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A B S T R A C T   

Higher education institutions (HEIs) strive to meet international students’ needs and expectations 
regarding their learning environments. Current literature covers a wide range of needs, expec-
tations, and HEIs’ responses. However, there doesn’t seem to be a consensus about the needs and 
expectations to be addressed. A coherent theoretical framework may help HEIs identify areas of 
need and provide additional resources and comprehensive services. We performed a systematic 
review to obtain an overview of international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences 
regarding their learning environments as described in the literature. We categorized students’ 
perspectives into dimensions. Subsequently, we investigated whether these dimensions related to 
the three key domains outlined in the theoretical framework and the coverage of these key do-
mains by HEIs. Sixty-three studies were eligible for inclusion. We identified 18 dimensions of 
international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences that could be mapped onto the 
framework. Based on these results, the content of the three domains could be summarized as goal 
direction, relationships, and supporting services. Thirteen studies covered one domain, 14 
covered two domains, and 36 covered three domains. To provide optimal support, HEIs should 
cover all three domains. Our study may help to better understand and optimize learning envi-
ronments for international students.   

1. Introduction 

Nowadays, there are increasing numbers of international students in a globalizing world leading to more diversity, intercultural 
connection and better understanding. However, this increase of international students with diverse cultural backgrounds also poses 
more and more challenges to Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), because they have a wide range of needs and expectations 
(Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Knight, 2004). Especially diploma-seeking international students with a long-term educational, social, and 
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financial commitment to the HEIs pose such challenges to HEIs (Urban & Palmer, 2016). Having an overview of, and insight in, in-
ternational students’ overall needs and expectations is important for HEIs to enable them to optimize their students’ learning processes 
and the learning environments. However, literature indicates that, until now, HEIs tend to focus on various types of needs, expec-
tations, and experiences without using a coherent theoretical framework. This may imply that there is no consensus about the needs, 
expectations, and experiences that should be addressed and that important ones may be neglected. For example, some researchers 
mainly focused on international students’ needs for interaction with host students (Chuah & Singh, 2016), whereas others focused on 
educational services or university support services (Roberts, Boldy, & Dunworth, 2015; Trice & Yoo, 2007). Such differences in focus 
and the lack of a theoretical framework can lead to an incomplete understanding of international students’ overall needs, expectations, 
and experiences and, consequently, suboptimal learning environments. Besides, using a theoretical framework may benefit research as 
it enables comparing research outcomes on a conceptual level. The aim of this systematic review was to gain insight into the full range 
of international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences that are potentially relevant to the quality of their learning processes, 
which can serve as a starting point for optimizing international higher education environments in every conceivable way. 

We used a widely validated theoretical framework for describing human environments (Insel & Moos, 1974; Moos, 1973, 1974), 
which was also found to be relevant for the educational context (Schonrock-Adema, Bouwkamp-Timmer, van Hell, & 
Cohen-Schotanus, 2012), as a lens to investigate the needs, expectations and experiences of international students regarding their 
learning environments in international higher education. This framework defines three broad domains as key to the quality of human 
environments: personal development or goal direction, relationships, and system maintenance/change (Moos, 1973, 1974). In 
educational settings, the first domain concerns working towards and achieving the goals of the educational program, in other words, 
the content of education (Schonrock-Adema et al., 2012). The second domain covers the nature and intensity of personal relationships 
and the extent to which people are involved in the setting. The third domain involves institutional management in terms of learning 
environment organization, rule clarity, teachers’ control and the quality of materials and facilities. Applying this framework could help 
identify a broad range of international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences. 

Optimizing international students’ learning environments may not only benefit students’ personal wellbeing and academic 
progress (Rodney Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Huang, 2012), but also HEIs in terms of fewer dropouts and improved educational 
outcomes (Yee, Yean, & Yi, 2018). In this study, we (1) performed a systematic review to get an overview of all relevant and necessary 
aspects of international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences described in the literature, (2) identified groups of thematically 
similar needs, expectations, and experiences, (3) related these themes to Moos’ theoretical framework (Moos, 1973, 1974; Schon-
rock-Adema et al., 2012), and (4) investigated the coverage of these key domains by HEIs. Our research question was: what kinds of 
needs, expectations, and experiences of international students should higher education institutions take into account to be able to 
optimize their international learning environment? Up till now, hardly any HEIs seem to be all-encompassing in their evaluation 
processes and address all relevant aspects. Thus, the objective of this systematic review was to deepen our understanding of the needs, 
expectations, and experiences of international students to be able to provide HEIs with recommendations on how to optimize their 
international learning environments. 

2. Methods 

Following the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, 
Altman, & Group, 2009), we performed a systematic review on the expectations, needs, and experiences of international students 
regarding their learning environments. We defined diploma-seeking international students as students who wanted to complete their 
bachelor’s or master’s degree in another country than their country of origin and who moved to that host country for their studies. We 
realized that their needs, expectations, and experiences might be different in subsequent stages of their learning processes. In order to 
be comprehensive, we included all dynamic stages in our study, which concerned students’ needs and expectations before starting their 
international study, and their needs, expectations and experiences during their studies (Alfattal, 2016; Calikoglu, 2018; Dean, 2012). 

2.1. Search strategy 

We conducted our initial electronic search in the following eight databases: Academic Search Premier; Business Source Premier; 
ERIC; MEDLINE; Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection; PsycINFO; SocINDEX; and Web of Science in July 2019. We repeated 
this search in February 2022 to identify any new relevant publications. We used the following key terms, which we combined with 
“OR” within each group of keywords, and with “AND” between those groups:  

a. Higher education; tertiary education; postsecondary education; post-secondary education in title or abstract or in the index terms;  
b. International student*; international education; internationali*; intercultural in title or abstract;  
c. Expect*; experienc*; need*; motiv*; desir*; goal*; aim*; aspir* connected with student* in title or abstract; or student attitude; 

student satisfaction; student motivation; motivation in education (depending on its related index terms in different databases) in 
the index terms. 

We limited our search to peer-reviewed publications in English. After searching the databases, duplicates were removed and titles 
and abstracts were screened to eliminate irrelevant records. In case of doubt, the researchers retain the records for full-text screening. 
Subsequently, two researchers independently reviewed the full text articles of the remaining records for eligibility. The reference lists 
of the included articles were then screened (snowballing) to identify additional relevant articles. Throughout the literature selection 
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process, two researchers independently screened the records/articles and discussed any disagreements. Discrepancies were discussed 
with a third researcher to reach consensus. 

2.2. Inclusion criteria  

a. The participants in the study were diploma-seeking undergraduate and/or graduate international students enrolled in non- 
domestic international higher education;  

b. The study investigated students’ needs, expectations, motivations, satisfaction and/or experiences related to international higher 
education;  

c. The study focused on students’ perspectives on international higher education; 
d. The research outcomes could be used by host institutions to improve their international higher education to optimally meet stu-

dents’ needs and expectations. 

2.3. Exclusion criteria  

a. The participants of the study were not diploma-seeking undergraduate and/or graduate international students studying abroad, 
students from outside the field of higher education, but, for instance, PhD students, vocational students, short-term exchange 
students, or domestic international students (i.e. students participating in an international study in their home countries);  

b. The study did not include any empirical investigation among students;  
c. The study went beyond the local, host institutional level to investigate students’ expectations of international higher education and 

focused, for example, on the national or global level;  
d. The study did not focus on students’ perspectives on international higher education;  
e. The study did not address international higher education;  
f. Internationalization was only a minor aspect of the study;  
g. The study focused only on a specific aspect of internationalization, such as internationalization of the curriculum or distance 

learning;  
h. The study was published as an abstract (paper or poster abstract), a dissertation abstracts, an editorial, a letter, a book review, a 

literature review or a paper or abstract in proceedings of a conference. 

We excluded PhD students because (1) their study program is more based on developing the ability to perform independent 
research rather than course work and (2) they tend to be in a different life stage, in which they may take on additional social roles and, 
therefore, may have a different set of expectations (S. H. J. Choi, Nieminen, & Townson, 2012). In case studies focused on both 
diploma-seeking international students and, for instance, exchange students, domestic students or PhD students, we only included 
those studies in which the results of the diploma-seeking international students were reported separately. 

