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Abstract

There are growing concerns about the mental health of university students, with particular concerns for
international students studying in countries with different language and culture from the country of origin.
We sought to explore the challenges and opportunities for supporting and improving the health and
wellbeing of international students through interviews with health and other support services staff at an
Australian University.

Semi-structured interviews with a range of health and support services staff were conducted in person or
by telephone in late 2018. Staff were asked about their perceptions of 1) health and wellbeing issues for
international students, 2) barriers to international students accessing campus-based services for health
and wellbeing concerns, and 3) strategies to improve international students’ health and wellbeing.
Transcribed interviews were analysed thematically.

Mental health/iliness was identified as the most important health and wellbeing concern for international
students. Barriers to help-seeking included fear of repercussions for coming forward, lack of problem and
symptom recognition, poor understanding of health information, cultural stigma associated with
counselling and language barriers. A tendency among international students to delay help-seeking until
problems reached crisis-point was also identified as a concern. Suggested strategies to improve wellbeing
included pre-departure education/orientation to life in Australia, the integration of health and wellbeing
education with other university programs, education about confidentiality, better supporting students in
how to access services, and skill building to promote social connection. Addressing the identified issues
and opportunities would support international student health and wellbeing and may assist in attracting
international students back to Australia post-COVID.
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Background

Students choose to undertake tertiary education outside of their home countries for many reasons
including access to quality education, to acquire skills that may not be available to them in their home
country, to improve language skills, or to improve employability prospects (OECD, 2018). The latest
figures indicate that there are 3.5 million international and overseas students worldwide who are
studying at the tertiary level in a foreign country (OECD, 2018). Students from Asia comprise the
largest group of international students enrolled in tertiary education programs at all levels (1.9
million, 55% of all international students in 2016)(OECD, 2018). Two-thirds of Asian students
choose to study in one of three countries: Australia (15%), the United Kingdom (11%) or the United
States (38%) (OECD, 2018).
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International education is the fourth largest export for Australia, currently worth $35.2 billion to the
Australian economy (Department of Education and Training, 2019a, 2019c). Numbers of
international students studying in Australia are increasing, with Australia set to surpass the UK to
become the second most popular destination globally for international students (Marginson, 2018).
In April 2019, there were a recorded 612,849 international students studying in Australia, a 12%
increase on the previous year (Department of Education and Training, 2019d). More than half of all
international students studying in Australia come from one of five countries: China (29%), India
(15%), Nepal (7%), Brazil (4%), and Vietnam (4%) (Department of Education and Training, 2019d).

Most international students have a positive experience studying in Australia. The latest International
Student Survey (ISS), funded by the Australian Government to enable benchmarking against other
countries, found that 89% of the over 80,000 international students who participated in the survey
were satisfied or very satisfied with their living and learning experience in Australia (Department of
Education and Training, 2019b). Compared to other countries, including the USA, Canada, UK and
New Zealand, international students studying in Australia report similar satisfaction with their
learning experience (88.5% versus 87.5% in other countries) and slightly higher satisfaction with
living than other countries (90.4% versus 88.4% in other countries)(Department of Education and
Training, 2019b). Yet research also shows that international students experience significant
challenges that may compromise their physical and emotional wellbeing. These include navigating a
new and unfamiliar educational system and social environment, homesickness, culture shock,
loneliness, racial discrimination, language barriers, and financial difficulties (Forbes-Mewett &
Sawyer, 2016; Hyun et al., 2007; Mori, 2000; Poyrazli et al., 2002; Sawir et al., 2008).

The mental health of university students in general has been gaining increasing research attention
(Auerbach et al., 2016; Auerbach, Mortier, Bruffaerts, Alonso, Benjet, Cuijpers, Demyttenaere,
Ebert, Green, Hasking, Lee, et al., 2018; Auerbach, Mortier, Bruffaerts, Alonso, Benjet, Cuijpers,
Demyttenaere, Ebert, Green, Hasking, Murray, et al., 2018; Department of Education and Training,
2017; Ebert et al., 2018; Ebert et al., 2019) and has become a key focus of University Strategy in
Australia via the development of the Australian University Mental Health Framework (Carlson et al.,
2020). The World Health Organisation (WHO) World Mental Health International College Student
(WMH-ICS) initiative conducts annual surveys of college and university students throughout the
world, including Australia, and uses this information to estimate prevalence of mental disorders,
adverse consequences (on the personal, social, and academic levels) of these disorders, patterns of
help-seeking for these disorders, and barriers to treatment. To date, the findings have documented a
high prevalence, substantial impairment and consistently low receipt of treatment for mental disorders
across a growing number of colleges and countries, including Australia (Alonso et al., 2018;
Auerbach, Mortier, Bruffaerts, Alonso, Benjet, Cuijpers, Demyttenaere, Ebert, Green, Hasking,
Murray, et al., 2018; Cuijpers et al., 2019; Ebert et al., 2019). There is also some evidence indicating
that, compared to local students, international students may experience higher rates of mental health
problems. For example, one Australian study found that, compared to local students, international
students reported significantly higher levels of both stress and anxiety (Redfern, 2016). Similarly,
another study of Chinese-speaking international students living in Australia found that 54% of
participants reported high psychological distress, specifically anxiety and/or depression measured
using the K-10 (Lu et al., 2014). Lu et al. (2014) noted that the K-10 mean of Chinese-speaking
international students (23.96 points) was higher (worse) than that of domestic tertiary students
reported in another Australian study (20.24 points) (Ryan et al., 2010). Of the 54% of Chinese-
speaking international students reporting high levels of psychological distress, only 9% reported
seeking mental health services in the last year (Lu et al., 2014).

