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Abstract  
Prior to 2020, ongoing discourse in the higher education sector underscored the increasingly complex 
mental health and wellbeing challenges faced by students. The “post-COVID-19” period witnessed a 
resurgence of international students arriving in Western Australia. Emerging cost of living pressures, 
accommodation shortages, and changing visa work hours have amplified the distinct challenges 
international students encounter, prompting renewed discussions surrounding a need for effective 
support interventions. Drawing inspiration from successful initiatives at Edith Cowan University, 
Murdoch University introduced the Murdoch International Café—a program focused on providing 
distinct spaces of support for international students. This supportive environment enables social 
connection, effective information sharing, and normalised student challenges and support seeking 
behaviour. Additionally, Murdoch University's Virtual International Student Hub (VISH) extends this 
support online. In this paper, collaborative autoethnographic methods offer insights into the efficacy of 
these initiatives and further explore how these proactive, student-centric mental health interventions 
potentially cater to the evolving needs of international students. 
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Introduction  
International students are vital to a thriving higher education sector in Australia. More than this, 
their contributions to local economies, Australia’s workforce, and society continues a long and 
important history of migrant communities shaping our national identity and national story. Since the 
1960s, international students have represented a notable segment of enrolments in Australia, 
particularly at university level (Horne, 2020). In the past and now, many international students are 
drawn to study in Australia because of the high-quality education provided within the Australian 
education system (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Today (as of May 2023), more than 650,000 
international students are enrolled within the Australian higher education and vocational education 
and training sectors or are undertaking an English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas 
Students (ELICOS) pathway program. These figures represent a 29 per cent increase on the same 
period in 2022. In Western Australia (WA), international student commencements have more than 
doubled, increasing from 10,243 in May 2022, to 23,044 in May 2023 (Australian Government, 
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2023). Acknowledging the economic importance of international students, state and local 
governments have invested heavily in attracting international students back to WA, following 
significant border closures that restricted all international travel to the region. For instance, the WA 
government provided AU$75.4 million to incentivise and attract students back to study within the 
state (Department of Jobs, Tourism Science and Innovation, 2022). This has driven a notable 
resurgence in WA’s international student enrolments (Department of Education, 2023). However, in 
tension with these considerations is the reality that incoming international students are now faced 
with significant challenges. Due to issues such as rising living costs and shortages of available 
accommodation (Morris et al., 2023), students are experiencing high levels of financial stress and 
housing insecurity (Wilson et al., 2022). Furthermore, while international student visa holders could 
previously work uncapped hours, as of July 2023, capped hours are being reintroduced nationally, 
restricting them to 48 hours’ work per fortnight (Australian Government, 2023). While this change 
allows more time for students to focus on their academic pursuits, it may also exacerbate financial 
stress and broader mental health and wellbeing concerns. Across the sector, such pressures are 
understood to be significant contributors to student stress and mental health concerns (Orygen, 
2020a).  
In recent years, the Australian higher education sector has been increasingly focused on student 
mental health and wellbeing (Browne et al., 2017). Within this emerging discourse, students have 
been important catalysts for change in shaping higher education’s contemporary response to mental 
health and wellbeing. Through the advocacy and leadership of the National Union of Students, the 
release of the National Tertiary Student Wellbeing Survey results (Rickwood et al., 2016) called on 
universities to respond to the increasingly complex challenges that students face pertaining to 
mental health and wellbeing. This study found that university students experienced higher levels of 
psychological distress than those not engaged with tertiary-level studies. Subsequent work 
undertaken by Orygen, the National Centre of Excellence in Youth Mental Health (2017) drew 
much needed attention to the lack of research and evidence to inform support practices that foster 
wellbeing and good mental health amongst student cohorts. It also challenged the historically 
dominant notion that the mental health and wellbeing of students should be of peripheral concern to 
universities. At the Commonwealth level, via the Higher Education Standards Panel (Australian 
Government Department of Education and Training, 2017), mental health became an important 
consideration in the retention, success, and completion of university cohorts. This led to the 
commissioning of a national project to develop an Australian University Mental Health Framework 
(Orygen, 2020a). The Framework enables higher education institutions to provide mentally healthy 
educational settings that are underpinned by evidence and good practice and are linked to critical 
internal and external support structures. The importance of this work is reflected in the consistency 
of “health or stress” being the leading factor for students considering withdrawal from their studies 
(QILT Social Research Centre [QILT], 2021). Importantly, the Commonwealth government’s 
recent Australian Universities Accord Interim Report (Australian Government, 2023) highlights the 
cost and cultural barriers international students face in accessing mental health support and, in 
recognising this challenge, recommends designated funding for wrap-around supports that promote 
student wellbeing. 