2.4. Data extraction 

After completing the study selection process, we ascertained which kinds of needs, expectations, and experiences of international 
students were described in the included studies. Using an iterative process of data extraction and interpretation, we mapped groups of 
thematically similar needs, expectations, and experiences onto Moos’ theoretical framework – personal development or goal direction, 
relationships and system maintenance/change – to gain insight into whether each study paid attention to the three domains and 
whether aspects were underrepresented. This iterative process implied that the first author identified dimensions by grouping similar 
kinds of perspectives and mapped these onto the three domains. Subsequently, the entire research team reviewed the classification and 

Fig. 1. Flowchart of search and selection strategy.  
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discussed it until consensus was reached. 
To investigate whether differences in international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences could be related to study 

characteristics or context, for each eligible study we abstracted data regarding the research questions, research methods, theories used, 
regions/countries of the study, regions/countries of the participants, international students’ learning stages and research results. This 
data abstraction process was performed by the first author and based on discussions with the research team. 

3. Results 

Our initial electronic search yielded 4,255 records. After removal of 1,009 duplicates and screening the titles and abstracts of the 
remaining 3,246 records, 281 records were eligible for full-text screening. Sixty-three articles met the inclusion criteria and were 
included in the review (Fig. 1). A search of the reference lists of the included studies yielded no additional studies. 

Most studies used qualitative methods to investigate international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences in higher edu-
cation: 31 studies used only qualitative methods (49%, including one longitudinal study), 19 studies used mixed methods (30%, among 
which six longitudinal studies) and 13 studies (21%) used only quantitative methods. 

Only one study (Alfattal, 2016) mentioned using a theoretical model to study international students’ needs: the International 
Students’ Needs 7Ps Model (7Ps: Program; Place; Price; Promotion; Process; People; Physical Facility) (Kotler & Fox, 1995). 

Forty-nine studies (78%) were performed in English-speaking countries, most of them in the United States (15, 24%), the United 
Kingdom (14, 22%), and Australia (10, 16%). Asian students received the most special attention (19 studies, 30%). Furthermore, seven 
studies (11%) focused specifically on Chinese students. 

Based on the classifications of Schartner and Young (2016)’s conceptual model of study processes, international students go 
through several stages, namely an arrival stage, an adjustment stage, and an adaptation stage where they are more integrated and can 
reflect on their outcome. According to the stages of study we observed in the rest of the articles, the entire study process should also 
include a pre-arrival stage with original motivation for learning abroad (Vardaman & Mastel-Smith, 2016; W. Wu & Hammond, 2011), 
a pre-graduation stage in which the need to make future plans becomes more important (Calikoglu, 2018; W. Wu & Hammond, 2011), 
and a post-graduate stage with experiences of maintaining contact with the host HEIs (Ellis, Sawyer, Gill, Medlin, & Wilson, 2005). We 
observed that four of the studies included (6%) related to the pre-arrival stage, 16 (25%) to the arrival stage, 63 (100%) to the 
adjustment stage, 59 (94%) to the adaptation stage, four (6%) to the pre-graduation stage, and one (2%) to the post-graduate stage 
(Fig. 2). 

We identified groups of thematically similar needs, expectations, and experiences regarding an international learning environment 
and mapped these onto Moos’ framework (Fig. 3). We identified 18 themes or dimensions. Five dimensions pertained to the first 
domain, which we summarized as “goal direction”. Forty-six studies (73%) addressed this domain (Table 1). Furthermore, we iden-
tified five dimensions that pertained to the second domain, namely “relationships”. Forty-eight studies (76%) addressed this domain 
(Table 2). Finally, we identified eight dimensions that pertained to the third domain, which we summarized as “supporting services” 
based on its content in the international higher education setting. Fifty-five studies (87%) addressed this domain (Table 3). 

Thirteen studies (21%) covered one domain, 14 (22%) covered two domains and 36 (57%) covered all three domains. None of the 
studies covered all 18 dimensions we identified. Below, we describe the dimensions in each domain. 

3.1. The goal direction domain 

Forty-six studies (73%) addressed the goal direction domain, see Table 1 for the elements and corresponding references. The five 
dimensions that we classified in this domain were: language proficiency, academic competence, personal growth, intercultural competence, 
and professional development. 

Fig. 2. Coverage of learning stages in the included studies.  
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3.1.1. Language proficiency 
Thirty-seven studies (59%) addressed students’ needs for and expectations of language proficiency as a main aim of education. 

They indicated that language issues such as understanding lectures, communicating with fellow students, and understanding the 
accent were among the main barriers for international students (Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Campbell & Li, 2008; Elturki, Liu, 
Hjeltness, & Hellmann, 2019; Gilligan & Outram, 2012; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Zhou & Todman, 2009). English is the lingua franca in 
international higher education, which gives English-speaking countries a significant advantage in attracting international students for 
meeting their expectations of English language proficiency. With regard to international higher education in non-native English--
speaking countries, students’ needs, expectations, and experiences often focused on learning the local language as well (Alpaydin, 
2018; J. Choi & Kim, 2014; Huhn et al., 2016; Tamaoka, Ninomiya, & Nakaya, 2003). 

3.1.2. Academic competence 
Thirty-three studies (52%) addressed students’ needs for and expectations of acquiring academic competence by focusing on ac-

ademic scholarship, academic language use, academic adaptation, academic rigor, and research experience (Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; 
Alpaydin, 2018; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Tamaoka et al., 2003). Some studies also described students’ needs for acquiring new ways of 
thinking and acting in the academic field, being able to adapt to the new academic environment, and expanding academic horizons (J. 
Choi & Kim, 2014). 

3.1.3. Personal growth 
Twenty-eight studies (44%) covered personal growth in a general sense. Needs, expectations, and experiences described in these 

studies concerned the acquisition of adaptability, maturity and independence, and the ability to overcome diverse challenges (Gu, 
2009; Gu & Maley, 2008; Guo & Guo, 2017; Urban & Palmer, 2016). Hedonism was also addressed as part of students’ personal values 
and related to their needs, expectations, and experiences (R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013). 

3.1.4. Intercultural competence 
Twenty-eight studies (44%) addressed students’ needs, expectations, and experiences regarding intercultural competence. The 

most commonly seen elements were the four building blocks of intercultural competence: knowledge, awareness, skills, and attitudes 
(KASA) (Schartner & Young, 2016; Yarosh, Lukic, & Santibáñez-Gruber, 2018). Besides, supplemental elements in their study that 
could also support students in acquiring intercultural competence, like intercultural critical reflection, intercultural emotional in-
telligence, developing international competence, cultural empathy, open mindedness, social initiative, emotional stability, and flex-
ibility, were addressed (Schartner & Young, 2016; Yarosh et al., 2018; Young, Sercombe, Sachdev, Naeb, & Schartner, 2013). 

3.1.5. Professional development 
Professional development was addressed by ten studies (16%). Needs, expectations, and experiences we considered indicative of 

professional development concerned developing career-oriented competences such as professional abilities, feeling encouraged to 
accept a career in foreign countries and being able to work with ethnically diverse colleagues (Calikoglu, 2018; Jabbar, 2012; Shideh & 
Romeria, 2002). One study also included students’ expectations of preparing for future education and occupations (Calikoglu, 2018). 

3.2. The relationships domain 

Forty-eight studies (76%) addressed the relationships domain, see Table 2 for the elements and corresponding references. The five 
dimensions that pertained to this domain were: relationships with peer students, relationships outside study, relationships with teachers and 

Fig. 3. Domains and dimensions of international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences regarding their learning environments.  
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staff, inclusion in communities, and establishing social networks. 

