) in various countries (e.g., U.K., 
U.S., Norway). A couple of studies (Jaehn et al., 2020; King et al., 2019) found hav-
ing more egalitarian gender role attitudes to be associated with better mental health 
outcomes for different demographics in Australia and Russia.

Limited research has been conducted on gender role attitudes among Chinese 
international students. Most existing research (Goff & Carolan, 2013; Qin et al., 
2022; Zhang & Allen, 2019; Zhang et al., 2011) were qualitative studies conducted 
on this population (both male and female Chinese international students). There 
appeared to be significant differences between Chinese and Western perceptions on 
gender roles as well as between more traditional and modern/egalitarian gender role 
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attitudes that needed to be navigated through by Chinese international students (Goff 
& Carolan, 2013; Qin et al., 2022; Zhang & Allen, 2019; Zhang et al., 2011). For 
Chinese immigrants, similar types of differences (e.g., between Western and Chinese) 
had to be navigated through as well (Qin, 2009; Yu, 2011). For male Asian interna-
tional students in the U.S., Wong and colleagues (2014) found that, when masculinity 
held high importance, discrimination had a significant impact on stress.

For Chinese students in China, Yu and Xie (2008) found that having more ‘unde-
sirable’ (i.e., negatively perceived) femininity traits (e.g., submissiveness, shyness) 
were found to predict negative psychological well-being and higher trait anxiety. 
Lin and colleagues (2020) found that Chinese college students in mainland China, 
who scored higher on traditional masculine traits, were less likely to develop depres-
sive symptoms during the COVID-19 pandemic. The MAIP model has emphasized 
consistently the importance of gender, gender roles, and shifting in establishing and 
promoting positive mental health outcomes across diverse multicultural populations 
(Gamst et al., 2011; Gamst et al., 2021; Gamst et al., 2023; Johnson et al., 2016). 
Based on the limited gender role attitude research with this population, we expect a 
positive relationship between expressing egalitarian gender role attitudes and mental 
health outcomes among Chinese international students

Purpose of the Study

The present study attempts to examine the impact of various multicultural factors 
(i.e., ethnic identity, acculturation, perceived discrimination, and gender role atti-
tudes) on the mental health (e.g., anxiety, depressive symptoms, stress, etc.) of 
Chinese international students in the U.S. We hypothesize that having either higher 
ethnic identity, higher acculturation to either mainstream U.S. culture or Chinese 
culture, or more egalitarian gender role attitudes would predict better mental health 
outcomes for Chinese international students. We also hypothesize that experiencing 
higher levels of perceived discrimination would predict poorer mental health out-
comes. Two fundamental and overarching research questions are examined in the 
present study: (1) how do multicultural factors predict mental health outcomes (anxi-
ety and depression), and (2) how do multicultural factors predict acculturative stress 
among a sample of Chinese international college students? This study makes a use-
ful contribution to the counseling literature due to the prevalence of Chinese inter-
national students attending U.S. colleges and universities coupled with the genuine 
paucity of published work exploring their multicultural experience here in the U.S.

Method

Participants

IBM SPSS software (version 28.0) was utilized as an a priori power analysis, with 
four predictor variables and an anticipated effect size f 2 = 0.15 and a desired sta-
tistical power level = 0.95 and an alpha level set at 0.05, the minimum sample size 
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required was 103, or 151 if our effect size f 2 was reduced to 0.10 (Cohen et al., 
2003; Meyers et al., 2017). Participants (N = 315) were conveniently sampled for 
the study. Participants were Chinese international students from mainland China 
(81.2%), Hong Kong (12.4%), Macau (1.9%), and Taiwan (4.5%). There were more 
male participants (51.6%) than female participants (46.5%) recruited with some pre-
ferring not to disclose their gender identities (1.9%). Participants’ educational status 
were undergraduate students (48.1%), master’s level students (34.1%), and doctoral 
level students (17.8%). Participant age was M = 24.35 (SD = 3.83). Participant years 
lived in the U.S. was M = 4.06 (SD = 2.68). Participant self-reported English level (as 
reported in TOEFL scores) was M = 93.59 (SD = 13.57).

Measures

Demographic Survey  This measured the variables reported above.

Independent Variables  Ethnic identity, acculturation, perceived discrimination, and 
gender role attitudes were independent variables used in this study. The Multigroup 
Ethnic Identity Measure-Revised (MEIM-R; Phinney & Ong, 2007) is a 6-item self-
report measure of ethnic identity. The MEIM-R included two subscales: Exploration 
(e.g., “I have often done things that will help me understand my ethnic background 
better”) and Commitment (e.g., “I understand pretty well what my ethnic group 
membership means to me”). Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale rang-
ing from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (5), with 3 as neutral. Higher mean 
scores indicated higher ethnic identity exploration and commitment. Past studies (Li 
et al., 2016; Tian et al., 2019; Yasuda & Duan, 2002) using the MEIM-R with Chinese 
international students and Asian international students have consistently found Cron-
bach’s alpha to be above 0.80. In the present study, the reliability for the scores of the 
Exploration and Commitment subscales was 0.80 and 0.83 respectively.

