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Supplementary Material 1. Semi-Structured Interview Guide
The interview guide was designed specifically for this study, informed by the study objectives and the Stress-Appraisal-Coping paradigm. During interviews, the guide was applied flexibly, and additional probing questions were introduced as needed to prompt participants to elaborate on their experiences.
1. How could you describe your study and living experience in China?
Purpose: Establish rapport and open up the dual dynamics of positive growth and adaptation stressors.
Possible Probes:
· “Can you tell me a little more about your initial transition when you first arrived at your university?”
· “What has been the most rewarding part of your experience so far?”
· “On the flip side, what did you find most difficult or surprising to adjust to (e.g., language, daily routines, or classroom environment)?”
2. When you feel stressed or emotionally unwell here, what do you usually do?
Purpose: Captures active, emotional, cognitive, or avoidant coping strategies.
Possible Probes:
· “Who is the very first person you reach out to when you are feeling overwhelmed, and why?”
· “If you cannot change the stressful situation, how do you manage your mood or calm your mind?”
· “Are there specific activities, hobbies, or digital tools you rely on to take a break from that stress?”
3. Have you ever thought about or used professional support such as counseling?
Purpose: Unpacks barriers to formal help-seeking, self-reliance beliefs, or structural friction.
Possible Probes:
· “If you have considered it but decided not to go, what were the main reasons that held you back?”
· “How do you feel about the confidentiality or cultural understanding of the mental health services available on campus?”
· “In your point of view, do you think most international students prefer to handle things on their own, or is it more about a lack of clear information on how to access the services?”
4.What types of support services do you think the universities should provide to improve international students’ mental health?
Purpose: Elicits participant-driven solutions for social integration, language support, and institutional design.
Possible Probes:
· “Beyond formal counseling, what kind of social activities or peer mentoring networks would make you feel more supported?”
· “How could communication between international students and university supervisors or administrators be improved to reduce academic anxiety?”
· “If you could design the ideal welcome/orientation program for a new student arriving next semester, what mental health or adaptation resources would you include?”


















Tab S1. Coding structure for theme 1
	Subtheme
	Representative codes

	Sociocultural
adaptation
	Cultural exposure, Festivals, Cross-cultural Friendships, Language barriers, Culture shock, social interaction difficulties


	Daily living adjustment
	Food adaptation, weather, safety, transportation, accommodation, and financial stress

	Academic challenges 
	Workload, supervisor communication, research uncertainty, and language difficulties

	Psychological and emotional adjustment
	Homesickness, Loneliness, stress, anxiety-related feelings, depressive feelings, emotional overwhelm, fear/uncertainty, resilience, independence, and personal growth














Table S2. Coding structure for theme 2
	Subtheme
	Representative codes

	Taking action to manage stress
	Time management, study planning, prioritizing tasks, seeking academic help, asking teachers/friends for clarification, improving Chinese language skills, using translation/digital tools, problem analysis, supervisor check-ins

	Seeking emotional comfort and connection
	Listening to music, watching movies, exercise/walking, talking with friends, family contact, hobbies, travel/leisure, rest and sleep

	Reframing challenges as opportunities for growth
	Acceptance, positive reframing, gratitude, optimism, spiritual coping, self-reflection, personal growth

	Avoiding or withdrawing from stressors
	Social withdrawal, staying alone, excessive phone/social media use, emotional suppression, avoiding discussion of problems

	Building well-being through supportive resources
	Family support, friendships, social belonging, cultural familiarity, academic achievement, personal growth, healthy lifestyle, self-care, religious/spiritual beliefs











Tab S3. Coding structure of theme 3
	Subtheme
	Representative codes

	Preferred sources of support
	Family guidance, peer support, self-help strategies, and emotional support from friends

	Attitudes toward counselling
	Self-reliance, low perceived need, positive views of counselling, value of empathy, previous counselling experiences, preference for individualized support

	Barriers to accessing professional help

	Language barriers, cultural mismatch, uncertainty about services, privacy concerns, academic workload, preference for family support

	Suggested university support services

	Awareness promotion, culturally sensitive counselling, accessible services, peer support systems, mental health education





















Tab S4. Participants' suggestions for improving mental health support
	Suggestion area 
	Examples suggested by participants

	Social integration programs
	Peer-sharing meetings, cultural exchange activities, friendship-building programs, and social events

	Professional mental health services
	English-speaking counsellors, culturally matched counsellors, and increased service availability

	Academic support initiatives
	Workload management, balanced schedules, academic guidance, and supervisor communication

	Peer support systems
	Student discussion groups, mentoring programs, support circles

	International student-specific services
	Orientation support, language assistance, culturally responsive services
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