3.2.1. Relationships with peer students 
Forty-eight studies (76%) indicated that international students had a need for and expectations about warm relationships with peer 

students. They needed, for example, co-nationals to offer them comfort and support as a familiar group (Perrucci & Hu, 1995; I. K.-H. 
Wang, 2018; Young et al., 2013). International students may hold needs and expectations toward domestic students, which included 
emotional, practical, informational, and social companionship support (Chuah & Singh, 2016). However, these expectations were not 
always met and it seemed difficult to make friends with domestic students due to language issues, lifestyle differences, or domestic 
students’ existing social circles (Chuah & Singh, 2016; Elturki et al., 2019; Q. Wang et al., 2018; Young et al., 2013). The studies 
indicated that meeting students’ needs and expectations in other domains, such as overcoming language issues, might also help meet 
relationship needs (Elturki et al., 2019; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Young et al., 2013). 

3.2.2. Relationships outside study 
Thirty-one studies (49%) addressed students’ needs, expectations, and experiences regarding relationships outside their studies, 

which concerned keeping contact with home, making new friends by attending social activities, associating themselves with room-
mates and locals, and dating or even marrying (Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Ellis et al., 2005; Huhn et al., 2016; Leong, 2015; McGarvey 

Table 1 
Goal direction dimensions and content.  

Dimensions Elements Studies addressed the dimensions 

Language 
proficiency 
(37) 

Speaking, listening, reading and writing Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Alpaydin, 2018; Ambrósio, Marques, 
Santos, & Doutor, 2017; Andrade, 2005; Baklashova & Kazakov, 
2016; Calikoglu, 2018; Campbell & Li, 2008; J. Choi & Kim, 2014;  
Deters, 2015; Ellis et al., 2005; Elturki et al., 2019; Gilligan & 
Outram, 2012; Gu & Maley, 2008; Hanassab & Tidwell, 2002; Huhn 
et al., 2016; Jabbar, 2012; Kondakci, Van den Broeck, & Yildirim, 
2008; Leong, 2015; Lin & Scherz, 2014; McClure, 2007; Parsons, 
2010; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Schartner & 
Young, 2016; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Seng & Khoo-Lattimore, 
2012; Sherry, Thomas, & Chui, 2010; Tamaoka et al., 2003; Taylor & 
Ali, 2017; Totemeyer, Dobbs, & Rutland, 2012; Urban & Palmer, 
2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; Q. Wang, Leen, & Hannes, 2018;  
Wearring, Le, Wilson, & Arambewela, 2015; Wu & Hammond, 2011; 
Young et al., 2013; Zhou & Todman, 2009 

Academic 
competence 
(33) 

Developing academic scholarship, academic language use, 
academic adaptation, academic rigor, research experience 

Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Alpaydin, 2018; Andrade, 2005;  
Calikoglu, 2018; Campbell & Li, 2008; Chen & Yang, 2014; J. Choi & 
Kim, 2014; Deters, 2015; Ellis et al., 2005; Elturki et al., 2019;  
Gilligan & Outram, 2012; Grebennikov & Skaines, 2007; Gu, 2009;  
Gu & Maley, 2008; Guo & Guo, 2017; Hanassab & Tidwell, 2002;  
Jabbar, 2012; Kondakci et al., 2008; Lin & Scherz, 2014; McClure, 
2007; Schartner & Young, 2016; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Seng & 
Khoo-Lattimore, 2012; Tamaoka et al., 2003; Taylor & Ali, 2017;  
Totemeyer et al., 2012; Urban & Palmer, 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; 
Q. Wang et al., 2018; Wearring et al., 2015; Wu & Hammond, 2011;  
Young et al., 2013; Zhou & Todman, 2009 

Personal growth 
(28) 

Maturity, independence, defining personal goals, analytical skills 
and problem-solving techniques, role mastery, self-efficacy, 
hedonism 

Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Andrade, 2005; R. Arambewela & Hall, 
2013; Campbell & Li, 2008; Chen & Yang, 2014; Deters, 2015; Ellis 
et al., 2005; Grebennikov & Skaines, 2007; Gu, 2009; Gu & Maley, 
2008; Guo & Guo, 2017; Hanassab & Tidwell, 2002; Huhn et al., 
2016; Jabbar, 2012; Leong, 2015; Liu & Winder, 2012; McClure, 
2007; McGarvey, Brugha, Conroy, Clarke, & Byrne, 2015; Perrucci & 
Hu, 1995; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Sherry et al., 2010; Taylor & 
Ali, 2017; Totemeyer et al., 2012; Urban & Palmer, 2016; Vardaman 
& Mastel-Smith, 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; Q. Wang et al., 2018;  
Young et al., 2013 

Intercultural 
competence 
(28) 

Intercultural competence building blocks: knowledge, awareness, 
skills, attitudes; intercultural critical reflection, intercultural 
emotional intelligence, developing international competence; 
cultural empathy, open mindedness, social initiative, emotional 
stability, flexibility 

Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Andrade, 2005; Baklashova & Kazakov, 
2016; Calikoglu, 2018; Campbell & Li, 2008; Chen & Yang, 2014; J.  
Choi & Kim, 2014; Deters, 2015; Elturki et al., 2019; Guo & Guo, 
2017; Hanassab & Tidwell, 2002; Huhn et al., 2016; Jabbar, 2012;  
Kondakci et al., 2008; Leong, 2015; Lin & Scherz, 2014; McClure, 
2007; McGarvey et al., 2015; Parsons, 2010; Perrucci & Hu, 1995;  
Schartner & Young, 2016; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Sherry et al., 
2010; Urban & Palmer, 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; Q. Wang et al., 
2018; Yarosh et al., 2018; Young et al., 2013 

Professional 
development 
(10) 

Professional abilities, professional roles, feeling encouraged to 
accept a career in foreign countries and work with ethnically 
diverse colleagues, future plans 

Calikoglu, 2018; Ellis et al., 2005; Gilligan & Outram, 2012;  
Hanassab & Tidwell, 2002; Jabbar, 2012; Kondakci et al., 2008;  
Seng & Khoo-Lattimore, 2012; Urban & Palmer, 2016; Vardaman & 
Mastel-Smith, 2016; Wu & Hammond, 2011  
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et al., 2015; Urban & Palmer, 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018). Diploma-seeking international students were long-term sojourners facing 
diverse challenges, conflicts, and changes during learning and living in their new environments. 

3.2.3. Relationships with teachers and staff 
Twenty-two studies (35%) described students’ needs, expectations, and experiences with respect to relationships with teachers and 

staff, which included good communication and guidance, equal treatment, and genuine interpersonal attention from lecturers, tutors, 
instructors, supervisors, and supporting staff (Alpaydin, 2018; Ellis et al., 2005; Guo & Guo, 2017; McClure, 2007; I. K.-H. Wang, 
2018). Not fully recognizing cultural differences may lead to misunderstandings in teacher-student relationships (Lin & Scherz, 2014; 
I. K.-H. Wang, 2018). For example, in Chinese culture and communication, people prefer to use indirect messages and deliver them in 
an implicit manner. Consequently, being humble can mistakenly be interpreted as being too shy to participate in class discussions 
(Campbell & Li, 2008). 

3.2.4. Inclusion in communities 
Sixteen studies (25%) addressed inclusion in communities, such as local, university, academic, and religious communities (Ellis 

et al., 2005; Sherry et al., 2010; Q. Wang et al., 2018). Meeting students’ needs to become involved in communities is important for 
students to feel less isolated and have a sense of belonging (Sherry et al., 2010). Creating a community helps students feel connected by 
pursuing common goals and working together (Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009). 

3.2.5. Establishing social networks 
Five studies (8%) addressed international students’ needs for and expectations of “establishing social networks” when studying 

abroad. The content of this dimension went beyond the stages of adaptation to the new socio-cultural environment as it concerned 
long-term study-related networks, private networks and international and local acquaintances (Huhn et al., 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 
2018). Long-term effects such as future opportunities for cooperation or careers were also part of students’ overall expectations 
(Calikoglu, 2018). 

Table 2 
Relationships dimensions and content.  