The Vancouver Index of Acculturation (VIA; Ryder et al., 2000) is a 20- item self-
report measure of acculturation. The VIA included two subscales: Mainstream Accul-
turation (e.g., “I often participate in mainstream North American cultural traditions”) 
and Heritage Acculturation (e.g., “I would be willing to marry a person from my 
heritage culture”). Each item was rated on a 9-point Likert-type scale ranging from 
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (9) with 5 being neutral. Higher mean scores 
on the subscales indicated higher acculturation to either mainstream U.S. culture or 
heritage culture (i.e., Chinese culture) respectively. Several studies (Du & Wei, 2015; 
Wei et al., 2012a; Zhang & Goodson, 2011) using the VIA on Chinese international 
students have found Cronbach’s alpha levels to be above 0.80 for the scores of both 
Mainstream Acculturation and Heritage Acculturation subscales. In the present study, 
the internal consistency for the scores of the Mainstream Acculturation and Heritage 
Acculturation subscales were 0.88 and 0.91 respectively.

The Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students (ASSIS; Sandhu & 
Asrabadi, 1994) is a 36 item self-report measure of acculturative stress for inter-
national students. The ASSIS included seven subscales: Perceived Discrimination, 
Homesickness, Perceived Hate, Fear, Stress Due to Change/Culture Shock, Guilt, 
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and Miscellaneous. Only the Perceived Discrimination subscale (e.g., “Others are 
biased toward me”) from the ASSIS was used in the study to measure perceived 
discrimination. The Perceived Discrimination subscale consisted of 8 items rated on 
a 5-point Likert-type scale. Responses ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 
agree (5) with 3 being not sure. Higher scores on the subscale indicated higher levels 
of perceived discrimination. Multiple studies (Tsai & Wei, 2018; Wang et al., 2013; 
Wei et al., 2008, 2012b; Wong et al., 2014) using the Perceived Discrimination sub-
scale from the ASSIS with Chinese international students have found Cronbach’s 
alpha levels to be above 0.90. In the present study, the reliability for the scores of the 
Perceived Discrimination subscale was 0.92.

The Gender Role Egalitarian Attitude Test (GREAT; Chang, 1999) is a 10-item 
self-report measure of gender role attitudes. The GREAT included two subscales: 
Work Domain (e.g., “be a leader; make money”) and Home Domain (e.g., “do laun-
dry; do housework”). Each item was rated on a 9-point Likert-type scale. Responses 
ranges from more true for women (−4) to more true for men (4) with 0 being the same 
(for men and women). Positive mean scores for each of the two domains indicated 
more traditional, male-dominant gender role attitudes while negative mean scores 
indicated more female dominant gender role attitudes in that domain. Mean scores 
close to 0 indicated more egalitarian gender role attitudes. Cronbach’s alpha level for 
the scores of the two subscales of GREAT has been found to be between 0.75 and 
0.83 for Work Domain and between 0.70 and 0.81 for Home Domain in the original 
study (Chang, 1999). One study (Zhang, 2006) conducted among college students 
in China has found reliability to be around .72 for the scores of the Work and Home 
Domain subscales, respectively. In the present study, the reliability for the scores of 
the Work and Home Domain subscales were 0.73 and 0.88 respectively.

Dependent Variables  Mental health was assessed by seven dependent variables, 
three subscales from the Depression Anxiety Stress Scales-21, and four subscales 
from the Acculturation Stress Scale for Chinese Students, were used in the present 
study. The Depression Anxiety Stress Scales-21 (DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovibond, 
1995) is a 21 item self-report measure of mental health outcomes (i.e., depression, 
anxiety, and stress). The DASS-21 included three subscales: Depression (e.g., “ I was 
unable to become enthusiastic about anything”), Anxiety (e.g., “ I felt scared without 
any good reason”), and Stress (e.g.,” I tended to over-react to situations”). Each item 
was rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale. Responses range from did not apply to me 
at all (0) to applied to me very much, or most of the time (3). Higher mean scores on 
each subscale indicated higher levels of stress, depression, and anxiety symptoms. 
Several studies (Liu et al., 2022; Wei et al., 2015; Xu et al., 2020) conducted with 
Chinese international students, using the DASS-21, have found Cronbach’s alpha 
level around 0.80 for the scores of the Depression and Anxiety subscales. In the pres-
ent study, the Cronbach’s alpha for the scores of the Stress, Depression, and Anxiety 
subscales were 0.84, 0.87, and 0.83 respectively.