Help-seeking, particularly for mental health problems, appears to be a particular issue for
international students (Hyun et al., 2007). Indeed, a recent report arising from a Victorian Coronial
investigation of the suicide of a Chinese-national student studying in Australia, reported that a lack
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of help-seeking for deteriorating mental health states was a common factor among a number of recent
international student suicides in Australia (Coroners Court of Victoria, 2019). This concurs with
results of a survey of both local and international students studying at a Tasmanian University that
found international students were less likely than local students to seek help for mental health,
relationship, alcohol or substance use problems (Skromanis et al., 2018). Moreover, over one third of
all international students reported that, at some point, they had felt the need to seek professional help
for a problem but chose not to do so (Skromanis et al., 2018).

Another study of international students at a Melbourne-based University found that, although 28% of
students reported that they had felt they needed help from the University counselling service, only
20% of these students actually sought help from the service (Rosenthal et al., 2006). Other research
has indicated that, compared to local students, international students studying in Australia may be
more likely to delay help-seeking for a mental health problem until a problem reaches ‘crisis point’
(Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016). Reasons for this include thinking their problem is not
important/serious enough, feeling that they can manage the problem on their own, thinking services
would not be able to help them, costs or transportation concerns, limited knowledge of available
services, time constraints, language difficulties, and lack of knowledge concerning the symptoms of
psychological distress (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2011, 2016; Lu et al., 2014; Rosenthal et al., 2006).

In addition to mental health issues, research has also identified other health and wellbeing issues
experienced by international students in Australia. These include poor perceived social support and
disappointment in lack of opportunities to connect with local students and the community in general
(Arkoudis et al., 2019; Ryan et al., 2016; Skromanis et al., 2018); difficulties in finding and
maintaining secure and safe accommodation, particularly at the time of arrival in Australia (Ryan et
al., 2016); difficulties in managing the cost of living and in finding and maintaining employment
(Blackmore et al., 2017; Department of Education and Training, 2015; Gribble, 2014; Ryan et al.,
2016); problems with alcohol use and gambling (Ryan et al., 2016); as well as experiences of abuse
and exclusion (Rosenthal et al., 2006).

As part of a larger study including a student survey and student interviews, in this paper we sought
to explore the challenges and opportunities for supporting and improving the health and wellbeing of
international students through interviews with health and other support services staff at an Australian
University. Through these interviews we aimed to explore staff perceptions of 1) key health and
wellbeing issues for international students; 2) barriers to international students accessing campus-
based services for health and wellbeing needs; and 3) strategies that might improve international
students’ health and wellbeing.

Method
Sampling and recruitment

Professional staff were recruited from a large Australian University with both metropolitan and
regional campuses. A total of 25 professional staff from services supporting the health and wellbeing
of international students were invited to take part in an interview. Staff were initially identified
through a list generated by a Senior Management representative familiar with the range of student
services and activities. Twelve staff were interviewed from the initial list and snowball sampling was
utilised to identify a further 13 key members of staff providing health and wellbeing services to
international students. The research team attempted to recruit staff members from the majority of the
University services and from all campuses. Staff from the following University services were
represented: medical services, residential services, counselling services, student services, English
language services, disability services, as well as key faculty/executive representatives. Ethics
approval was provided by the Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committee.
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Data collection

A semi-structured interview schedule was developed to explore staff perceptions of the most
significant health and wellbeing concerns for international students. They were also asked about their
perceptions of the barriers to international students accessing university support services and were
asked to suggest strategies for improving the health and wellbeing of international students at the
university. Interviews were conducted face-to-face or over the telephone and typically lasted between
45-60 minutes. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis

All transcripts were imported into NVivo for analysis. Thematic analysis of the interview data was
undertaken by a primary coder (author DCN) using a progressive process of classifying, comparing,
grouping and refining groups of text segments to create and then clarify the definition of categories,
or themes, within the data (Skeat, 2010). To ensure inter-rater reliability, another coder (author ADL)
independently coded a sub-section of interviews and cross-checked these with the findings of the
primary coder. Discrepancies were discussed and a mutually agreeable interpretation was reached.

