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ABSTRACT

Globalization has transformed U.S. higher education institutions into culturally diverse
environments where international students navigate complex academic and social
landscapes. This study examines the impact of institutional policies, communication styles,
and social norms on intercultural engagement and academic integration among
international students. The findings reveal that while institutional frameworks uphold
academic standards, they often unintentionally marginalize non-Western communication
and cultural practices. Peer mentorship, language support, and intercultural training are
key strategies for fostering inclusion. This study offers evidence-based recommendations
for institutional leaders seeking to enhance international student experiences and promote
equitable intercultural engagement in higher education.
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INTRODUCTION

The internationalization of higher education has transformed universities into
dynamic cultural hubs, reshaping their role beyond the dissemination of knowledge. These
institutions now serve as spaces for cultural negotiation, where academic traditions,
pedagogical frameworks, and informal social norms intersect to shape intercultural
interactions (Marginson, 2014). This study critically examines these institutional structures
through the lenses of Gramsci’s (1971) cultural hegemony theory, Hofstede’s (2001)
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cultural dimensions theory, and Hall’s (1976) high- and low-context communication
framework. These theoretical perspectives provide a foundation for analyzing how
institutional norms, such as classroom expectations and research ethics, uphold academic
rigor and reinforce cultural hierarchies that privilege Western epistemologies and
communication practices.

Gramsci’s (1971) concept of cultural hegemony is central to this study, as it illustrates
how seemingly neutral institutional structures perpetuate dominant ideologies that
marginalize alternative cultural frameworks. In academic settings, power operates through
formal regulations, professional norms, and implicit anticipations that align with Western
traditions, rendering other perspectives of deviant (Brookfield, 2005). For example,
Western academic discourse often prioritizes direct, assertive communication, which
aligns with low-context traditions but presents barriers for students from high-context
cultures, where indirect communication and implicit meaning-making are the norms (Hall,
1976). This mismatch can contribute to academic disadvantages, cultural alienation, and
reduced institutional participation.

Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimensions theory further illuminates how cultural
variations in power distance, individualism vs. collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance
shape students’ academic integration in their host country. Western institutions, influenced
by low power distance and individualistic cultures, emphasize self-directed learning,
critical debate, and egalitarian faculty—student interactions. However, students from
collectivist, high-power-distance societies may find these norms discordant with their
cultural upbringing, leading to tensions in classroom participation, knowledge sharing, and
hierarchical expectations (Deardorff, 2009). These dynamics underscore the need for
institutions to assess whether their policies genuinely foster inclusivity or inadvertently
sustain inequity.

Hall’s (1976) high- and low-context communication framework provides additional
insight into international students’ linguistic and social challenges in U.S. higher education.
Western academia, which is predominantly low-context, values explicit articulation,
argumentation, and communication efficiency. In contrast, high-context cultures embed
meaning in relational cues and shared experiences, making Western academic norms feel
restrictive or alienating (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2012). These disparities often
marginalize students from non-Western backgrounds, reinforcing biases that favor direct,
linear communication. Addressing such differences calls for a re-examination of
pedagogical and communicative practices to accommodate diverse epistemologies in
teacher education.

Recent research underscores the importance of institutional support systems, such as
peer mentorship and intercultural programs, in facilitating international students’ social
integration and academic success (Smith & Khawaja, 2019; Zhang & Zhou, 2022). Newer
findings from the Journal of International Students (2024, 2025) further emphasize the role
of mobility frameworks and intercultural communication initiatives in enhancing student
belonging, academic motivation, and inclusion in global classrooms (JIS, 2024; JIS, 2025).
These studies reinforce the need for institutions to design culturally responsive learning
environments that actively dismantle systemic barriers to participation.

Guided by these theoretical and empirical insights, this study seeks to balance two
key imperatives: maintaining academic rigor and fostering a culturally responsive
educational environment. To explore this balance, this study poses the following research
questions:
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1. How do institutional rules, communication styles, and social practices in higher
education influence international students’ intercultural experiences and
academic integration?