The Acculturation Stress Scale for Chinese Students (ASSCS; Bai, 2016) is a 32 
item self-report measure of acculturative stress for Chinese international students in 
the U.S. The ASSCS included five subscales: Language Insufficiency (e.g., “I cannot 
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express myself very well when using English”), Social Isolation (e.g., “My social 
circles shrank after I come to the U.S.”), Perceived Discrimination (e.g., “Others 
are biased toward me”), Academic Pressure (e.g., “I feel a lot of academic pres-
sure”), and Guilt Toward Family (e.g., “I worry about my parents”). The Perceived 
Discrimination subscale was borrowed directly from the Perceived Discrimination 
subscale on the ASSIS (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994) and was excluded from the cur-
rent study to avoid repetition. These four ASSCS subscales (Language Insufficiency, 
Social Isolation, Academic Pressure, Guilt toward Family) while not traditional 
mental health outcome measures (i.e., anxiety and depression) are important con-
tributors to mental health outcomes and often serve as proxies to more standard 
counseling outcome measures with Chinese international student populations (Ai 
et al. 2015; Bai 2016; Çimşir and Ünlü Kaynakçı 2024; Hansen et al. 2018; Pan et 
al. 2008; Qi et al. 2018; Su et al. 2021; Tian et al. 2019; Wei et al. 2012c; Wu et al. 
2023; Ye 2006; Zhou et al. 2018). Many of these studies have included respondent 
acculturation status as a predictor of acculturation stress. Each item was rated on 
a 7-point Likert-type scale. Responses ranged from never (1) to all the time (7). 
Higher mean scores on the subscales indicated greater acculturative stress resulting 
from the various stressors (i.e., language insufficiency, social isolation, academic 
pressure, and guilt toward family). The original study (Bai, 2016) that developed 
the ASSCS found Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94 with a sample of Chinese international 
students in the U.S. Two studies (Liu and Wei, 2020; Liu et al., 2022) with Chinese 
international students, using the ASSCS, have found Cronbach’s alpha to be above 
0.90. In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha for the scores of the Language Insuf-
ficiency, Social Isolation, Academic Pressure, and Guilt Toward Family subscales 
were 0.91, 0.89, 0.80, and 0.83 respectively.

Procedure

The present study was approved by the university’s institutional review board and 
followed all ethical guidelines. Participants were recruited through the Chinese stu-
dent associations and Taiwanese student associations from several public universities 
in the U.S. as well as through online social media platforms (e.g., Weibo, WeChat, 
Reddit, university online forums, etc.). Participants were given an informed con-
sent prior to being administered the survey. The informed consent also notified par-
ticipants that participation in this study was voluntary and the information obtained 
by the survey would remain anonymous. Participants were given a chance to enter 
a raffle after completion of the entire survey for a chance to win a $20 Starbucks 
gift card. To qualify for the study, screening questions were given at the beginning 
to ensure participants who identified as being a Chinese international student (from 
either mainland China, Hong Kong, Macau, or Taiwan), on a F1 visa, also spoke 
and read English and Chinese, currently attended a university in the U.S., and was at 
least 18 years of age. Several manipulation checks (e.g., completing a rudimentary 
poem in Chinese, several questions that would catch random responders) were also 
included in the survey to increase the internal validity of the study.
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Results

Preliminary Analyses

A total of 315 participants completed the entire questionnaire. Initially, a total of 405 
started the questionnaire and 90 of these respondents were removed from the study 
(35 for missing data and 55 who did not pass quality control checks and were deemed 
“bots”/fraudulent responses). Descriptive statistics (i.e., means, standard deviations, 
minimum, and maximum) of the key variables used in the subsequent analyses as well 
as bivariate correlations between key variables of interest are presented in Table 1. 
Correlations between demographic variables and the dependent variables were com-
puted. No significant correlations were found, p >.05. Due to this lack of correlation 
these variables were not entered into the regression models. All subscale scores of the 
measures achieved good internal consistencies. The three DASS-21 subscales, while 
fairly highly correlated, (r =.73 to 0.78), achieved moderate positive correlations with 
ASSIS Perceived Discrimination subscale (r =.43 to 0.50, p <.01). The four ASSCS 
subscales, while fairly highly correlated, (r =.28-0.72), achieved moderate positive 
correlation with one of the subscales of the VIA (Heritage; r = 30, p <.01).

Before proceeding with the multiple regression analyses, all variables were 
screened for possible code and statistical assumption violations with IBM SPSS 
Frequencies, Explore, Plot, and Regression procedures. No univariate outliers were 
detected and Mahalanobis distance indicated no multivariate outliers. Pairwise lin-
earity was deemed satisfactory as was multicollinearity (Meyers et al., 2017).

Regression Analyses

Seven standard multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the predic-
tive ability of the independent variables as measured by the MEIM-R, VIA, ASSIS 
Perceived Discrimination subscale, and GREAT on the mental health outcome vari-
ables as measured by the DASS-21 and ASSCS (see Table 2). Bonferroni adjustment 
to the alpha levels was employed to control for Type I error rates with a new alpha of 
0.05/7 = 0.007 as the minimum new alpha level (Meyers et al., 2017).

DASS-21 Stress  All seven of the independent variables (MEIM-R Exploration sub-
scale, MEIM-R Commitment subscale, VIA Heritage subscale, VIA Mainstream sub-
scale, ASSIS Perceived Discrimination subscale, GREAT Work Domain subscale, 
and GREAT Home Domain subscale) were used in the regression model to predict 
stress measured by the DASS-21 Stress subscale. The overall regression model was 
found to be statistically significant F (7, 307) = 15.29, p <.001, and accounted for 
about 26% of the variance of stress (R2 = 0.26). Ethnic identity exploration (β = 0.25), 
perceived discrimination (β = 0.40), and mainstream acculturation (β = − 0.18) were 
all found to be significant predictors of stress. Higher levels of ethnic identity explo-
ration and perceived discrimination predicted higher levels of stress. Less main-
stream acculturation predicted higher levels of stress. Perceived discrimination was 
given the strongest weight in the model, followed by ethnic identity exploration and 
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Predictive Variables b t R2