Literature review  
Within the Australian university student community, the extant literature highlights key student 
cohorts at greater risk of encountering mental health challenges throughout their university 
journeys. International students, rural/regional students, students studying highly competitive and 
selective programs of study, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, and students with a 
disability are all identified as areas for particular focus in relation to mental health support (Orygen, 
2017).  
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For international students specifically, there are several unique challenges and a need for greater 
discussions about the efficacy of student support interventions to address such issues (Arkoudis et 
al., 2018; Smith & Khwaja, 2014). The acculturation process in adapting to new social and learning 
environments, isolation from familiar support networks, language barriers, discrimination, racism, 
and financial concerns are common factors that contribute to poor mental health and wellbeing of 
these cohorts (Forbes-Mewett, 2019; Orygen, 2017; Orygen, 2020b). This is compounded by 
loneliness and low access rates to university counselling services for support (Golberstein et al., 
2008; Sawir et al., 2007. A study of mental health issues among international students in Australia, 
as perceived by professionals working with them at the “coalface”, found that students struggled 
with unfamiliar cultural constructions of mental ill-health and negotiating the Australian mental 
health system (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2011). As a result, “international students commonly 
delayed seeking help for mental health problems until it was too late to receive adequate care that 
would enable them to successfully complete their studies” (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2011, p. 8). 
International students are also generally not eligible for publicly-funded mental health care and are 
required to have private health cover while studying in Australia (Orygen, 2017). Furthermore, 
where these policies lapse after enrolment, many students find themselves at risk of being unable to 
pay for mental health care should they require it. Forbes-Mewett and Sawyer (2011) also identified 
concerns that, increasingly, international students were arriving with “pre-existing” psychiatric 
disorders. These challenges for international students, an important cohort for the Australian 
university sector, require intentional and sustained support programs to enable their academic and 
non-academic success.  
Given the complex interplay of financial pressures, work demands, and academic time constraints, 
it can be anticipated that supporting the mental health of international students will continue to be a 
crucial consideration for university support services. As enrolment volumes in Western Australia 
increase, driving service demand, it is imperative to carefully consider initiatives to adequately 
address the contemporary and evolving support needs of international students. Therefore, this 
paper seeks to critically reflect on the impact of key support initiatives designed to respond to the 
complex challenges facing international students in Australia, using the Murdoch International Café 
(MIC) and Virtual International Student Hub (VISH) as potential examples of good practice.  

Background 
The International Café at Edith Cowan University (ECU) was created to offer improved support and 
a more cohesive experience for international students transitioning into the ECU community. 
Piloted in Semester 2, 2019, it has continued to grow while adapting each semester to the changing 
conditions and feedback. This included online options during COVID-19 restrictions and border 
closures. The primary goal was to provide international students with a sense of community, 
belonging, and support as they settled into life in Perth and at the university. Key predictors of 
students’ sense of belonging pertained to students’ ability to settle, their interactions with peers 
outside of study, induction and orientation activities, and a strong sense of preparedness to study 
(Crawford et al., 2023). All these domains are focused on as part of the International Café concept. 
Each week, the International Café supports different support themes, including finding 
accommodation in Perth, adjusting to life in Australia, Australian culture, finding employment, 
supporting general wellbeing, and advice on balancing life and studies. University representatives 
from various support services attend the event to highlight additional support available on campus 
and connect students with social and wellbeing or fitness programs. Peer mentors also participate 
and play a significant part in facilitating the sessions and fostering a welcoming and peer-led 
environment. Student feedback indicates high satisfaction with the program and highlights the 
positive impact of the Peer Mentors. Recognising that international students often require a 
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different transitional experience compared to domestic students (Ammigan, 2019), the MIC aimed 
to address their specific needs and challenges.  
Through existing relationships and collaborations between ECU’s Student Life team and Murdoch 
University’s Access, Wellbeing and Equity (AWE) team, Murdoch University developed a new 
International Café program at their university. Across both Murdoch University and ECU, a 
significant proportion of students come from Bhutan, Pakistan, and India. 