Dimensions Elements Studies addressed the dimensions 

Relationships with peer 
students (48) 

Domestic students, other international students, 
co-national students 

Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Alpaydin, 2018; Ambrósio et al., 2017; Ammigan & 
Jones, 2018; Andrade, 2005; Arkoudis, Dollinger, Baik, & Patience, 2019; Atar, 
Erdem, & Koçyigit, 2017; Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Bartram, 2008;  
Calikoglu, 2018; Campbell & Li, 2008; J. Choi & Kim, 2014; Chuah & Singh, 
2016; Deters, 2015; Ellis et al., 2005; Elturki et al., 2019; Gilligan & Outram, 
2012; Gu, 2009; Gu & Maley, 2008; Guo & Guo, 2017; Huhn et al., 2016;  
Kondakci et al., 2008; Leong, 2015; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Liu & Winder, 2012;  
McClure, 2007; McGarvey et al., 2015; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Polat, 2015;  
Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Schartner & Young, 2016; Schweisfurth & Gu, 
2009; Seng & Khoo-Lattimore, 2012; Sherry et al., 2010; Tamaoka et al., 2003;  
Taylor & Ali, 2017; Totemeyer et al., 2012; Urban & Palmer, 2016; Vardaman 
& Mastel-Smith, 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; Q. Wang et al., 2018; Wearring 
et al., 2015; H.-p. Wu, Garza, & Guzman, 2015; Wu & Hammond, 2011; Yan & 
Berliner, 2013; Yee et al., 2018; Young et al., 2013; Zhou & Todman, 2009 

Relationships outside 
study (31) 

Keeping in contact with home, making new 
friends, roommates, local people, dating, 
marriage 

Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Andrade, 2005; Atar et al., 2017; Baklashova & 
Kazakov, 2016; Calikoglu, 2018; Ellis et al., 2005; Elturki et al., 2019; Gu, 
2009; Huhn et al., 2016; Lin & Scherz, 2014; McClure, 2007; McGarvey et al., 
2015; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Polat, 2015; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007;  
Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Seng & Khoo-Lattimore, 2012; Sherry et al., 2010;  
Tamaoka et al., 2003; Taylor & Ali, 2017; Urban & Palmer, 2016; Vardaman & 
Mastel-Smith, 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; Q. Wang et al., 2018; H.-p. Wu et al., 
2015; Wu & Hammond, 2011; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Yee et al., 2018; Young 
et al., 2013; Zhou & Todman, 2009 

Relationships with 
teachers and staff 
(22) 

Lecturers, tutors, instructors, supervisors, 
supporting staff 

Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Alpaydin, 2018; Andrade, 2005; Arkoudis et al., 
2019; Atar et al., 2017; Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Campbell & Li, 2008; J.  
Choi & Kim, 2014; Ellis et al., 2005; Guo & Guo, 2017; Kondakci et al., 2008;  
Leong, 2015; Lin & Scherz, 2014; McClure, 2007; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009;  
Taylor & Ali, 2017; Urban & Palmer, 2016; Vardaman & Mastel-Smith, 2016; I. 
K.-H. Wang, 2018; H.-p. Wu et al., 2015; Yee et al., 2018; Young et al., 2013 

Inclusion in communities 
(16) 

Local communities, university communities, 
academic communities, religious communities 

Andrade, 2005; Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Campbell & Li, 2008; Elturki 
et al., 2019; Hanassab & Tidwell, 2002; Huhn et al., 2016; Lin & Scherz, 2014;  
McClure, 2007; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Schweisfurth 
& Gu, 2009; Seng & Khoo-Lattimore, 2012; Sherry et al., 2010; Totemeyer 
et al., 2012; Q. Wang et al., 2018; Yee et al., 2018 

Establishing social 
networks (5) 

Study-related network, private network, 
international acquaintances, local acquaintances 

Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Calikoglu, 2018; Huhn et al., 2016; Urban & Palmer, 
2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018  
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Table 3 
Supporting services dimensions and content.  

Dimensions Elements References 

Academic 
resources (54) 

Academic orientation and guidance, internationalization of 
curriculum, language support, small class size, fair assessment 

Airey & Bennett, 2007; Alfattal, 2016; Alpaydin, 2018; Ambrósio 
et al., 2017; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Andrade, 2005; Rodney 
Arambewela & Hall, 2006; R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Rodney 
Arambewela et al., 2006; Arkoudis et al., 2019; Atar et al., 2017;  
Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Bartram, 2008; Calikoglu, 2018;  
Campbell & Li, 2008; Chen & Yang, 2014; J. Choi & Kim, 2014;  
Dean, 2012; Deters, 2015; Ellis et al., 2005; Elturki et al., 2019;  
Gatfield et al., 1999; Gilligan & Outram, 2012; Grebennikov & 
Skaines, 2007; Guo & Guo, 2017; Huhn et al., 2016; Kondakci et al., 
2008; Leong, 2015; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Liu & Winder, 2012;  
McClure, 2007; McGarvey et al., 2015; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Polat, 
2015; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Roberts et al., 2015; Schartner & 
Young, 2016; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Seng & Khoo-Lattimore, 
2012; Tamaoka et al., 2003; Taylor & Ali, 2017; Totemeyer et al., 
2012; Trice & Yoo, 2007; Urban & Palmer, 2016; Vardaman & 
Mastel-Smith, 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; Q. Wang et al., 2018;  
Wearring et al., 2015; H.-p. Wu et al., 2015; Wu & Hammond, 2011; 
Yan & Berliner, 2013; Yee et al., 2018; Young et al., 2013; Zhou & 
Todman, 2009 

Social-cultural 
resources (52) 

Cultural and religious practices, support in social interactions and 
social activities, international student office, access to chaplaincy 
or multi-faith 

Airey & Bennett, 2007; Alfattal, 2016; Alpaydin, 2018; Ambrósio 
et al., 2017; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Andrade, 2005; Rodney 
Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Rodney Arambewela et al., 2006;  
Arkoudis et al., 2019; Atar et al., 2017; Baklashova & Kazakov, 
2016; Bartram, 2008; Calikoglu, 2018; Campbell & Li, 2008; Chen 
& Yang, 2014; J. Choi & Kim, 2014; Dean, 2012; Deters, 2015; Ellis 
et al., 2005; Elturki et al., 2019; Gatfield et al., 1999; Gilligan & 
Outram, 2012; Grebennikov & Skaines, 2007; Guo & Guo, 2017;  
Huhn et al., 2016; Kondakci et al., 2008; Leong, 2015; Lin & Scherz, 
2014; Liu & Winder, 2012; McClure, 2007; McGarvey et al., 2015;  
Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Polat, 2015; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007;  
Roberts et al., 2015; Schartner & Young, 2016; Schweisfurth & Gu, 
2009; Seng & Khoo-Lattimore, 2012; Sherry et al., 2010; Tamaoka 
et al., 2003; Taylor & Ali, 2017; Totemeyer et al., 2012; Urban & 
Palmer, 2016; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; Q. Wang et al., 2018; Wearring 
et al., 2015; H.-p. Wu et al., 2015; Wu & Hammond, 2011; Yan & 
Berliner, 2013; Yee et al., 2018; Young et al., 2013; Zhou & 
Todman, 2009 

Facilities and 
services (46) 

Computer, library, professional equipment, accommodation, 
canteen, religious facilities, equipment for disabled students, 
health care, financial services 

Airey & Bennett, 2007; Alfattal, 2016; Alpaydin, 2018; Ambrósio 
et al., 2017; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Rodney Arambewela & Hall, 
2006; R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Rodney Arambewela et al., 
2006; Arkoudis et al., 2019; Atar et al., 2017; Baklashova & 
Kazakov, 2016; Bartram, 2008; Calikoglu, 2018; Campbell & Li, 
2008; Chen & Yang, 2014; J. Choi & Kim, 2014; Dean, 2012; Deters, 
2015; Ellis et al., 2005; Elturki et al., 2019; Gatfield et al., 1999;  
Grebennikov & Skaines, 2007; Huhn et al., 2016; Kondakci et al., 
2008; Leong, 2015; McClure, 2007; McGarvey et al., 2015; Perrucci 
& Hu, 1995; Polat, 2015; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Roberts et al., 
2015; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Seng & Khoo-Lattimore, 2012;  
Sherry et al., 2010; Tamaoka et al., 2003; Taylor & Ali, 2017;  
Totemeyer et al., 2012; Trice & Yoo, 2007; Vardaman & 
Mastel-Smith, 2016; Q. Wang et al., 2018; H.-p. Wu et al., 2015; Wu 
& Hammond, 2011; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Yee et al., 2018; Young 
et al., 2013; Zhou & Todman, 2009 