Stress
.26

Ethnic Identity Exploration .25** 3.63
Mainstream Acculturation -.18** −3.52
Discrimination .40** 7.68

Depression
.37

Ethnic Identity Exploration .30** 4.73
Ethnic Identity Commitment -.21** −2.93
Heritage Acculturation -.21** −3.21
Mainstream Acculturation -.15** −3.20
Discrimination .46** 9.73

Anxiety
.30

Ethnic Identity Exploration .27** 3.98
Discrimination .44** 9.69

Language Insufficiency
.23

Mainstream Acculturation -.25** −4.81
Discrimination .35** 6.73

Social Isolation
.33

Mainstream Acculturation -.28** −5.70
.40** 8.12
Academic Pressure

.27
Mainstream Acculturation -.23** −4.45
Discrimination .36** 6.95
Gender Role Work Domain .16** 2.73

Guilt Toward Family
.28

Gender Role Home Domain -.35** −6.19
Note. Stress = DASS-21 Stress subscale; Depression = DASS-
21 Depression subscale; Anxiety = DASS-21 Anxiety subscale; 
Language Insufficiency = ASSCS Language Insufficiency 
subscale; Social Isolation = ASSCS Social Isolation subscale; 
Academic Pressure = ASSCS Academic Pressure subscale; 
Guilt Toward Family = ASSCS Guilt Toward Family subscale; 
Ethnic Identity Exploration = MEIM-R Exploration subscale; 
Ethnic Identity Commitment = MEIM-R Commitment subscale; 
Heritage Acculturation = VIA Heritage subscale; Mainstream 
Acculturation = VIA Mainstream subscale; Discrimination = ASSIS 
Perceived Discrimination subscale; Gender Role Work 
Domain = GREAT Work Domain subscale; Gender Role Home 
Domain = GREAT Home Domain subscale; ** = p <.007.

Table 2  Summary of significant 
results for Multiple Regression 
for MAIP Variables Predicting 
DASS-21 Stress, DASS-21 
Depression, DASS-21 Anxiety, 
ASSCS Language Insuffi-
ciency, ASSCS Social Isolation, 
ASSCS Academic Pressure, and 
ASSCS Guilt Toward Family 
(N = 315)
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mainstream acculturation. Cohen’s f2 suggested a moderate effect size for these three 
predictors (f2 = 0.35).

DASS-21 Depression  All seven of the independent variables were used in the 
regression model to predict depression measured by the DASS-21 Depression sub-
scale. The overall regression model was found to be statistically significant F (7, 
307) = 26.09, p <.001, and accounted for about 37% of the variance of depression 
(R2 = 0.37). Ethnic identity exploration (β = 0.30), ethnic identity commitment (β = 
− 0.21), heritage acculturation (β = − 0.21), mainstream acculturation (β= − 0.15), 
and perceived discrimination (β = 0.46) were all found to be statistically significant 
predictors of depression. Higher levels of ethnic identity exploration and perceived 
discrimination predicted higher levels of depression. Lower levels of ethnic identity 
commitment, lower heritage acculturation, and mainstream acculturation also pre-
dicted higher levels of depression. Perceived discrimination was given the strongest 
weight in the model, followed by ethnic identity exploration, ethnic identity commit-
ment, heritage acculturation, and mainstream acculturation. Cohen’s f2 suggested a 
large effect size for these five predictors (f2 = 0.59).

DASS-21 Anxiety  All seven of the independent variables were used in the regres-
sion model to predict anxiety measured by the DASS-21 Anxiety subscale. The 
overall regression model was found to be statistically significant F (7, 307) = 18.46, 
p <.001, and accounted for about 30% of the variance of depression (R2 = 0.30). Eth-
nic identity exploration (β = 0.27) and perceived discrimination (β = 0.44) were both 
found to be significant predictors of anxiety. Higher levels of ethnic identity explo-
ration and perceived discrimination predicted higher levels of anxiety. Perceived 
discrimination was given the stronger weight in the model followed by ethnic iden-
tity exploration. Cohen’s f2 suggested a moderate effect size for these two predictors 
(f2 = 0.43).

ASSCS Language Insufficiency  All seven of the independent variables were used 
in the regression model to predict acculturative stress caused by language insuffi-
ciency measured by the ASSCS Language Insufficiency subscale. The overall regres-
sion model was found to be statistically significant F (7, 307) = 13.04, p <.001, and 
accounted for about 23% of the variance of acculturative stress stemming from 
language insufficiency (R2 = 0.23). Both perceived discrimination (β = 0.35) and 
mainstream acculturation (β = − 0.25) were found to be significant predictors of 
acculturative stress caused by language insufficiency. Higher levels of perceived dis-
crimination and less mainstream acculturation predicted higher levels of accultura-
tive stress caused by language insufficiency. Perceived discrimination was given the 
stronger weight in the model compared to mainstream acculturation. Cohen’s f2 sug-
gested a moderate effect size for these two predictors (f2 = 0.30).