Murdoch International Café and Virtual International Student Hub  
In recognising international students' challenges, Murdoch University implemented a whole-of-
university mental health support initiative. This program of work proactively sought to address 
these concerns in alignment with the Australian University Mental Health Framework (Orygen, 
2020a). A critical focus was to deliver on its key principles, which focused on the development of 
support programs informed by student needs and experiences (Principle 1); a whole-of-institution 
approach to enhance student mental health (Principle 2); and the development of a mentally healthy 
university community that is inclusive, diverse, and promotes connectedness (Principle 3). The 
Framework also calls for high-quality academic support that fosters success and collaboration, and 
coordinates initiatives across (and external to) the university (Principle 4) that provide access to 
appropriate, timely, and effective support services for students (Principle 5). Finally, it calls for a 
continuous improvement approach that enables innovation and understanding of impact (Principle 
6) (Orygen, 2020a). This Framework is supported by a good practice guide specific to the needs of 
international students (Orygen, 2020b). A key initiative within this new support ecosystem is the 
MIC. This initiative was one informed by colleagues at James Cook University and ECU. At 
Murdoch University, the MIC was adapted to meet contemporary challenges facing international 
students by augmenting the common focus on social connectedness with intentional mental health 
support initiatives.  
While MIC primarily replicated the ECU model, a key point of distinction was underpinned by staff 
observations that Murdoch international students were mostly concerned with building friendships 
and a sense of connectedness to others. This was also reinforced by a recent study that found, while 
international students reported high levels of satisfaction with their educational experience, they felt 
a lack of social connectedness and sense of belonging within their new communities (Arkoudis et 
al., 2018). These findings shifted the thinking of the MIC away from a more formal and structured 
program towards one more focused on social and relational activities. Informal sports, therapy dogs, 
a community library, musical instruments and collaborative student music playlists, and creative art 
therapy activities, provide students with a range of ways to connect and socialise with one another. 
Wrapped around these socially focussed activities, and engaging proactively with students, are staff 
that represent a broad range of student services across the University, including 
psychologists/counsellors, social workers, the medical and health service, the access and inclusion 
team, learning support staff, the student guild/union, and library staff. Not only does this enable 
staff and student leaders to have greater connections with the students, but it also breaks down 
barriers for students in accessing these important supports and services. This relational approach 
has given staff the ability to provide support at the point of need and establish formal support 
relationships within the welcoming and supportive space of the International Café, instead of more 
formal, and perhaps intimidating, contexts. Since its inception, the MIC has engaged and supported 
approximately 200 international students weekly during main teaching periods. MIC staff collect 
student identification data to inform future analyses of impact, particularly its role in normalising 
students’ access to the University’s formal support structures.  
While the MIC is conducted within a physical space on campus, an online presence was also 
deemed critical to enhance the impact of the MIC model of support. Murdoch repurposed an 
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existing Learning Management System (LMS) site for offshore international students during border 
closures to develop the VISH. VISH serves as a virtual mirror to the MIC. It functions as a crucial 
point of communication to Murdoch’s entire international student cohort; provides up-to-date 
information, local and cultural information, and pulse surveys to understand pressing student 
concerns; and enables peer-to-peer connections. It also enables students to communicate directly 
with relevant student support staff and allows for a flow of weekly communication between the 
University and international students. A distinctive feature of VISH is its integration of vital 
support services, encompassing Personal Academic Coaches (PACs), Peer Assisted Study Sessions 
(PASS), AWE resources, specialised student advisory services, and counselling support.  
An important part of VISH’s success is the automation of student enrolments into the Hub. The 
Student Management team, responsible for admissions and enrolments, enable the seamless journey 
for international students into the VISH and associated support offerings upon acceptance of their 
offer. This enables students to connect with peers and the University prior to their arrival and 
commencement. The VISH automatically appears alongside their academic units of study. Since it 
was established, out of the 7,240 international students studying at Murdoch University, 84 per cent 
(6,240) are enrolled in VISH, with 76 per cent (5,640) actively engaging (e.g., logging on, posting, 
viewing articles, etc.). Staff members involved in MIC are also part of the online platform. Most 
services develop a whole semester communication plan with crucial articles ready to be shared each 
semester. 