Career support (25) Career guidance, part-time job and internship opportunities, 
alumni contact 

Airey & Bennett, 2007; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Rodney 
Arambewela & Hall, 2006; R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Rodney 
Arambewela et al., 2006; Bartram, 2008; Calikoglu, 2018; Dean, 
2012; Deters, 2015; Ellis et al., 2005; Elturki et al., 2019; Gatfield 
et al., 1999; Gilligan & Outram, 2012; Grebennikov & Skaines, 
2007; Kondakci et al., 2008; Leong, 2015; Lin & Scherz, 2014;  
McClure, 2007; Roberts et al., 2015; Tamaoka et al., 2003; Trice & 
Yoo, 2007; Urban & Palmer, 2016; Vardaman & Mastel-Smith, 
2016; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Yee et al., 2018 

Initial transition 
support (24) 

Visa assistance, pre-arrival and on arrival information, support in 
acquiring missing prior knowledge, welcoming events, first year 
experience coordinator 

Ambrósio et al., 2017; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Rodney 
Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Atar et al., 2017; Baklashova & Kazakov, 
2016; Bartram, 2008; Dean, 2012; Deters, 2015; Gatfield et al., 
1999; Grebennikov & Skaines, 2007; Guo & Guo, 2017; Kondakci 
et al., 2008; McClure, 2007; Polat, 2015; Poyrazli & Grahame, 
2007; Roberts et al., 2015; Schartner & Young, 2016; Schweisfurth 

(continued on next page) 
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3.3. The supporting services domain 

Fifty-five studies (87%) addressed the supporting services domain, see Table 3 for the elements and corresponding references. The 
eight dimensions that pertained to this domain were academic resources, social-cultural resources, facilities and services, career support, 
initial transition support, psychological support, reputation, and physical safety. 

3.3.1. Academic resources 
Fifty-four studies (86%) reported students’ needs, expectations, and experiences regarding academic resources, which included 

academic orientation and guidance, international curriculum content, language support, small class size, and fair assessment (Bartram, 
2008; Dean, 2012; Gatfield, Barker, & Graham, 1999; Hanassab & Tidwell, 2002; Totemeyer et al., 2012). Good academic resources 
have been characterized as essential for the quality of higher education (Campbell & Li, 2008; Gatfield et al., 1999). It is worth noting 
that in non-native English-speaking countries, teachers and staff who are fluent in English serve as academic resources for international 
students (Calikoglu, 2018; J. Choi & Kim, 2014). 

3.3.2. Social-cultural resources 
Students’ needs, expectations, and experiences regarding social-cultural resources were explicitly addressed in 52 studies (83%). 

These resources included cultural and religious practices, support in social interactions and social activities, specialized agencies 
dealing with international student affairs (e.g., international student office), and resources for different religions (Rodney Arambewela 
& Hall, 2006; Rodney Arambewela, Hall, & Zuhair, 2006; Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Bartram, 2008; J. Choi & Kim, 2014; Young 
et al., 2013). Higher education institutions were expected to organize social-cultural activities to facilitate peer interaction (Rodney 
Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Rodney Arambewela et al., 2006). In addition, International Student Offices were expected to manage 
intercultural issues and conflicts, and promote a healthy intercultural environment (Rodney Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Gatfield et al., 
1999). 

3.3.3. Facilities and services 
Forty-six studies (73%) addressed facilities and services, such as infrastructure facilities (e.g., computer, library, laboratory, ac-

commodation, and canteen), special facilities (e.g., equipment for disabled students), and healthcare and financial services (J. Choi & 
Kim, 2014; Grebennikov & Skaines, 2007; Polat, 2015; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Roberts et al., 2015; Yee et al., 2018). Studies 
indicated that the facilities and services should be of high quality, modern, and sufficient for the number of students (Rodney Ara-
mbewela & Hall, 2006; R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013). In addition, information about these facilities and services should be provided in 
a way that respects equality and diversity. Consequently, international and host students should have access to the same information, 
for example, information on websites of universities from non-native English-speaking countries should be equivalently translated into 
English (J. Choi & Kim, 2014). 

3.3.4. Career support 
Twenty-five studies (40%) addressed needs, expectations, and experiences about career support, especially in later stages of the 

learning process. This dimension included career guidance, part-time job, and internship opportunities (R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013; 
Calikoglu, 2018; Grebennikov & Skaines, 2007; Tamaoka et al., 2003). Students also expected to stay connected with their institutions 
after graduation by, for instance, receiving e-newsletters or attending alumni events (Dean, 2012), which, in turn, could benefit their 
networks as well. 

Table 3 (continued ) 

Dimensions Elements References 

& Gu, 2009; Sherry et al., 2010; Totemeyer et al., 2012; Vardaman 
& Mastel-Smith, 2016; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Yee et al., 2018; Zhou 
& Todman, 2009 

Psychological 
support (21) 

Counseling service, international student advisors Alfattal, 2016; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Andrade, 2005; Rodney 
Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Rodney Arambewela et al., 2006; Atar 
et al., 2017; Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Calikoglu, 2018; Elturki 
et al., 2019; Grebennikov & Skaines, 2007; McClure, 2007; Perrucci 
& Hu, 1995; Polat, 2015; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Roberts et al., 
2015; Schartner & Young, 2016; Totemeyer et al., 2012; Vardaman 
& Mastel-Smith, 2016; H.-p. Wu et al., 2015; Yee et al., 2018; Young 
et al., 2013 

Reputation (14) Image, prestige and recognition Airey & Bennett, 2007; Alfattal, 2016; Rodney Arambewela & Hall, 
2006; R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Rodney Arambewela et al., 
2006; Atar et al., 2017; Calikoglu, 2018; Dean, 2012; Ellis et al., 
2005; Gatfield et al., 1999; Kondakci et al., 2008; Roberts et al., 
2015; Wearring et al., 2015; Yee et al., 2018 

Physical safety (9) Campus and accommodation safety Airey & Bennett, 2007; Alfattal, 2016; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; R.  
Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Atar et al., 2017; Dean, 2012; Gatfield 
et al., 1999; Polat, 2015; Yee et al., 2018  
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3.3.5. Initial transition support 
Twenty-four studies (38%) addressed special needs, expectations, and experiences regarding the initial stage. Host institutions 

should facilitate a smooth early transition, which included visa assistance, pre-arrival and on arrival information, welcoming events, 
and a first-year experience coordinator (Ambrósio et al., 2017; Rodney Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; 
McClure, 2007; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Roberts et al., 2015). 

3.3.6. Psychological support 
Twenty-one studies (33%) addressed international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences regarding psychological support 

services offered by host institutions, such as campus counseling services and international student advisors (Rodney Arambewela & 
Hall, 2006; Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; Polat, 2015; Roberts et al., 2015). Psychological support needs comprised a confidential 
counseling agency that could offer psychological counseling for students who struggled with, for instance, burnout or learning pressure 
(Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016). 

3.3.7. Reputation 
Needs, expectations, and experiences regarding reputation were mentioned in 14 studies (22%), which included institutional 

image, prestige, and worldwide recognition (Alfattal, 2016; R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Calikoglu, 2018; Yee et al., 2018). Unlike 
other tangible dimensions in this domain, reputation referred to public recognition of the HEIs. It requires HEIs to provide graduate 
students with internationally recognized qualifications (Gatfield et al., 1999; Yee et al., 2018). 

3.3.8. Physical safety 
Nine studies (14%) addressed physical safety on campus as well as a safe accommodation environment, which was considered 

important for international students’ living experiences (Alfattal, 2016; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; R. Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Polat, 
2015). 