2. What strategies and mobility programs can higher education institutions
implement to promote inclusivity and enhance global learning?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The globalization of higher education has reshaped academic institutions into vibrant
cultural spaces in which diverse languages, traditions, and knowledge systems converge.
As global student mobility and international academic collaboration increase, institutions
are no longer just centers of knowledge dissemination; they also serve as facilitators of
intercultural exchange. This transformation is influenced by a complex combination of
formal institutional regulations, academic conventions, and unwritten social customs that
guide daily interactions. However, while these structures create academic stability, they
can also perpetuate cultural dominance and marginalize non-Western perspectives.
Consequently, scholars have called for a critical reassessment of these frameworks to
ensure that they support, rather than hinder, the diverse and innovative contributions of the
global academic community (Perez & Smith, 2021).

This review examines key aspects of intercultural dynamics in higher education,
including institutional codes and academic conventions, communication practices in
diverse environments, the impact of social norms, approaches to managing cultural
diversity, and the role of mobility programs. By integrating theories from intercultural
communication, diversity management, and organizational studies, this analysis explores
the functioning of institutional structures in multicultural academic settings. This
discussion synthesizes current empirical findings and theoretical insights while identifying
areas for future research. The following sections delve into each dimension, culminating
in an assessment of the research gap that this study seeks to address.

Intercultural Engagement in Higher Education:

As higher education becomes increasingly internationalized, institutions are evolving
into cultural contact zones in which diverse academic traditions, communication norms,
and social expectations converge. The influx of international students has transformed
universities into sites of intercultural negotiation, underscoring the need to critically
examine how institutional structures facilitate or hinder inclusive engagement. This section
synthesizes theoretical and empirical insights to illuminate how institutional norms,
communication styles, social practices, and mobility programs influence the intercultural
dynamics in higher education.

Institutional Structure and Cultural Hegemony

Universities are often governed by formal codes and implicit academic conventions
that reflect dominant cultural ideologies. Gramsci’s (1971) theory of cultural hegemony
helps explain how institutional practices tend to reproduce Western academic norms, such
as prioritizing individual achievement and linear argumentation, which can marginalize
students from collectivist or non-Western backgrounds. Brookfield (2005) argues that
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academic settings reinforce hegemonic power through policies and everyday expectations
around student behavior and intellectual engagement.

For example, Western institutions commonly promote direct, assertive
communication and classroom participation, providing low-context interactions (Hall,
1976). These expectations may disadvantage students who are more accustomed to indirect
communication, where meaning is embedded in context, relationships, and nuance (Meyer,
2014). As a result, institutional codes, while upholding academic rigor, can inadvertently
exclude alternative epistemologies and communicative styles, limiting full academic
participation and representation (Barkhuizen, 2014; Marginson, 2014).

Communication Practices and Cultural Dimensions

Effective academic engagement relies heavily on both verbal and nonverbal
communication. Hall’s (1976) high- and low-context communication framework remains
particularly relevant for understanding how communication mismatches affect student
experiences. While Western academia typically values low-context communication clarity,
directness, and argumentation, students from high-context cultures may rely more on
relational cues, shared experiences, and implicit understanding (Gudykunst, 2004). These
differences can lead to misinterpretations, with indirect communication being perceived as
disengagement or passivity (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2012).

Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimension theory complements Hall’s insights by
categorizing key cultural value orientations that influence behavior in educational contexts.
For example, in cultures with high power distance and collectivist orientations, students
may be socialized to respect hierarchical authority and defer to their instructors. This may
conflict with Western pedagogical models that emphasize student-centered learning, open
critique, and egalitarian relationships (Deardorff, 2009). Understanding these dimensions,
particularly individualism versus collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, and power distance,
enables institutions to tailor engagement strategies and pedagogical approaches that
accommodate cultural variability.

Social Norms and Academic Belonging

In addition to formal structures, unwritten social norms play a critical role in shaping
intercultural interactions on campuses. These norms influence not only how students
engage in the classroom but also how they form relationships, participate in extracurricular
activities, and develop a sense of belonging (Tierney, 2004). Research shows that
international students from structured or formal cultural contexts often struggle with the
casual and spontaneous nature of Western social environments (Marginson, 2022).