ASSCS Social Isolation  All seven of the independent variables were used in the 
regression model to predict acculturative stress caused by feeling socially isolated 
measured by the ASSCS Social Isolation subscale. The overall regression model was 
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found to be statistically significant F (7, 307) = 21.42, p <.001, and accounted for 
about 33% of the variance of acculturative stress stemming from social isolation 
(R2 = 0.33). Both perceived discrimination (β = 0.40) and mainstream acculturation 
(β = − 0.28) were found to be significant predictors of acculturative stress stem-
ming from feeling socially isolated. Higher levels of perceived discrimination were 
predictive of higher levels of acculturative stress caused by social isolation. Less 
mainstream acculturation was also predictive of higher levels of acculturative stress 
caused by social isolation. Perceived discrimination was given the stronger weight 
in the model followed by mainstream acculturation. Cohen’s f2 suggested a moderate 
effect size for these two predictors (f2 = 0.49).

ASSCS Academic Pressure  All seven of the independent variables were used in the 
regression model to predict acculturative stress caused by academic pressure mea-
sured by the ASSCS Academic Pressure subscale. The overall regression model was 
found to be statistically significant F (7, 307) = 16.13, p <.001, and accounted for about 
27% of the variance of acculturative stress caused by academic pressure (R2 = 0.27). 
Mainstream acculturation (β = − 0.23) perceived discrimination (β = 0.36), and gen-
der role attitudes (β = 0.16) were all found to be significant predictors of acculturative 
stress stemming from academic pressure. Higher levels of perceived discrimination 
and male dominant gender role attitudes in the work domain (i.e., a more traditional 
gender role outlook) were predictive of higher levels of acculturative stress caused 
by academic pressure. Less mainstream acculturation was also predictive of higher 
levels of acculturative stress caused by academic pressure. Perceived discrimination 
was given the strongest weight in the model followed by mainstream acculturation 
and gender role work domain. Cohen’s f2 suggested a moderate effect size for these 
three predictors (f2 = 0.37).

ASSCS Guilt Toward Family  All seven of the independent variables were used in 
the regression model to predict acculturative stress caused by feeling guilty toward 
family members measured by the ASSCS Guilt Toward Family subscale. The overall 
regression model was found to be statistically significant F (7, 307) = 17.18, p <.001, 
and accounted for about 28% of the variance of acculturative stress caused by guilt 
towards family (R2 = 0.28). Gender role attitudes (β = − 0.35) was the only significant 
predictor of acculturative stress stemming from feeling guilty toward family mem-
bers. Having more female dominant gender role attitudes in the home domain (i.e., a 
more traditional gender role outlook) predicted higher levels of acculturative stress 
caused by guilt towards family. Cohen’s f2 suggested a moderate effect size for this 
predictor (f2 = 0.39).

Mental health issues among the Chinese international student population appear to 
be influenced by higher levels of perceived discrimination, ethnic identity explo-
ration, lower levels of acculturation (both to mainstream U.S. culture and Chi-
nese culture), ethnic identity commitment, and having more traditional gender role 
attitudes.
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Discussion

The current study examined the impact of multicultural factors (i.e., ethnic iden-
tity, acculturation, perceived discrimination, and gender role attitudes) on men-
tal health issues for Chinese international students in the U.S. In terms of ethnic 
identity, greater ethnic identity commitment was predictive of fewer mental health 
issues (depression), while greater ethnic identity exploration was predictive of more 
mental health issues (stress, depression, and anxiety). Greater acculturation to both 
mainstream U.S. culture and Chinese culture were predictive of fewer mental health 
issues (stress, depression, acculturative stress from language insufficiency, social 
isolation, and academic pressure). Greater levels of perceived discrimination were 
predictive of more mental health issues (stress, depression, anxiety, and acculturative 
stress from language insufficiency, social isolation, and academic pressure). Having 
more traditional gender role attitudes was predictive of greater mental health issues 
(acculturative stress from academic pressure and guilt towards family). Perceived 
discrimination and acculturation were the most consistent predictors and protector of 
mental health issues among Chinese international students in the U.S.

Findings from the current study bring further insight into the impact of multicul-
tural factors on mental health issues for Chinese international students. For ethnic 
identity, a bi-directional effect on mental health was found for the two components 
of ethnic identity (exploration and commitment). More commitment to one’s ethnic 
identity appeared to be a protective factor for mental health while more exploration 
of one’s ethnic identity appeared to be a risk factor. One potential explanation for this 
finding is that Chinese international students with higher commitment to their Chi-
nese ethnic identity already felt more secure about their cultural background. Feel-
ing more secure about their cultural heritage would protect them from life stressors. 
Students with higher exploration of their Chinese ethnic identity might be doing so 
because they did not feel very secure about their cultural background in the first 
place, which would lead them to experience more psychological distress.

Studies on other populations (Fisher et al., 2014; Iwamoto & Liu, 2010; Mills & 
Murray, 2017; Suh et al., 2019; Syed et al., 2013; Torres & Ong, 2010; Torres et al., 
2011), using the same exploration and commitment framework on ethnic identity, 
have found similar bi-directional impact of ethnic identity on mental health outcomes. 
Torres and colleagues (Torres & Ong, 2010; Torres et al., 2011) found that ethnic 
identity exploration was positively associated with greater psychological distress 
while ethnic identity commitment served as a protective factor for Latinx Americans. 
It was theorized that ethnic identity exploration is more likely to occur due to unre-
solved and potentially uncomfortable questions related to one’s ethnic identity. Com-
mitment might reflect internalization or affirmation (i.e., being more secure) about 
one’s ethnic identity (Mills & Murray, 2017). This might have explained why eth-
nic identity exploration was positively associated with psychological distress while 
ethnic identity commitment was negatively associated with psychological distress, 
consistent with the findings of the current study.