3.4. Patterns in the data 

To examine whether differences between the studies with respect to which needs, expectations, and experiences were included 
could be related to study characteristics or context, we searched for patterns in the data. Quantitative studies mostly emphasized the 
supporting services domain (10/13, 77%) and used surveys to measure tangible dimensions like academic resources, social-cultural 
resources, and facilities and services (Airey & Bennett, 2007; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Rodney Arambewela & Hall, 2006; Gre-
bennikov & Skaines, 2007; Perrucci & Hu, 1995; Polat, 2015; Tamaoka et al., 2003; Trice & Yoo, 2007). Qualitative studies, in 
contrast, mostly focused on the relationships domain (29/31, 94%, e.g. relationships with peer students) and the goal direction domain 
(25/31, 81%, e.g. language proficiency, academic competence, and personal growth) (Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Baklashova & 
Kazakov, 2016; Calikoglu, 2018; Guo & Guo, 2017; Leong, 2015; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Yarosh et al., 2018). Mixed methods studies 
mostly addressed the supporting services domain (16/19, 84%), yet included easy-to-miss dimensions like initial transition support 
and psychological support (Roberts et al., 2015; Schartner & Young, 2016; Schweisfurth & Gu, 2009; Young et al., 2013; Zhou & 
Todman, 2009). Analysis of the coverage of the domains showed that 23 qualitative studies (23/31, 74%), 9 mixed methods studies 
(9/19, 47%) and 4 quantitative studies (4/13, 31%) focused on all three domains. 

Only 14 studies were conducted in non-native English-speaking countries (14/63, 22%). Notably, these studies particularly re-
ported international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences related to language use, such as teachers and staff who are fluent in 
English, equal access to the website’s information and learning local languages (Ambrósio et al., 2017; Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016; 
Calikoglu, 2018; J. Choi & Kim, 2014; Jabbar, 2012; Tamaoka et al., 2003). 

Seven studies paid special attention to Chinese students studying abroad. Chinese students make up the largest proportion of in-
ternational students in the US and UK (Gu & Maley, 2008; Leong, 2015; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018). The Chinese culture was identified as 
having high power distance, being collectivistic, and having a long-term orientation, which was distinctively different from the host 
culture (Gu, 2009; Gu & Maley, 2008; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018). These studies reported Chinese students’ needs, expectations, and ex-
periences regarding integration, such as language proficiency, inclusion in the community, and social-cultural resources (Gu, 2009; Gu 
& Maley, 2008; Leong, 2015; McClure, 2007; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Zhou & Todman, 2009). 

We also analyzed international students’ long-term needs, expectations, and experiences throughout the entire learning process. 
Students’ long-term needs, expectations, and experiences, such as establishing social networks (five studies) and professional devel-
opment (ten studies), were addressed in studies on pre- and post-graduation stages, however rarely in studies on the initial stage. 
Longitudinal studies offered a glimpse into the dynamic process of international students as sojourners. These studies showed that 
students’ needs, expectations, and experiences had shifted from initial transition to in-depth sojourn and from accommodation 
arrangement, language support, academic adjustment to improving intercultural competence and making future plans (Schartner & 
Young, 2016; W. Wu & Hammond, 2011; Zhou & Todman, 2009). 

3.5. A repetition of the search in February 2022 

The repetition of our search yielded a further 1230 new unique articles, of which 22 met our inclusion criteria. The flowchart of this 
repetition is shown in Supplementary Fig. S1. The complete reference list and the results of the second search can be found in Table S1. 
We did not identify any new dimensions. We were able to assign all observed items to the dimensions we already identified, and we did 
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not identify any additional dimensions. This was also true for a number of studies addressing the specific situation during the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Main findings 

The aim of this systematic review was to obtain an overview of international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences 
regarding their international higher education setting, with the ultimate goal to help HEIs serve their international student body in the 
broadest possible way and provide optimal learning environments. To gain more insight, we grouped thematically similar needs, 
expectations, and experiences, which resulted in the identification of 18 dimensions, and mapped these onto a solid theoretical 
framework defining the key elements of educational environments (Insel & Moos, 1974; Moos, 1973, 1974; Schonrock-Adema et al., 
2012). All dimensions together seemed to represent the full range of international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences. We 
interpreted and labeled the three domains as goal direction, relationships, and supporting services. 

Considering that we were able to thematically map groups of needs, expectations, and experiences onto Moos’ theoretical 
framework, this framework also seemed applicable to the international higher education environments. By applying Moos’ theoretical 
framework, we found that many studies were limited in scope and did not cover all learning environments aspects that were relevant 
for international students. The studies focused mostly on the supporting services domain, whereas the goal direction and relationships 
domains were underrepresented. With the use of the current theoretical framework, researchers and HEIs may address the relevant 
aspects more comprehensively and, hence, obtain starting points for improving international learning environments. As theoretical 
frameworks have been posited to improve the quality of studies and enable researchers from related fields to build on each other’s 
work (Bordage, 2009; Eva & Lingard, 2008; Schonrock-Adema et al., 2012), the application of Moos’ generally acknowledged 
theoretical framework in the international learning environments may strengthen research and practice in this context. This was 
further substantiated by our additional search in which we could confirm the completeness of our original identified dimensions. 
Meanwhile, we have noticed that these three distinct domains are highly inter-correlated with each other. For example, the need to 
acquire goal direction such as language proficiency and academic competence, requires building relationships so that the students 
could help each other, and the institutions would be able to provide support services where necessary. The three-domain framework 
offers a lens to check from individual, community, and institutional perspectives to ensure educational quality. 

Despite similarities with other educational fields, we also identified needs, expectations, and experiences specific to international 
education. First, within the goal direction domain, we identified language proficiency and intercultural competence in this respect. In 
non-native English-speaking countries, international students may have extra needs about learning the local languages. These di-
mensions complemented academic competence, personal growth, and professional development. Second, within the relationships 
domain, relationships with peers and staff are crucial to build fruitful social networks. We also identified relationships between in-
ternational and domestic students, which were often perceived as challenging and specific to the international education context. To 
optimize this element of the international learning environments, HEIs could focus on building an inclusive network that connects 
international and domestic students in an international classroom (Guo & Guo, 2017; Lin & Scherz, 2014; Safipour, Wenneberg, & 
Hadziabdic, 2017). Furthermore, HEIs should pay attention to improving students’ competences in other domains, such as language 
proficiency and intercultural competences in the goal direction domain, to promote relationships with peer students (Elturki et al., 
2019). Third and finally, we summarized the content of the third domain of Moos’ theoretical framework as “supporting services” in 
the international higher education setting, because the identified dimensions mostly reflected students’ needs, expectations, and 
experiences regarding services like academic resources, social-cultural resources, and facilities and services. International students 
may need specific kinds of support, especially when they are in an environment where cultural differences between the home country 
and host are large (Gu, 2009; Gu & Maley, 2008; I. K.-H. Wang, 2018). In addition to several supporting services, we identified 
reputation and physical safety in this domain. These two dimensions were addressed the least, which may indicate that they were – 
rightly or wrongly – not generally acknowledged or realized as a component of the educational environments. Kondakci et al. (2008) 
argued for instance that reputation may help HEIs attract international students. However, students’ satisfaction largely depends on 
their experiences during the study. 

The focus and outcomes of the studies seemed to be related to the chosen research approach. Within the sampled research, the 
quantitative studies tended to focus more on supporting services, whereas the qualitative studies tended to focus more on goal di-
rection and relationships. We would like to draw the attention of educators and researchers, who aim to investigate and optimize the 
quality of international learning environments in each respect, to this finding, and to recommend using a solid theoretical framework 
like that of Moos (Insel & Moos, 1974; Moos, 1973, 1974; Schonrock-Adema et al., 2012) to cover the relevant aspects 
comprehensively. 