Peer mentorship and intercultural student organizations have been shown to support
smoother integration by creating structured and culturally responsive spaces for dialog and
support (Smith, 2015; Hurtado et al., 2019). Flexible and inclusive social norms contribute
to student confidence and well-being, fostering deeper intercultural understanding and
community cohesion (Zhang & Zhou, 2022).

Institutional Policies and Intercultural Inclusion

Although diverse policies are widespread, their effectiveness often depends on their
implementation. Gay (2018) emphasized that inclusive policies must go beyond
representation and transform institutional culture. However, many institutions struggle
with inertia and implicit biases that undermine these initiatives (Kezar & Eckel, 2004).
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Top-down diversity mandates that without community buy-in can lead to performative
outcomes rather than systemic changes.

Curricular reform and intercultural faculty development are among the most
promising strategies for achieving meaningful inclusivity. Studies have shown that
integrating diverse global perspectives into coursework and providing faculty with
intercultural competence training improves classroom engagement and learning outcomes,
and can further ensure that institutional initiatives reflect the lived realities of the
international student body (Deardorff, 2019).

Mobility Programs and Global Learning

Student exchange and mobility programs are widely recognized for fostering
intercultural competence through immersion in diverse educational settings (Knight,
2015). These programs provide experiential learning opportunities that expand students’
cultural awareness and adaptability. However, without adequate support, mobility
experiences can reinforce dominant cultural norms rather than disrupt them. For example,
students may feel pressured to assimilate into Western models of academic behavior rather
than engage in mutual cultural exchange (Marginson, 2014).

Effective mobility programs include predeparture orientation, language and academic
support, and structured postreturn reflection opportunities (Bodycott, 2020; Zhu & Lee,
2021). When well designed, these initiatives can enhance students’ global competence and
support the institutional goal of fostering international collaboration.

Addressing Research Gaps

Although internationalization has reshaped higher education worldwide, much of the
literature continues to examine institutional policies, communication practices, and student
integration as separate elements. Many studies adopt Western-centric frameworks, often
overlooking how students from the Global South experience navigating international
academic spaces (Hurtado et al., 2019). Few studies have explored how institutional codes,
social norms, and intercultural policies intersect, particularly in various geopolitical
contexts.

This study addresses these gaps by investigating intercultural dynamics within
Western and non-Western institutions, drawing on case studies from Germany and China.
It explores how institutional structures and cultural expectations shape international student
integration and engagement. Grounded in the theoretical frameworks of Gramsci,
Hofstede, and Hall, it offers a comprehensive analysis of how power, culture, and
communication interact within institutional environments. This study identifies scalable
strategies for fostering culturally responsive practices in global higher education.

This study draws on a conceptual model (see Figure 1) that outlines the institutional
and cultural dimensions influencing intercultural engagement.
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Figure 1
The Cultural Dimension of the Hofstede Model
Note. Adapted from Hofstede (2001) and Minkov & Hofstede (2014)

The conceptual model presented in Figure 1 synthesizes the core institutional elements
influencing intercultural engagement in higher education. It illustrates how institutional
codes, communication norms, and social or cultural policies intersect to shape
international students’ academic integration. These elements function not in isolation but
as interrelated systems within higher education institutions. Institutional codes often
reflect dominant ideologies (Gramsci, 1971), whereas communication norms vary across
cultural contexts (Hall, 1976), and social policies may support or constrain inclusive
practices. These factors influence students’ sense of belonging, participation, and
academic success. By mapping these relationships visually, the model underscores the
complexity of intercultural engagement and provides a framework for institutional
leaders seeking to improve international student outcomes through systemic, culturally
responsive strategies (Minkov & Hofstede, 2014)