Syed and colleagues (2013) found ethnic identity commitment to be positively 
associated with psychological well-being while ethnic identity exploration was nega-
tively associated with psychological well-being for ethnic minority college students 
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in the U.S. Fisher and colleagues (2014) also found similar results on ethnic identity 
for high school students in the U.S. Iwamoto and Liu (2010) found that higher eth-
nic identity commitment was positively associated with psychological well-being 
for Asian Americans and Asian international students in the U.S. Suh and colleagues 
(2019) found that higher ethnic identity commitment was negatively associated with 
anxiety while ethnic identity exploration was positively associated with anxiety for 
Asian international students in South Korea. These results are consistent with the 
findings on ethnic identity in our current study. Mills and Murray (2017) found higher 
ethnic identity exploration associated with higher anxiety symptoms with college 
students of various racial/ethnic backgrounds. However, there were no association 
found between ethnic identity commitment and anxiety as well as depression, provid-
ing a result that is inconsistent with the findings of the current study.

In terms of acculturation, the present study further adds to the existing literature 
on the impact of acculturation on mental health outcomes for Chinese international 
students in the U.S. Greater acculturation to the mainstream U.S. culture was found 
to predict lower levels of mental health issues. Greater acculturation to heritage Chi-
nese culture was also found to predict lower level of depression and anxiety. The 
results from the current study supports the findings by Zhang and Goodson (2011). 
Higher acculturation to both mainstream U.S. culture and heritage Chinese culture 
predicted better mental health outcomes for Chinese international students. Social 
connection with American students might be a potential explanation for the protec-
tive effect of acculturation to mainstream U.S. culture on mental health. The finding 
is also consistent with Du and Wei (2015) who found a positive association between 
higher initial acculturation and better life satisfaction. Similarly, the protective factor 
of acculturation to heritage Chinese culture on mental health outcomes might also 
be explained by social connections with other Chinese international students. Social 
connection with other Chinese students was found to be a mediator between higher 
initial enculturation (i.e., acculturation to Chinese culture) and lower levels of future 
negative affect (Du & Wei, 2015).

Higher acculturation to mainstream American culture was found to predict lower 
levels of acculturative stress caused by language insufficiency, social isolation, and 
academic pressure for Chinese international students. The results from the current 
study seems to support the qualitative findings by Bertram and colleagues (2014). 
Students who are more acculturated (to U.S. culture) would likely have less language 
difficulty, are able to form better social connections, and have fewer academic dif-
ficulties. As a result, they would likely experience less acculturative stress caused by 
these stressors.

The current study further confirmed existing findings about the negative impact of 
perceived discrimination on mental health. Perceived discrimination was found to be 
a predictor of six out of the seven mental health outcomes tested. Perceived discrimi-
nation also received the greatest predictive weight compared to all other multicultural 
variables in the six multiple regression models. These results were consistent with 
all of the previous findings (Liu et al., 2016; Sun et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2013; 
Wei et al., 2008, 2012b; Wong et al., 2014) on the negative impact of perceived dis-
crimination on mental health outcomes for Chinese international students and Asian 
international students in the U.S. Chinese international students with higher levels of 
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perceived discrimination might also be less likely to interact with American students 
(Wei et al., 2012b). This lack of interaction can also further heighten the level of 
perceived discrimination. The lack of social support can further increase the accul-
turative stress faced by the Chinese international students in addition to the negative 
emotional reaction when facing discrimination.

One underlying mediator for the relationship between perceived discrimination 
and negative mental health outcome might be shame. Interpersonal shame (caused 
by perceived negative evaluation from others) was found as a mediator between per-
ceived language discrimination and depressive symptoms for Chinese international 
students (Liao et al., 2023). When faced with discrimination, Chinese international 
students might internalize the event and experience an increase in interpersonal shame 
for not having sufficient language skills. The increase in interpersonal shame can, 
in turn, create more mental health symptoms and acculturative stress. Interpersonal 
shame can be particularly culturally salient considering the significance of shame and 
interdependence in Chinese culture. This potential underlying mechanism can be fur-
ther explored in future research. The results from the current study also appear to sup-
port the findings by Chauv et al. (2022). A negative association was found between 
perceived discrimination and attitudes towards mental health services. One possible 
explanation was that Chinese international students would experience higher levels 
of mental health symptoms and acculturative stress when they experienced higher 
levels of perceived discrimination. They, in turn, would be more willing to seek men-
tal health services and perceive mental health services more positively.

It is also worth noting that the current study was conducted after the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Multiple studies (Bi et al., 2022; Gibson et al., 2023; Ji & 
Chen, 2022; Ke et al., 2023; Li et al., 2021; Nam et al., 2021; Xu et al., 2021) have 
consistently found an increase in perceived discrimination towards Chinese interna-
tional students due to the pandemic. Perceived discrimination was also found to be 
related to increased depression and anxiety levels for Chinese international students 
during the pandemic (Bi et al., 2022). It is very likely that the experiences with dis-
crimination during the pandemic have made perceived discrimination to be the most 
salient multicultural predictor of the well-being for Chinese international students in 
the current study. Experiences of being discriminated against can be traumatic and 
fresh on their mind. As a result, it had the strongest negative impact on mental health.