Considering different stages of international students’ learning processes, the adjustment and adaptation stages received most 
attention, while the pre- and post-graduation stages were studied less. This is in line with Lysgaand’s U-curve hypothesis of overseas 
adjustment over time: international students would feel easy and excited for up to the first six months, struggle and feel unhappy 
abroad the next 6–18 months, and feel good again after 18 months (Alazzi & Al-Jarrah, 2016; Lysgaand, 1955). The fact that the 
adjustment and adaptation stages received most attention may imply that, during those stages, students encountered most problems, 
urging HEIs to support struggling students. 
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4.2. Limitations 

Our study has some limitations. First, we only included English-language publications in our review, which may have introduced 
some bias. We expect that this bias is limited because of the dominance of English as leading language for studies with international 
students. Second, since most included studies did not differentiate between cultural backgrounds of international students, we were 
not able to draw conclusions about different needs, expectation, and experiences among students from different countries or cultural 
backgrounds. Third, we had a broad research focus and included all potential needs, expectations, and experiences of international 
students, but the question remains which needs and expectations can and should be met by HEIs and where their responsibilities end. It 
might be interesting to explore this issue involving different stakeholders. Fourth, we have focused on diploma-seeking bachelor and 
master students and excluded short-term exchange students and PhD students in our study. An advantage of this approach is that we 
are able to provide a clear description of the learning environment of this group. Future studies could focus on the excluded groups and 
define their needs, expectations and experiences, separately. 

4.3. Implications 

Applying a consistent theoretical framework may help HEIs evaluate their international learning environments in a structured and 
comprehensive way and enable future studies to build on each other’s work to advance international higher education (Bordage, 2009; 
Eva & Lingard, 2008; Schonrock-Adema et al., 2012). Research revealed that it is important to meet all international students’ needs 
and expectations because it is positively related to students’ success and loyalty towards HEIs (Asoodar, Atai, & Baten, 2017; Pham & 
Lai, 2016) and negatively to student dropout (Jung & Kim, 2018). 

We found that qualitative and quantitative research in part focused on different themes. To make sure that HEIs evaluations cover 
all relevant aspects, which is beneficial for the validity of the evaluations and in turn can inform the optimization of international 
students’ learning experiences, future researchers should take into account that there seems to be an inclination to focus different 
research approaches on different kinds of experiences and that they may need to extend their focus in the approach chosen and/or to 
combine qualitative and quantitative research approaches (Arcagok & Yılmaz, 2020; Morgan, 1998). 

The overview we provided and the theoretical framework we proposed can help HEIs obtain the most accurate picture of inter-
national students’ current needs, expectations, and experiences. The three-domain framework and the 18 dimensions that we 
observed, may serve as guidelines for HEIs to monitor the quality of their international learning environments comprehensively in 
order to optimize their students’ learning experiences. Our study can serve as a starting point for developing evaluation instruments 
that comprehensively cover all domains essential for optimal international learning environments. Future studies could address the 
role of cultural background in satisfying international students’ needs and expectations and therewith enable HEIs to establish more 
culturally diverse learning environments. 

5. Conclusion 

This systematic review gives an overview of international students’ needs, expectations, and experiences regarding international 
higher education. We observed a lack of coherent theoretical frameworks for investigating international students’ perspectives 
regarding their learning environments. We identified 18 dimensions that could be mapped onto the three domains of Moos’ theoretical 
framework, which has been found valuable for studying the quality of the learning environments. In our context, we summarized the 
domains as ‘goal direction’, ‘relationships’, and ‘supporting services’. Although the eighteen dimensions seemed to cover these three 
essential domains of the learning environments, our study also revealed that the majority of the included studies did not address all of 
them. Our systematic review may provide a good starting point to create a complete and exhaustive instrument to evaluate students’ 
perceptions of international learning environments, which is based on a solid theoretical framework and builds on previous work in 
this field. Quality assurance practice may benefit from our work as it shows which elements of the international learning environment 
are important and thus may serve as a guideline for HEIs to address the relevant aspects more comprehensively. 

Funding 

This work was supported by the China Scholarship Council, number 201806140196 awarded to X. Xu. 

Author statement 

X (Xiaoming) Xu: Conceptualization, Methodology, Validation, Formal analysis, Investigation, Writing original draft. 
J (Johanna) Schönrock-Adema: Conceptualization, Methodology, Formal analysis, Writing-review and editing. 
ADC (Debbie) Jaarsma: Writing-review and editing. 
R (Robbert) Duvivier: Conceptualization, Methodology, Formal analysis, Writing-review and editing. 
NA (Nicolaas) Bos: Conceptualization, Methodology, Validation, Formal analysis, Writing-review and editing, Supervision. 

Acknowledgement 

The authors would like to thank Tineke Bouwkamp-Timmer for her help with the search strategy, reviewing the article and 

X. Xu et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                              



Educational Research Review 37 (2022) 100474

13

checking the English. 

Appendix A. Supplementary data 

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2022.100474. 

References 

Airey, D., & Bennett, M. (2007). Service quality in higher education: The experience of overseas students. Journal of Hospitality, Leisure, Sports and Tourism Education, 6 
(2), 55–67. Retrieved from http://epubs.surrey.ac.uk/1089/1/fulltext.pdf. 

Alazzi, K., & Al-Jarrah, A. (2016). Southeast Asian international students adjusting to Jordanian universities: Views from the field. Journal of College Student 
Development, 57(6), 730–741. 

Alfattal, E. (2016). A new conceptual model for understanding international students’ college needs. Journal of International Students, 6(4), 920–932. 
Alpaydin, Y. (2018). Educational experiences of the international students in graduate programs in Turkey. Journal of Education and Learning, 7(2), 89–99. 
Ambrósio, S., Marques, J. F., Santos, L., & Doutor, C. (2017). Higher education institutions and international students’ hindrances: A case of students from the African 

Portuguese-speaking countries at two European Portuguese universities. Journal of International Students, 7(2), 367–394. 
Ammigan, R., & Jones, E. (2018). Improving the student experience: Learning from a comparative study of international student satisfaction. Journal of Studies in 

International Education, 22(4), 283–301. 
Andrade, M. S. (2005). International students and the first year of college. Journal of The First-Year Experience & Students in Transition, 17(1), 101–129. 
Arambewela, R., & Hall, J. (2006). A comparative analysis of international education satisfaction using servqual. Journal of Services Research, 6, 141–163. 
Arambewela, R., & Hall, J. (2013). The interactional effects of the internal and external university environment, and the influence of personal values, on satisfaction 

among international postgraduate students. Studies in Higher Education, 38(7), 972–988. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.615916 
Arambewela, R., Hall, J., & Zuhair, S. (2006). Postgraduate international students from Asia: Factors influencing satisfaction. Journal of Marketing for Higher Education, 

15(2), 105–127. 
Arcagok, S., & Yılmaz, C. (2020). Intercultural sensitivities: A mixed methods study with pre-service EFL teachers in Turkey. Issues in Educational Research, 30(1), 

1–18. 
Arkoudis, S., Dollinger, M., Baik, C., & Patience, A. (2019). International students’ experience in Australian higher education: Can we do better? Higher Education: The 

International Journal of Higher Education Research, 77(5), 799–813. 
Asoodar, M., Atai, M. R., & Baten, L. (2017). Successful erasmus experience: Analysing perceptions before, during and after erasmus. Journal of Research in 

International Education, 16(1), 80–97. 
Atar, C., Erdem, C., & Koçyigit, M. (2017). Experiences of international graduate and postgraduate students in the United Kingdom: Problems, expectations and 

suggestions. Online Submission, 227–244. 
Baklashova, T. A., & Kazakov, A. V. (2016). Challenges of international students’ adjustment to a higher education institution. International Journal of Environmental & 

Science Education, 11(8), 1821–1832. 
Bartram, B. (2008). Supporting international students in higher education: Constructions, cultures and clashes. Teaching in Higher Education, 13(6), 657–668. https:// 

doi.org/10.1080/13562510802452384 
Bordage, G. (2009). Conceptual frameworks to illuminate and magnify. Medical Education, 43(4), 312–319. 
Calikoglu, A. (2018). International student experiences in non-native-English-speaking countries: Postgraduate motivations and realities from Finland. Research in 

Comparative and International Education, 13(3), 439–456. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745499918791362 
Campbell, J., & Li, M. (2008). Asian students’ voices: An empirical study of Asian students’ learning experiences at a New Zealand university. Journal of Studies in 

International Education, 12(4), 375–396. 
Chen, D., & Yang, X. (2014). Striving and Thriving in a Foreign Culture: A Mixed Method Approach on Adult International Students’ Experience in U.S.A. Journal of 

Education and Training Studies, 2(3), 16–25. 
Choi, J., & Kim, Y. (2014). Central Asian Students’ Adjustment Experiences at a "Globalized" Korean University. International Education Studies, 7(8), 94–103. 
Choi, S. H. J., Nieminen, T. A., & Townson, P. (2012). Factors Influencing International PhD Students to Study Physics in Australia. Innovations in Education & Teaching 

International, 49(3), 309–318. 
Chuah, J. S. C., & Singh, M. K. M. (2016). International Students’ Perspectives on the Importance of Obtaining Social Support from Host National Students. 