Recent studies have emphasized the importance of cultural intelligence, empathy, and
institutional responsiveness in supporting international students. For example, Marginson
(2023, pp. 112-114) reported that universities with culturally embedded support systems
improved student satisfaction and retention, especially for students from Asia and Africa.
Similarly, Smith and Khawaja (2019, pp. 45-48) argued that developing peer relationships
and addressing culturally based stressors are essential components of successful
intercultural integration. These findings align with calls for more inclusive pedagogical
frameworks that reflect the diversity of international student populations (Marginson,
2023, pp. 186—189). While policy discussions have become more visible in institutional
mission statements, the gap between rhetoric and practice remains wide, particularly in
Western contexts. Expanding these initiatives to include international student voices and
leadership roles can enhance the relevance and efficacy of inclusion efforts.
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METHODOLOGY

A cross-sectional survey was used to assess intercultural engagement in higher
education institutions. This design offered a snapshot of how institutional policies, cultural
expectations, and adaptation strategies influenced international student experiences at a
specific point in time (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Although longitudinal studies offer
more profound insights into cultural adjustment over time, a cross-sectional approach was
chosen to yield actionable institutional recommendations.

Participants and Sampling

Using a stratified random sampling method, participants were selected to ensure broad
representation across academic roles (students, faculty, and administrators), nationalities
(domestic vs. international), and disciplinary affiliations (STEM, social sciences, and
humanities). Recruitment was conducted via university mailing lists, student forums, and
faculty networks. No financial incentives were provided. Participation was voluntary and
anonymous, with recruitment materials and surveys available in English and Arabic. The
final sample consisted of 136 participants: 74 students (54 international and 20 domestic),
42 faculty members, and 20 administrators. The participants represented over 18
nationalities, with a near-even gender distribution. Disciplines spanned STEM, humanities,
and social sciences, with the largest cohort from social sciences (38%). This diversity
ensured a comprehensive understanding of intercultural dynamics across multiple
institutional roles and academic contexts.

Ethical considerations

This study received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval to ensure compliance
with ethical standards. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, who were
provided with clear information regarding the study’s purpose, voluntary nature, and data
usage. The participants were assured that their responses would remain anonymous and
that they could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. To protect
confidentiality, all the data were securely stored and accessible only to authorized
personnel. No personally identifiable information was collected, and survey responses
were anonymized to prevent tracing back to individuals. These measures ensured that the
study adhered to ethical research practices while prioritizing participant privacy and
autonomy (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Data collection and instruments

The survey was administered through Qualtrics and was optimized for mobile, tablet,
and desktop formats. To ensure accessibility, it was made available in English and Arabic.
A pilot study with 30 participants was conducted to test for clarity and reliability, resulting
in the revision of two ambiguous Likert scale questions. The survey captured data on
demographics (e.g., nationality and language background), frequency of cross-cultural
engagement, perceived institutional support, and levels of academic integration.

The instruments were adapted from validated intercultural competence scales
(Bennett, 1993, 2003) and underwent linguistic validation, including back-translation.
Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) via principal axis factoring was used to identify the
underlying dimensions of intercultural engagement, followed by confirmatory factor
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analysis (CFA) via maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) to validate the factor structure
(cutoff > 0.60). Convergent and discriminant validity were assessed via the AVE and the
Fornell-Larcker criterion.

Data analysis

Statistical analysis was conducted via SPSS and R. Descriptive statistics were used to
summarize the participants’ characteristics and engagement patterns. Assumption testing
included Shapiro—Wilk tests for normality, Q—Q plots for visual inspection, and Levene’s
test for homoscedasticity. The variance inflation factor (VIF) values were less than 5,
indicating that there were no concerns about multicollinearity.

Inferential analysis involves Pearson’s correlation to assess the relationships between
institutional support, engagement, and integration. Multiple regression was used to
evaluate the predictive role of university policies in perceived inclusivity. ANOVA was
used to compare engagement across academic roles. Missing data under 5% were addressed
through mean imputation, and cases with excessive missing values were removed listwise.
Little’s MCAR test confirmed the randomness of the missing data (Bryman, 2016).