Overall, the Chinese international students in this study endorsed a strong female 
dominant gender role attitude in the home domain (i.e., women are expected to do 
the housework). The students endorsed a less strong male dominant gender role in 
the work domain (i.e., men are still expected to dominate in the workplace but there 
is a shift towards more equal gender roles). This finding seems to support existing 
literature (Gui, 2019; Koo et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024; Zhang & Liu, 2021) on the 
complexity of gender role attitudes in modern day China due to the historical events 
in the past 70 years (i.e., socialist revolution and market reform). In terms of the 
predictability of gender role attitudes, having more traditional gender role attitudes 
predicted higher levels of acculturative stress from academic pressure and feeling 
guilty toward family members. The finding from the current study supported existing 
findings on the impact of egalitarian gender role attitudes on positive mental health 
outcomes (Jaehn et al., 2020; King et al., 2019). The relationship between egalitarian 
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gender role attitudes and positive mental health outcomes have also been found by 
studies (Gui, 2019; Koo et al., 2020; Zhang & Liu, 2021) conducted in China, includ-
ing college age populations.

Students who expect women to dominate the work at home (more traditional gen-
der role attitudes) were found to face higher levels of acculturative stress from feel-
ing guilty toward their family members. The expectation for women to take up the 
responsibilities at home in modern day China has its roots in traditional Chinese 
culture such as Confucianism (Gui, 2019; Koo et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024; Zhang 
& Liu, 2021). Confucianism also put strong emphasis on the family union, filial piety, 
and collectivism. Being able to stay with family members and performing duties 
that are expected (e.g., taking care of parents when they get old) can be highly val-
ued by many Chinese families. It is possible that Chinese international students who 
hold more traditional gender role attitudes in the home domain might also hold other 
traditional values (such as Confucianism) very highly. As a result, these individuals 
might feel more pressure to conform to these expectations of filial piety and collectiv-
ism. Moving half way across the earth to pursue an education and being away from 
family members can be perceived as a failure to conform to certain expectations in 
traditional Chinese culture. As a result, students may feel a very strong sense of guilt 
towards their family members due to not being able to fulfil certain expectations 
(particularly with filial piety).

Counseling Implications

From the findings of the current study, a few counseling implications can be drawn. 
First, the current study highlighted the complex challenges that Chinese international 
students face in their cross-cultural academic journey. Chinese international students 
in the U.S. have made adjustments and faced difficulties in many different areas (e.g., 
academic, social, personal) of their lives. Being familiar with the complex challenges 
that this population faces can help mental health professionals better connect with 
the experiences and struggles of this population. Second, discrimination appears to 
consistently have the most negative impact on the mental health of Chinese interna-
tional students based on the findings of the current study as well as previous research 
(Ma et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2021; Wei et al., 2015). The negative impact of perceived 
discrimination appears to be exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The increase 
in perceived discrimination during the COVID-19 pandemic (Bi et al., 2022; Gibson 
et al., 2023; Ji & Chen, 2022; Ke et al., 2023; Li et al., 2021; Nam et al., 2021; Xu et 
al., 2021) might have made discrimination more salient in affecting the psychological 
well-being of Chinese international students. Language discrimination has also been 
found to negatively impact the mental health of Chinese international students (Liao 
et al., 2023; Wei et al., 2015). Counselors would benefit from an awareness of the 
impact of discrimination and invite students to talk about these experiences.

Language related issues and difficulties might be one of the most challenging 
parts about the acculturation process (Bertram er al., 2014; Li et al., 2017). Language 
related difficulty can negatively impact students’ ability to adjust socially and aca-
demically. Counselors can benefit from understanding the complex challenges that 
language related issues might bring. Furthermore, acculturation to both the main-
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stream U.S. culture and heritage Chinese culture predicted fewer negative mental 
health symptoms. Being able to form better social supports might explain the positive 
impact of acculturation on mental health. For counselors, it is important to under-
stand the challenges of the acculturation experiences. It is important to discuss and 
promote acculturation to either U.S. culture or Chinese culture as it leads to better 
social support with either American students or other Chinese international students 
(Zhang & Goodson, 2011).

From the results of the current study, ethnic identity appeared to have a bi-direc-
tional impact on mental health outcomes for Chinese international students. Holding 
stronger ethnic identity commitment predicted better mental health outcomes while 
conducting ethnic identity exploration predicted poorer mental health outcomes. For 
students who have a strong sense and commitment to their Chinese cultural identity 
and heritage, ethnic identity serves as a protective factor for mental health. How-
ever, for students who might not be very certain about their Chinese ethnic identity, 
conducting more exploration of their ethnic background can lead to poorer mental 
health outcomes. With gender role attitudes, Chinese international students can hold 
both traditional and egalitarian gender role attitudes due to shifts in Chinese society 
and their cross-cultural experiences. Having more traditional gender role attitudes 
predicted higher levels of acculturative stress for this population. Understanding the 
complex impact of these multicultural factors on mental health can benefit counselors 
when working with his population. Various culturally adapted treatment interven-
tions were found to be effective in reducing mental health symptoms for Chinese 
international students (Chen et al., 2021; Cheng & Merrick, 2017; Xu et al., 2020). 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), Dialectical Behavioral Therapy 
(DBT), and Behavioral Activation (BA) have been culturally adapted to treat mental 
health issues for Chinese international students. Providing training for these treat-
ment adaptions at college counseling centers can help practitioners to better cater 
to the needs of Chinese international students. Lastly, besides traditional counseling 
settings (e.g., college counseling centers), other school events, departments, agen-
cies, and resources can also take steps to help address the mental health concerns of 
Chinese international students in the U.S.