International Education Studies, 9(4), 132–140. 
Dean, A. (2012). Improving the learning experience for international students. The International Journal of Management Cases, 14(1), 207–222. 
Deters, P. (2015). Comparing the Experiences and Needs of Postsecondary International Students from China and South Korea. The College Quarterly, 18(1). 
Ellis, B., Sawyer, J., Gill, R., Medlin, J., & Wilson, D. (2005). Influences of the Learning Environment of a Regional University Campus on its International Graduates. 

Australian Educational Researcher, 32(2), 65–85. 
Elturki, E., Liu, Y., Hjeltness, J., & Hellmann, K. (2019). Needs, Expectations, and Experiences of International Students in Pathway Program in the United States. 

Journal of International Students, 9(1), 192–210. 
Eva, K. W., & Lingard, L. (2008). In What’s next? A guiding question for educators engaged in educational research. UK: Blackwell Publishing Ltd Oxford.  
Gatfield, T., Barker, M., & Graham, P. (1999). Measuring Student Quality Variables and the Implications for Management Practices in Higher Education Institutions: 

An Australian and International Student Perspective. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 21(2), 239–252. 
Gilligan, C., & Outram, S. (2012). Culturally and linguistically diverse students in health professional programs: an exploration of concerns and needs. Education and 

Health, 25(1), 40–47. https://doi.org/10.4103/1357-6283.99205 
Grebennikov, L., & Skaines, I. (2007). Comparative Analysis of Student Surveys on International Student Experience in Higher Education. Journal of Institutional 

Research, 13(1), 97–116. 
Gu, Q. (2009). Maturity and Interculturality: Chinese students’ experiences in UK higher education. European Journal of Education, 44(1), 37–52. https://doi.org/ 

10.1111/j.1465-3435.2008.01369.x 
Gu, Q., & Maley, A. (2008). Changing Places: A Study of Chinese Students in the UK. Language and Intercultural Communication, 8(4), 224–245. 
Guo, Y., & Guo, S. (2017). Internationalization of Canadian higher education: discrepancies between policies and international student experiences. Studies in Higher 

Education, 42(5), 851–868. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1293874 
Hanassab, S., & Tidwell, R. (2002). International students in higher education: Identification of needs and implications for policy and practice. Journal of Studies in 

International Education, 6(4), 305–322. 
Huang, S.-y. L. (2012). Learning environments at higher education institutions: Relationships with academic aspirations and satisfaction. Learning Environments 

Research, 15(3), 363–378. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-012-9114-6 
Huhn, D., Huber, J., Ippen, F. M., Eckart, W., Junne, F., Zipfel, S., … Nikendei, C. (2016). International medical students’ expectations and worries at the beginning of 

their medical education: a qualitative focus group study. BMC Medical Education, 16, 33. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0549-9 
Insel, P. M., & Moos, R. H. (1974). Psychological environments: Expanding the scope of human ecology. American Psychologist, 29(3), 179–188. https://doi.org/ 

10.1037/h0035994 

X. Xu et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                              

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2022.100474
http://epubs.surrey.ac.uk/1089/1/fulltext.pdf
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref8
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.615916
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref15
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510802452384
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510802452384
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref17
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745499918791362
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref25
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref28
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref29
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref29
https://doi.org/10.4103/1357-6283.99205
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref31
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref31
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1465-3435.2008.01369.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1465-3435.2008.01369.x
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref33
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1293874
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref35
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1747-938X(22)00043-4/sref35
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-012-9114-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0549-9
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0035994
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0035994


Educational Research Review 37 (2022) 100474

14

Jabbar, S. K. A. (2012). International Education: A Case Study from the University of Jordan. Education, 133(1), 202–220. 
Jung, J., & Kim, Y. (2018). Exploring regional and institutional factors of international students’ dropout: The South Korea case. Higher Education Quarterly, 72(2), 

141–159. https://doi.org/10.1111/hequ.12148 
Knight, J. (2004). Internationalization remodeled: Definition, approaches, and rationales (Vol. 8, pp. 5–31). 
Kondakci, Y., Van den Broeck, H., & Yildirim, A. (2008). The Challenges of Internationalization from Foreign and Local Students’ Perspectives: The Case of 

Management School. Asia Pacific Education Review, 9(4), 448–463. 
Kotler, P., & Fox, K. F. (1995). Strategic marketing for educational institutions. Prentice Hall.  
Leong, P. (2015). Coming to America: Assessing the Patterns of Acculturation, Friendship Formation, and the Academic Experiences of International Students at a U.S. 

College. Journal of International Students, 5(4), 459–474. 
Lin, S.-Y., & Scherz, S. D. (2014). Challenges Facing Asian International Graduate Students in the US: Pedagogical Considerations in Higher Education. Journal of 

International Students, 4(1), 16–33. 
Liu, D. W. Y., & Winder, B. (2012). Exploring foreign undergraduate students’ experiences of university. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 27(1), 

42–64. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2012.736643 
Lysgaand, S. (1955). Adjustment in a foreign society: Norwegian Fulbright grantees visiting the United States. International Social Science Bulletin, 7, 45–51. 
McClure, J. W. (2007). International graduates’ cross-cultural adjustment: Experiences, coping strategies, and suggested programmatic responses. Teaching in Higher 

Education, 12(2), 199–217. 
McGarvey, A., Brugha, R., Conroy, R. M., Clarke, E., & Byrne, E. (2015). International students’ experience of a western medical school: a mixed methods study 

exploring the early years in the context of cultural and social adjustment compared to students from the host country. BMC Medical Education, 15, 111. https:// 
doi.org/10.1186/s12909-015-0394-2 

Moher, D., Liberati, A., Tetzlaff, J., Altman, D. G., & Group, P. (2009). Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses: the PRISMA statement. 
Annals of Internal Medicine, 151(4), 264–269. https://doi.org/10.7326/0003-4819-151-4-200908180-00135. W264. 

Moos, R. H. (1973). Conceptualizations of human environments. American Psychologist, 28(8), 652–665. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0035722 
Moos, R. H. (1974). Systems for the Assessment and Classification of Human Environments: An Overview. In R. Moos, & P. Insel (Eds.), Issues in social ecology (pp. 

5–28). Palo Alto, CA: National Press Books.  
Morgan, D. L. (1998). Practical strategies for combining qualitative and quantitative methods: Applications to health research. Qualitative Health Research, 8(3), 

362–376. 
Parsons, R. L. (2010). The Effects of an Internationalized University Experience on Domestic Students in the United States and Australia. Journal of Studies in 

International Education, 14(4), 313–334. 
Perrucci, R., & Hu, H. (1995). Satisfaction with social and educational experiences among international graduate students (0361-0365). 
Pham, H. H., & Lai, S. L. (2016). Higher Education as an Extended Duration Service: An Investigation of the Determinants of Vietnamese Overseas Student Loyalty. 

Journal of Studies in International Education, 20(5), 454–471. https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315316662978 
Polat, C. (2015). HOW to measure the customer satisfaction among international students? AN explorative case study on university students. ULUSLARARASI 
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