Instrument Reliability and Validity

Reliability testing produced Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding 0.80 for all the
subscales. The split-half reliability according to the Spearman—Brown coefficient was 0.83.
Factor analysis confirmed the construct validity of the instruments: the Kaiser-Meyer—
Olkin (KMO) measure was 0.84, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (y*(136)
=1254.67, p <0.001), verifying the data’s suitability for factor analysis (Hair et al., 2020).

RESULTS

The findings suggest that institutional cultural norms have a significant impact on the
experiences of international students and faculty in higher education. Three key themes
emerged: (1) the role of academic etiquette in shaping communication, (2) challenges in
navigating institutional policies, and (3) best practices for fostering inclusivity in
classrooms. The following sections discuss each of these themes in detail based on both
qualitative insights and statistical analysis.

Academic Etiquette and Communication Norms

Institutional expectations about classroom participation and communication
significantly shaped how students interacted with faculty and peers. Students from
collectivist or high-context cultures often struggled to adjust to debate-driven, low-context
classroom environments. Survey responses showed that 68% of international students
initially felt “hesitant” or “very hesitant” to speak in open discussions, while only 22% of
domestic peers reported similar discomfort.

As one participant shared:

“In my country, we don’t interrupt or challenge teachers. Here, they expect us to
question everything, and at first, I thought it was rude.” (Participant #007)
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Differences in email etiquette and hierarchical expectations also caused friction.
Several respondents expressed uncertainty about how to address professors formally and
how promptly to respond to feedback. Those who participated in orientation workshops on
U.S. academic communication norms reported increased confidence and smoother
classroom interactions.

Navigating Institutional Policies and Support Structures

Students frequently described difficulties understanding grading policies, academic
integrity regulations, and bureaucratic procedures. The survey revealed that only 41% of
international students rated institutional policies as “clear,” compared with 79% of
domestic students.

One participant explained:

“The plagiarism policy was very confusing. I was told to paraphrase, but then they
said it’s still plagiarism. It made me anxious about writing anything.” (Participant
#012)

Delays in receiving guidance on visa documentation and financial aid also
compounded stress levels. Institutions offering multilingual advising, peer support
networks, and transparent policy communication had significantly higher perceived
inclusivity scores (M =4.35, SD = 0.61) than those without such services (M =3.12, SD =
0.87; p<.01).

Fostering Inclusivity and Cultural Competence

Institutions that implemented structured intercultural training, peer mentorship, and
inclusive curricula reported stronger engagement among international students. Statistical
analysis showed a strong positive correlation between institutional support and perceived
inclusion (r = .68, p <.001).

As one student reflected:

“What really helped me was the peer mentorship. My mentor explained how group
work works here and invited me to events. That made me feel I belong.” (Participant
#007)

Faculty training on intercultural sensitivity also improved classroom dynamics, with
students reporting higher comfort levels in courses where instructors demonstrated
awareness of cultural communication styles. ANOVA results indicated significant
differences in perceived engagement between students in classes with trained faculty
versus those without (F(2, 247)=4.31, p =.015).

Emerging Coping and Adaptation Strategies

In addition to institutional supports, students described personal coping strategies for
cultural adjustment. They emphasized the importance of social support networks, cultural
exchange activities, and goal orientation.

“When I joined the international student club, I met people from everywhere.
It gave me confidence and motivation to continue.” (Participant #007)
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These narratives highlight how students actively navigate institutional cultures while
drawing on personal resilience to achieve academic success.

Best Practices in Managing Cultural Diversity

Several effective institutional strategies have emerged to foster inclusivity:
1. Inclusive policy development. The incorporation of diverse cultural perspectives
in policymaking promotes equity and challe

nbkh v

ges of dominant cultural norms, aligning with Banks’ (2015) critique of cultural

hegemony. Immigrant students, especially those facing language barriers, benefit

from policies that acknowledge their specific cultural realities.

6. Intercultural training programs. These programs enhance students’ cultural
competence and align with Hall’s communication theory by bridging differences
between high-context and low-context communication styles (Deardorft, 2006).
Such training facilitates both academic and professional adaptation.

7. Dedicated support services. Mentorship initiatives and multicultural centers are
essential for immigrant student success. These services support Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions theory, which emphasizes the importance of collectivist
support networks (Glass et al., 2015).