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations were identified from this study. First, the study relied on self-
report survey measures. The desirability effect can negatively impact the results of 
the study even though the surveys were conducted anonymously. Second, the incen-
tive (i.e., having a low probability to win a $20 Starbucks gift card) to participate 
in the study is relatively low. The lack of strong incentives and length of the survey 
might have made the study prone to random and careless responding. Several valid-
ity questions were implemented to catch any careless or random responding, but 
random responding still cannot be completely ruled out. Third, the study utilized a 
cross-sectional design which does not allow any causal relationships to be drawn. 
For example, higher perceived discrimination can lead to higher anxiety levels while 
higher anxiety levels can increase one’s sense of being discriminated upon. The tim-
ing of the study (after the COVID-19 pandemic) can also negatively exacerbate the 
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impact of discrimination on mental health. Thus, the conclusions that can be drawn 
from the findings are limited.

Another limitation of the study is the use of mostly English to administer the 
survey. Language difficulty can be a big challenge for Chinese international students 
particularly when they first arrived in the U.S. (Li et al., 2017; Wei et al., 2007). Being 
able to understand the nuance and intricacies of their psychological experiences in 
a second language can be challenging. The use of English to administer the survey 
might have affected the accuracy of the results and findings. Other limitations of the 
study included the inability to capture potentially important factors such as English 
language levels, or English language fluency change as a function of residing in the 
U.S., level of their academic degree program, mixing visible Chinese populations 
(e.g., mainland China, Taiwan, etc.), as well as the online platform used to distribute 
the questionnaire which may not have been convenient.

Lastly, some of the scales used in this study might have limitations. The GREAT 
(Chang, 1999) measure of gender role attitudes has never been used with Chinese 
international students or Asian international students. This is the first time, to our 
knowledge, that this scale has been used with Chinese international students in the 
U.S. The perceived discrimination measure (ASSIS perceived discrimination sub-
scale; Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994) only captured experiences of perceived racial 
discrimination. Other types of potentially significant discrimination (e.g., language 
discrimination) was not explored in the current study. This study utilized the MEIM-
R (Phinney & Ong, 2007) which was designed for American born populations (e.g., 
Latinx Americans). Chinese international students, as an immigrant population, have 
vastly different experiences compared to other American born populations in the U.S. 
(e.g., Chinese Americans). The current study was not able to fully capture the com-
plex ethnic and national identities that Chinese international students might have.

Future research on this population can be conducted to further explore the impact 
of ethnic identity on mental health outcomes. The bidirectional impact of ethnic iden-
tity should be further studied and confirmed by future research. Future studies can 
also focus more on the impact of gender role attitudes on mental health outcomes. 
Future research can consider using measures that are based on different gender role 
attitude frameworks (e.g., traditional vs. egalitarian; masculine vs. feminine) to fur-
ther explore this relationship. Future research can also utilize other measures on 
perceived discrimination (e.g., perceived language discrimination). Language adap-
tations to the survey can also be utilized (i.e., using measurements that have been 
translated and validated in Chinese). Potential mediators that explore the underlying 
mechanism can be used to advance our understanding on how the underlying pro-
cess operates. Factors such as maladaptive perfectionism, social connections, shame, 
loneliness, and length of stay in the U.S. have been found as mediators between dif-
ferent multicultural variables (e.g., acculturation, discrimination) and mental health 
outcomes (Du & Wei, 2015; Liao et al., 2023; Liu et al., 2016, 2022; Zhang & Good-
son, 2011). Future studies can also work on developing and validating other cultur-
ally adapted psychological interventions to help counselors to develop tools when 
working with Chinese international students. Lastly, the current study utilized the 
Multicultural Assessment-Intervention Process model (MAIP model; Dana, 1993; 
Gamst et al., 2011) to help guide the exploration and predictability of multicultural 
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factors on mental health outcomes. Future studies can continue to use this framework 
to guide the exploration of multicultural factors and mental health outcomes.

Conclusion

The current study outlined different challenges and factors that are prominent in the 
experience of Chinese international students pursuing full time degrees at U.S. col-
leges and universities. Multicultural factors such as ethnic identity exploration and 
commitment, acculturation to mainstream U.S. culture and heritage Chinese culture, 
perceived discrimination, and gender role attitudes in home and work domains were 
all found to predict mental health outcomes for Chinese international students. It is 
important for mental health professionals to understand the challenges and experi-
ences of Chinese international students as well as different multicultural factors that 
can impact the mental health outcomes for this population. The findings from the cur-
rent study will hopefully provide more insight for mental health professionals when 
working with this growing student population at universities.
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