Results

Findings are presented under the three broad areas addressed in the interviews with subheadings for
each theme identified as part of the analysis. Themes are presented in order of the strength of their
representation within the data.

What are the most significant health and wellbeing concerns for international students?
Mental health

Mental health concerns including stress, depression, anxiety, and complex psychiatric conditions
were, by far, the most commonly mentioned concerns.

The biggest issues that we have is around mental health, rather than physical health
issues.

We certainly do see a number of international students with depression and anxiety,
adjustment issues.

So | think for international students it would be anxiety and depression.

My understanding is that the top issue is probably mental health. Breaking that down —
stress; depression; anxiety, those seem to be the bigger issues.

International students struggling with pre-existing mental health conditions were seen to be a
particular issue. Without the support of their usual networks, these students can rapidly deteriorate.

Often, international students, they have mental health issues prior to arriving, but on
arrival and then sort of being isolated from family and support networks, they tend to,
you know, the symptoms and signs can sort of get worse quite quickly as they 've moved
out, you know, away from their natural environment of home and family and friends.
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Often these students have never received a formal diagnosis or treatment in their home country
despite having symptoms or behaviours of concern. This situation is particularly challenging for
university health and wellbeing services because they often have very little information about a
student’s history.

Unfortunately many students come to Australia with undiagnosed mental health
conditions, problems, whatever you want to call, and some with a diagnosis that aren't
being - that hadn't been well treated back in their home country, or had been well treated
and they don't have hand over notes to provide to doctors or psychiatrists or
psychologists in Australia.

Sometimes students will stop taking their prescribed medications before coming to Australia, causing
symptoms to emerge and behaviours to escalate.

I've had quite a few international students this year, who have been put in psychiatric
units for bi-polar. Some have known about it prior to coming here and then stopped their
medications...

There is a perception that some parents of international students with mental health conditions send
their child overseas to study in order to “save face” and/or in the expectation that the Australian health
care system will provide their child with the support they need.

There are certain families who either don’t acknowledge mental health where they re
from, or they just think we’ll send him to Australia and he’ll sort himself out and they
ignore it. Or they might send them here because they may think the mental health
services are better here than what they can get back home.

Lack of social support and social isolation

Many international students experience social isolation. Often these students will present to services
with concerns about being “overwhelmed”, “stressed”, and “homesick”. A lack of social
connectedness or social exclusion is frequently behind these issues of adjustment.

I guess social connectedness is probably the big one...I just encounter on a daily basis,
that it might be around isolation, or feeling not as connected as they could be.

International students were perceived to often lack the English language and social skills required to
form social connections with local students.

... when students first arrive, they can often be quite unsure and not confident about their
verbal language skills. So, even if our international students have good written and
comprehension of English, they are often quite nervous and anxious about speaking
English. That, of course, inevitably makes it more challenging for the domestic and
international students to come together.

Participants feel that local students often do not put the effort into forming friendships with
international students.
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.1 do see a lot of domestic students almost not giving the time and energy required to
foster a relationship with international students, unless really supported to do.

International students may also not relate to the “Western/Australian’ way of socialising particularly
when it is centred around alcohol consumption.

I've found more so that people are saying to me, “I don’t know how I am meant to
socialise with people, because they tend to like going out drinking and I don’t want to do
that.

Financial pressures

Many international students feel pressured to financially support themselves while studying in
Australia. In order to do this they must seek employment while at the same time ensuring that they
do not violate their visa restrictions by working excessive hours (> 10 hours /week). This financial
pressure can take a significant toll on academic performance.

I've seen a number of students over the years that have had quite significant financial
difficulties, and trying to figure out how they re going to pay fees, so they don’t then end
up with restrictions on their enrolment or you know, they 're not able to even access the
facilities to be able to submit assignments, and then they get behind in their work. It’s
quite horrible for them to see them going through that experience, and you know, this
reluctance to ask parents for any more money, because they feel as though they 've
already given them so much, and then trying to think about how they might work more,
which could possibly put them in breach of their visa requirements and you know, it can
be quite a nasty spiral for some students I think.

Often finding employment proves to be more difficult than anticipated. Given their need to financially
support themselves, international students are rendered vulnerable to exploitation in the workplace.