8. Feedback mechanisms. Platforms that enable students to share their experiences

and influence institutional practices strengthen their engagement and inclusivity

(Knight, 2004).

Transformative Role of Mobility Programs

Mobility programs offer substantial benefits, such as fostering adaptability and global
awareness, which is consistent with Hofstede’s cultural dimension theory (Paige et al.,
2009). However, these programs may inadvertently reinforce cultural hegemony, as
students often adapt to dominant Western norms rather than engage in mutual cultural
exchanges (Marginson, 2014). Multilingual skills facilitate cultural transitions and support
professional growth. These findings suggest that mobility programs should include
structured predeparture orientations to better prepare students for cultural adjustment.

DISCUSSION

This study highlights the pivotal role of institutional structures in shaping intercultural
engagement within higher education. The findings show that academic etiquette, policy
clarity, and cultural awareness programs collectively influence international students’
capacity to integrate and succeed. These results align with Geert Hofstede’s (1980, 2001)
cultural dimension theory, which explains how differences in power distance,
individualism—collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance directly affect student engagement
and classroom participation. Faculty training that incorporates these cultural dimensions
can foster more inclusive and responsive learning environments.

Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) concept of cultural hegemony further contextualizes how
dominant institutional norms often shape policy implementation and pedagogical practices,
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underscoring the need for intentional efforts to disrupt these hierarchies to enable genuine
academic integration. Likewise, Edward T. Hall’s (1976, 1989) high- versus low-context
communication theory explains the communication barriers encountered by students from
implicit, high-context cultures when navigating Western low-context academic settings.
Targeted cultural sensitivity training for faculty could mitigate these barriers and improve
international student participation and retention.

Methodological Considerations

The cross-sectional design provided a valuable snapshot of intercultural engagement,
with stratified sampling supporting diverse representation and enhancing the
generalizability of the results. Using Qualtrics minimized biases associated with traditional
paper-based surveys, statistical analysis revealed significant correlations between faculty
training and student engagement. However, reliance on self-reported data may have
introduced social desirability bias. Future research should employ complementary
methods, such as classroom observations, focus groups, or longitudinal designs, to
establish causal relationships and provide deeper insights into the mechanisms of
intercultural adaptation.

Research Findings and Implications

Faculty attitudes and training emerged as pivotal factors in fostering intercultural
engagement. Participants repeatedly emphasized that professors’ respectful recognition of
cultural diversity created inclusive classroom environments (Arkoudis et al., 2013).
Orientation programs that addressed cultural adjustment significantly improved students’
confidence and willingness to participate in cross-cultural activities (Spencer-Oatey &
Dauber, 2019). Similarly, mobility programs enhanced students’ global competence and
openness to diverse pedagogical approaches (Paige et al., 2009), reinforcing their value as
transformative educational tools when paired with structured cultural preparation.

Implications for Policy and Practice

The findings indicate that institutional leaders must move beyond symbolic diversity
efforts toward systemic, culturally responsive strategies. Policies on inclusion should be
informed by the lived experiences of international students, especially those from non-
Western backgrounds who often face entrenched structural and cultural barriers.
Universities should:

e Develop centralized platforms offering multilingual academic and administrative
support

e Provide sustained intercultural training for faculty and staff

e Integrate global perspectives across curricula and assessment practices

Clear and accessible communication on academic integrity, grading systems, and
support services tailored to diverse linguistic and cultural audiences can substantially
improve engagement and retention. Moreover, faculty student interaction norms and peer
mentorship programs play critical roles in supporting students’ academic success and well-
being. Institutionalizing these practices will help universities embody the values of global
competence and educational equity.

This study’s limitations include potential sampling bias and reliance on self-reported
data. Future research should broaden demographic representation, employ ethnographic or

195



mixed-method designs, and consider longitudinal tracking to capture the evolution of
intercultural engagement over time. Advanced methodologies, such as social network
analysis, could further illuminate the complex relational dynamics between institutional
structures and international student communities.
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