A lot of them can get exploited, then, by businesses for cash-in-hand jobs where they get
ten dollars an hour or they re not doing safe work. I've had a number of international
students who have been hospitalised, because they 're moped drivers for a pizza delivery
paying them barely anything, and they get hit by cars and things like that too.

The financial pressures of international students were perceived to have a major impact on their
mental health.

With some students, their parents may pay their fees, but, then they 've got to survive the
rest. So, they’ve got to try and seek employment, which can be difficult, to pay for their
rent, pay for their living costs and so on. Other students may come from somewhere
where it's not just their parents paying, it's their whole local community who are putting
in for this one student to go to university overseas... There's all those types of pressures
that come with it, which does lead to anxiety and depression and social isolatior...
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Housing

International students often experience difficulties in finding housing that is stable, secure, safe, is
not overcrowded, and is in relative proximity to their institution.

So quite often they 're in really dodgy tenancy agreements. There might be 12 students
living in a three bedroom place. | know we had another one recently, where there were
sort of some theft and violence and what not going on in the house and they had to find
accommodation really quickly.

In order to be able to afford housing, some international students live in locations that are far from
campus. This impacts on their academic performance, their mental health and may put their personal
safety at-risk if they are using public transportation late at night.

| can remember one student here with his wife and two children...still didn't have
anywhere to live, was sleeping on the floor of different students' houses because they
couldn't find accommodation. That had a huge impact on his work. | mean, he was up on
charges of copying another student's work and he just said, you know, he wasn't
coping....He was spending two hours in either direction to get here, didn't have the
internet at home, etcetera, etcetera. So he was in a terrible position...

Academic stress

International students frequently struggle with adjusting to the expectations of the Australian
educational system where skills of critical thinking may be challenging.

...the Chinese education system, the expectations are significantly different than the
academic expectations of an Australian university...That can be very challenging...they
go, “But I was a top student in my own country and suddenly I am either failing, or not
doing academically as well”....you know, it impacts even their identity.

... think having to come t0 such a different educational environment where the
expectations are quite different places a huge strain on them...

In some cases, academic pressures may lead to the development of mental health issues.

So | think for international students it would be anxiety and depression. Mainly brought
about because they have a lot of pressure on them from their family, and on themselves,
trying to get good grades to pass, and also meet their visa requirements. So all those
pressures contribute a lot to the anxiety and depression.

What are the barriers to international students seeking help for their health and wellbeing
problems?

Help-seeking often occurs at crisis-point

For a variety of reasons, international students often do not seek help until health conditions,
particularly mental health issues and feelings of distress, have reached crisis point.
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So unfortunately, sort of our experience, particularly with international students, is they
present a little bit late. So, you know, things would have been bubbling, they might have
been talking to their friends or seeking some other supports, but then sometimes we see

them in the more sort of serious end of the issues that are going on, so the stress can tip
over into behaviour, you know, quite severe depression and anxiety.

University supports are not designed to provide long-term support to students with severe mental
health issues or complex issues. Seeing international students for the first-time at a point of crisis,
puts a great deal of pressure on university services unequipped to provide the necessary support.
International students are often ineligible to receive support from external community support
services, putting additional pressures on university services.

1 just think...to an extent when it's someone who's extremely unwell with mental
health...the university supports aren’t tailored to that. The most complex one I had
recently was a heavy heroin and ice user, but also had a lot of trauma from sexual
assault and severe mental health. A lot of it was falling onto our services. We weren’t the
best ones to be working with her. Our counsellors are short term...

Yeah, we do get a bit frustrated, ... We re trying to manage them, but there’s a lot of risk
here and it simply sits with us, because you know, we 're the only people that theyve got,
which can be quite confronting.

Fear of repercussions

Participants attribute a reluctance to attend counselling among international students to a fear that
their personal information will be shared with other parties such as their faculties or their families, or
they fear that their attendance at counselling will have repercussions for their visas or future
employability.

So there’s a bit of education required around what confidentiality and privacy means in
Australia, and that we don’t share things. So we do get a lot of questions about, “Will
you tell the government? Will my visa be cancelled? Will you tell my parents? Who will
know?”" So that’s still a barrier.

Lack of problem recognition and understanding of health information

Due to their cultural background, international students, may not recognise that they have a problem
for which they could benefit from professional assistance.

1 think that they often struggle with their own insight, so they don’t understand what is
going on for them, how to describe it. Therefore, they don’t understand that
psychological assistance would be really beneficial.

International students often lack familiarity with and understanding of Australian health services, or
the relevant background to understand Australian or Western health information, which impacts on
their ability to seek out the supports that could help them when they have a problem.
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... knowing about where to go to find services or programs that help them deal with those
problems. So literacy in general - for international students, the health literacy might be
just not being able to understand the information. So the information might be provided
but they might not understand it...

Cultural stigma associated with counselling

International students may be reluctant to access counselling services because of a cultural stigma
associated with mental health issues and receiving psychological support.

... I think that in our domestic environment, psychological assistance is seen as a far less
threatening, concerning, stigmatised option. Whereas, | would say that for a lot of our
international students, they either haven't really ever conceptualised, let alone known
about it, or if they have known about it then it is still very highly, highly stigmatised.

Language barriers

Limited English-language skills were seen to be a barrier to help-seeking and accessing university
supports. For example, limited English language skills limits participation in university social groups,
a key way for students to connect with other students and form friendships.

..if [ was a domestic student with social isolation, compared to an international, I would
say to both of them we have got social groups and things. As English is the domestic
student’s first language and they ve grown up in Australia, they can join those groups a
lot easier than international students. They don’t have to worry about English as a
barrier.

Limited English language skills can also be a barrier to active participation in counselling.

A lot of the language skills are based, sort of, targeted at what they are studying. So
when we refer them to see counsellors, they might not grasp the idea of how counselling
works. Or the language that they use in the session, might not really translate to them.

What kinds of university strategies are needed to improve international students’ health and
wellbeing?

Better prepare students for life in Australia through pre-departure education

International students would benefit from having more information and education about the reality
of being a student in Australia. Greater discussion of the challenges they may face would allow them
to prepare and plan their stay appropriately. A structured, mandatory approach to pre-departure
education would ensure that all international students were better prepared for the experience of life
as a student in Australia.

I think we can run some programs digitally, you know, almost like mandatory kind of
programs where they need to go through it and then sign off that they read it and they
understand it, you know, a slightly more structured approach rather than an
unstructured approach. In my view, we should be looking at — when you start a new job
In some companies, you have orientation programs that you have to clear before you get
there, so something like that that you need to go through where you are actually
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confirming that you have read all that, you 've gone through it and you understand it in a
more structured manner ...

Health and wellbeing education must be integrated into all university programming

In order to be truly effective, health and wellbeing education must be integrated with other university
programs such as study support, social connection groups, or faculty programming. The best chance
of success is likely to occur when rapport and trust is established prior to the introduction of health
messaging.

... 1just think a lot of international students don’t really engage on various standalone
events, but if it’s integrated with study support, or one of the events, then they 're more
likely to take that up.

...when we come to do primary prevention we say, well, I'm going to talk to you about
healthy eating, or I'm going to talk to about this or that. But that doesn't build rapport
with students. That doesn't give us an ‘in’ to their conversation. I think some of the gap is
that we need to build that rapport first. What are the things that they already enjoy
doing? How can we have that engagement with them - for no other purpose, before we
then start to talk about primary prevention?

Education about confidentiality

International students are often unaware of how the principles of confidentiality protect their health
and wellbeing information from being shared with the government, faculties, employers, and family
members. Ideally, the University should develop strategies to educate and inform international
students of how their health information is protected within the University and in Australia.

There is that fear around, if | tell someone that I'm struggling it’s going to impact my
visa or it might impact my academic progress in some way. So | think it is about making
them feel comfortable about the options that are available to them. Assuring them that
there is confidential support available and that it actually will be of help in most cases.

Support students to access services

Participants feel that university health and wellbeing services are perceived as fragmented and
confusing. International students require more individual support to navigate university services.
Ideally, one staff member should be a key contact for students, to support them in getting the help
they need and to prevent them from “falling through the cracks”. Having a key staff member at a
faculty level to fulfil this role was suggested.

... when a student comes in and they have this we say, "Oh, you need to talk to this
person. You need to do this. You may need to do that, and then there's really no magic
solution, but those are the things that you need to do." Now, for people with high
functioning levels, at the best of times they might be able to follow those things. I think
what we really need to do is take some of that responsibility and say, "Well, actually it's
hard for you to navigate the system. We know the system. But we're not going to let -
hang you dry and get you to figure out this system. So we're going to facilitate this
system.
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1 think we need to make it easier for students...if we re expecting students to go out and
seek the service, they won 't. We really have got to focus on bringing the service to
them... I think it’s important for us to get those support services into the faculties.

After-hours and online mental health support

International students sometimes require mental health support outside of 9 to 5 hours and currently,
the University does not offer any after-hours support. It was suggested that the university could look
at providing online or telephone support to students outside of hours to complement counselling
helplines available to the general public.

...Iinternational students want to be able to talk to somebody and they want to be able to
talk to somebody after hours...[we] should be providing an after-hours sort of phone,
online stuff.

.1 think a lot of international students do use online services, and they like to use
that...Just having that initial contact online, I guess it can put them at ease, to access a
service in person, and be more aware of the service. Online, it’s more anonymous |
guess, and at the start they don’t have to be face-to-face, and they can just build that
confidence to be able to initially talk about it.

Need for greater communication between faculties and health and wellbeing services

Some staff concerned about international students waiting too long to seek help suggested that
academic or professional staff might effectively refer them to counselling or medical services.

If the faculties are away and monitoring outcomes and then highlighting that the students
are not coping or are not performing as they would be expected to, it would be helpful if
faculties highlighted those things at an earlier stage. Rather than wait for the student to
come when they ve failed the whole semester, and then there's all this pressure on how to
fix it at this point. Whereas, if it had been picked up earlier then one could intervene.

... we [health service] don’t come on the radar until the proverbial has hit the fan. They
come at crisis, and I think what we 're trying to impart is the fact that we’d like to see
them before the crisis, so that we can intervene or help redirect them or support
them....They [faculties] see us as the fix it people. I think that’s not okay.

While well-intentioned, this would assume academic and professional staff can distinguish mental
health problems from academic difficulties, and raises potential concerns about the appropriateness
of sharing health information between faculties and health services (see perceived student concerns
about confidentiality above).

Skills building to promote social connection

International students would benefit from learning about Australian social norms, and from being
supported to further develop their English language skills in social contexts.
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So it would be, you know, your general sort of information around how to make friends,
because we've got to also think that if somebody has come directly from their home
country where they 've perhaps gone through their entire lower and higher school
education with the same group of friends, they haven't had to make friends for many,
many, many years and they sort of forget how they did that when they were so young. So
teaching them that they do have those skills and building their confidence in that,
building their confidence around their language, you know, their skills with English
language can be really helpful.

Discussion

This study explored the challenges and opportunities for improving the health and wellbeing of
international students through interviews with university professional staff providing support services
to international students. According to participants, mental health was by far the most significant
health and wellbeing concern for international students. Social isolation, financial pressures,
housing/accommodation concerns, and academic stressors were also seen as significant health and
wellbeing concerns impacting on students’ mental health. A number of help-seeking barriers were
also identified, including fear of repercussions, lack of problem recognition and understanding of
health information, cultural stigma associated with counselling, and language barriers. A tendency to
delay help-seeking until problems reach a crisis-point was a particular concern. Participants also
made a number of suggestions of strategies for improving the health and wellbeing of international
students, which are discussed below.

Mental health stood out as the main health and wellbeing concern for international students.
Participants reported mental health concerns ranging from stress, anxiety, and depression through to
complex psychiatric conditions. This is consistent with a growing body of research revealing high
prevalence of mental health problems among university/college students in general. Recent cross-
national studies of both local and international students studying in a range of countries, including
Australia, have found 12-month mental disorder prevalence rates to range from 20% to 45%
(Auerbach et al., 2016; Auerbach, Mortier, Bruffaerts, Alonso, Benjet, Cuijpers, Demyttenaere,
Ebert, Green, Hasking, Murray, et al., 2018; Blanco et al., 2008), with anxiety, mood, and substance
use disorders the most widespread (Auerbach et al., 2016). Our interviewees also suggested that
international students sometimes come to Australia with pre-existing psychological/psychiatric
conditions. In some instances students may not have received an official diagnosis or adequate
treatment in their home country. Symptoms or behaviours of concern may emerge due to the stress
of adjusting to a new environment, lack of support from their usual social network, or changes to the
management of their condition (i.e. discontinuing their psychotropic medications prior to or after
arriving in Australia). This is consistent with the findings of Forbes-Mewett and Sawyer (2016) who
reported concerns about the increasing number of international students with pre-existing psychiatric
disorders. Staff felt that greater scrutiny of such international students was warranted in order to
assess their ability to cope with studying overseas (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016). In the current
study, participants reported that they found it challenging to assist these students with the limited
tools available to them. Participants often have limited knowledge of a student’s mental health history
and, in cases of complex or severe mental health issues requiring psychiatric hospitalisation, students’
families may be reluctant to engage with University staff on this issue.

Interestingly, other reported health and wellbeing issues identified by participants are not stand-alone
concerns but have direct influences on students’ mental health. A lack of social support and social
isolation were seen as significant issues, echoing findings of previous studies (Arkoudis et al., 2019;
Sawir et al., 2008; Skromanis et al., 2018; Townsend & Poh, 2008). Students’ lack of a strong social
networks and connections often resulted in loneliness and homesickness, which negatively impacts
on students’ mental health. International students were perceived to come to Australia with a sincere
desire to form friendships, particularly with Australian students, however, for many, this expectation
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is often not met. This finding is in line with previous studies highlighting international students’
desire to form social connections with local students and local community members (Arkoudis et al.,
2019; Ryan et al., 2016; Sawir et al., 2008; Sherry et al., 2010; Townsend & Poh, 2008; Tummala-
Narra & Claudius, 2013; Zhang & Brunton, 2007). However, research also shows that international
students are more likely to seek support and advice from other international students and perceive
that they receive greater socioemotional and instrumental support from international students than
local students (Chavajay, 2013; Misra et al., 2003; Poyrazli et al., 2004).

As suggested by our participants, limited English language skills may be a barrier to students forming
friendships and social connections, particularly with local students (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016;
Mori, 2000; Poyrazli et al., 2002). Forming social connections in the local community is especially
important for international students’ sociocultural adjustment. A systematic review of the predictors
of psychosocial adjustment of international undergraduate and graduate students in the United States
found that social contact with Americans (e.g. friendship and frequency of conversations) was one of
the most frequently reported predictors of sociocultural adjustment (Zhang & Goodson, 2011). This
review also found social support to be the second most frequently reported predictor of psychological
symptoms among international students, highlighting the importance of social support and social
connection to the emotional wellbeing of international students (Zhang & Goodson, 2011).

Many international students were perceived to be experiencing financial difficulties, which may lead
to anxiety, depression and distress. Students seeking employment in Australia may struggle to balance
finding and maintaining employment while maintaining satisfactory academic performance. Previous
studies have also found that, contrary to the stereotype of the ‘wealthy overseas student’, many
international students experience significant financial distress during their time abroad (Arkoudis et
al., 2019; Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Roberts et al., 1999; Ryan et
al., 2016).

Participants in our study reported that international students often have difficulty in sourcing stable,
safe housing that is within reasonable proximity to the university and is not overcrowded. These
housing stressors may compromise students’ academic performance and negatively impact on their
mental health. Previous research exploring the experiences of international students living and
studying in Sydney also found that finding suitable, clean housing was difficult for many students
and impacted on their wellbeing and their overall experience of studying in Australia (Ryan et al.,
2016).

For many international students, adapting to and meeting the academic standards of the Australian
education system was seen as a particular struggle. The resulting academic pressures students
experience and the expectations that come, from themselves and their families, can lead to mental
health problems such as anxiety and depression. Students often expect to be able to perform
academically at the same level as they did in their country of origin, and may be shocked when a
culturally different learning and teaching system, as well as the requisite English language skills,
make this more difficult than anticipated. This finding is in line with previous research showing
difficulties adjusting to Western learning styles or language barriers impact on students’ academic
performance and overall University experience (Bird, 2017; Cao et al., 2018; Forbes-Mewett &
Sawyer, 2016; Kingston & Forland, 2008; Li et al., 2009; Poyrazli & Kavanaugh, 2006; Yan &
Berliner, 2009). These difficulties, in addition to expectations that students’ academic performance
will be the same or better than it was in their home country as well as family pressures to maintain
academic performance, in turn decreased confidence and result in poorer adaptation to the new
environment (Chen, 1999).

Participants highlighted a number of barriers to international students seeking assistance for their

health and wellbeing problems. One of the greatest difficulties reported was that international

students frequently delay help-seeking, particularly for mental health problems, until their problem

has reached crisis point. This is in line with previous Australian research (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer,
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2016). In the current study, delays in seeking help from early onset of symptoms severely
compromised participants’ ability to provide effective assistance to these students. Like University
staff in the Forbes-Mewett and Sawyer (2016) study, participants in our study felt that the short-term
nature of university support services meant that both staff and available services were ill-equipped to
adequately manage the often complex cases that presented. Participants suggested a number of
strategies to address this. Firstly, some believed that greater communication between faculties and
health services could be beneficial, with faculties ‘flagging’ students whose academic performance
Is substantially dropping to medical and counselling services. While this might allow these students
to be targeted for early intervention, it conflicts with privacy and confidentiality concerns around
medical information being shared across the university. Further, it would not be appropriate to assume
that every student struggling academically is also experiencing mental health problems warranting
professional services. Academic and professional staff, unless it is an emergency situation (e.g.,
expressing suicidal thoughts), are not authorised nor necessarily qualified to refer people to medical
services. A resolution would be to provide training to university staff on how to recognise possible
mental health problems and how to suggest sources of appropriate support or professional help (e.g.,
mental health literacy or mental health first aid training). In instances where students consent to
assistance with help-seeking, university staff could then assist the student in obtaining professional
help.

Secondly, participants felt that international students would benefit from the availability of after-
hours support, particularly for mental health. While staff were aware of after-hours community-based
telephone supports, they would like to see online or telephone support provided by the university.
This could have several benefits. It would help to alleviate some of the burden placed on campus
medical and counselling services during standard working hours and would ensure that students can
access support in their time of need. While research has shown that international students studying in
Australia have a preference for mental health treatment delivered face-to-face; many are also open to
engaging in online mental health treatments (Lu et al., 2014). As reported by participants in this study
and highlighted in previous research (Ang & Liamputtong, 2008; Lu et al., 2014; Nilsson et al., 2004),
limited English language skills and stigma associated with seeking mental health assistance may
prevent some students from accessing or persisting with face-to-face counselling. For these students,
online mental health support may be a more comfortable and acceptable option.

Another significant barrier to international students accessing help, particularly for mental health
problems, was a fear of repercussions. Like the concerns raised in the Forbes-Mewett and Sawyer
study (2016), participants in our research felt that international students may be hesitant to seek
psychological assistance for fear of having to reveal personal information. Participants felt that
students harbour particular concerns that this information will be passed on to faculties, family
members, or may be recorded on their academic transcript. Students may also fear that this
information will place their visa in jeopardy. International students are often unaware of
confidentiality policies that govern and protect students’ health and wellbeing information. Ideally,
participants would like to see the university develop clear strategies to educate and inform
international students of how their personal health information will be protected and handled within
the university.

Many international students are perceived to possess low levels of western or Australian health
literacy. Similarly to previous research (Lu et al., 2014), students often lack the skills and
understanding to recognise what would be considered a mental health problem in Australia. This is a
particular problem as research has shown that an inability to identify the need for treatment despite
acknowledging symptoms predicts low rates of treatment seeking for emotional problems among
university students in general (Eisenberg et al., 2007). In a similar vein, participants in our study felt
that international students often lack familiarity with Australian health services or the skills to be able
to interpret health information provided to them. In tackling this problem, education was seen as key.
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Currently, health messaging is often delivered at ‘one-off” events or forums. In order to be more
effective, participants suggested that health education should be integrated into ongoing university
programs such as study support, social connection groups, or faculty programs. In programs where
trust and rapport is already established, health education is more likely to be accepted and understood.
Educational content should ideally provide students with the knowledge and skills needed to identify
when they are in need of support, particularly for mental health. Such psychoeducation or mental
health literacy training would also aim to ‘de-mystify’ and de-stigmatise the nature of psychological
assistance; framing counselling supports as a preventive resource. lIdeally, the education of
international students should begin before students leave their home country through mandatory pre-
departure education which could include a health/mental health component.

International students find the structure of university support services to be both confusing and
fragmented, making it difficult to obtain support in times of need. Previous Australian research has
similarly highlighted that international students’ limited knowledge of available services as well as
difficulties navigating a “culturally different heath system” are barriers to students accessing mental
health support (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Lu et al., 2014). Participants in our study felt that
international students would benefit from continued education focussed on raising awareness of the
kinds of health and wellbeing supports available at the university. A further suggestion was that
international students would benefit from more personalised assistance to navigate university support
services. It was suggested that there should be a member of staff, ideally within each Faculty, who is
a ‘key contact’ for international students. The primary purpose of this staff member’s role would be
to direct and support students to get the health and wellbeing assistance they need and prevent them
from ‘falling through the cracks’.

There are several limitations to this research that should be noted. Firstly, our sample size of 25
professional university staff is not representative and participant roles were not inclusive of all roles
supporting the health and wellbeing of international students within the University. Secondly,
participants were all from one Australian University. Therefore, it cannot be assumed that the results
of this study will generalise to other Universities or to other host countries as the socio-demographic
and cultural diversity of international students will naturally vary between educational environments
and settings. Finally, this research was conducted prior to COVID. The tertiary sector has been
heavily impacted by COVID and this will undoubtedly have an impact on the experience of
international students for many years to come. Despite these limitations, we have noted much
consistency between the findings of our study and the findings of prior research.

Conclusions

This study explored the challenges and opportunities for improving the health and wellbeing of
international students based on in-depth interviews with 25 health and student services staff at an
Australian University. Our findings highlight the key health and wellbeing issues for international
students, illuminate the barriers to international students accessing campus-based services for health
and wellbeing concerns, and provide suggested strategies to improve the health and wellbeing of
international students. It is hoped that these findings go some way towards contributing to an evidence
base of information that can be used to inform and further develop university service delivery for
international students and may assist in attracting international students back to Australia post-
COVID.
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