Method 
A collaborative autoethnographic approach (CAE) was adopted to explore staff perceptions of 
MIC’s impact in relation to its intended objectives and outcomes. As a methodology, CAE allows 
individuals to reflect on individual lived experiences to provide insights and perspectives within a 
particular context (Chang et al., 2016). These insights, shared through personal reflections, are 
transformed into data for analysis through which several rounds of self-reflexive, critical, and 
thematic analysis (Clarke et al., 2015) elucidate authentic insights into experiences, both individual 
and shared, to understand the impact of our work within the MIC. Following the approach outlined 
by Chang et al. (2016), the authors, as research participants, undertook first-person narrative 
reflecting on the following prompts: Why, in your view, is the MIC important? What are you 
observing and hearing from students in your engagement with them via the MIC? What impacts 
have you observed on those students who have engaged with the MIC? These reflections were then 
individually analysed by participant authors, examining emergent themes. This was followed by 
collective dialogic conversations with subsequent comparative and thematic data analysis. This 
dialogue was then transcribed to enable this analysis. A further independent analysis was then 
undertaken by a co-author independent from the MIC and VISH development and implementation. 
Finally, a collective critical examination of the results was contextualised within the existing body 
of literature.  

Discussion and findings 
From our collective analysis emerged four key themes: the importance of a distinct space of support 
for international students; the need for a supportive environment that enables social connection; the 
efficacy of orientation discussions and information sharing amongst the MIC community (i.e. peer-
to-peer, staff to student, staff to staff); and the ways MIC seemingly normalised student challenges 
(academic and non-academic) and support seeking behaviour.  
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The importance of a distinct space of support for international students 
A common approach within the university sector is to proactively ensure international students 
acculturate to the Australian context by encouraging social engagement and connectedness with 
Australian students and staff (Cameron & Kirkman, 2010). While this is undoubtedly important for 
students coming to study in Australia, our reflections suggest attention must also be paid to the 
cultural fatigue (Wenhua & Zhe, 2013; Xiaoqiong, 2008) that students may experience, as well as 
language overload for those who speak English as an additional language (Orygen, 2020b). Such 
spaces also enable cultural celebration and connectedness to maintain and share their cultural 
practices. Furthermore, distinct international student support initiatives also empower and give 
agency to students to choose the extent to which they immerse themselves in the host culture or 
take breaks in familiar cultural contexts to manage stressors and anxiety (Belford, 2017; Deuchar, 
2022a)  
The importance of a distinct and committed space for international students was reflected upon by 
all staff members. While the prevailing idea within the institution was centred on assimilating 
international students into the Australian cultural context and building connectedness between 
international and domestic students, all felt that having a space centred primarily on international 
student cohorts was vital.  
Yohann reflected on the tension that he observed when consulting with colleagues on the 
development of the MIC:  
 

I felt that, while people understood the importance of creating a space of support for 
international students, sometimes they could not understand the importance of keeping 
things a bit separate for them. Someone told me the MIC was a good idea but went 
against the University’s intention in terms of assimilating students into the Australian 
context. This was frustrating to hear because there was no understanding that the MIC 
could help with acculturation because they were immersed in the Australian culture 
almost 24/7, to be “better” in the dominant culture, they also needed a space of refuge 
and connection. I know this because this was my experience coming to Australia from 
France barely speaking a word of English! 

 
This was something also supported by Rose: 
 

24/7 these students are reminded they are student migrants, having a space of familiarity 
is important especially as they have different experiences of being in Australia compared 
to some of our domestic students who have different rights and opportunities.  

 
Shirley supported the idea that, “the shared similarities help, especially those students that don’t 
have family or support networks here”.  
For international students, adjustment to the Australian context is dependent on being able to 
interact with Australian peers and support staff (Arkoudis et al., 2013). However, negative 
perceptions, stereotypes, discrimination, and racism in interactions within intercultural relationships 
reduce international students’ orientation, sociocultural outcomes, and wellbeing, which drives 
them toward seeking safety amongst co-national peers as a coping strategy (Belford, 2017; Pekerti 
et al., 2020). It is within this paradox that the MIC operates. Through curated interactions between 
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international students, students and staff from the host country, and engagement with international 
cohorts from throughout the world, the MIC can support students. Importantly, the MIC centres and 
privileges their lived experience as international students to provide a strong basis for their 
engagement with the broader Australian cultural context on terms that empower their agency and 
control in relationships. These relationships are vital to their acculturation but are, in effect, double-
edged swords (Pekerti et al., 2020). Having wrap-around support staff that are committed to this 
work and understand the complexities and tensions inherent within this space has been critical. This 
is particularly important as studies have shown that non-white international students perceive higher 
levels of negative stereotyping in predominantly white nations that lead to a cycle of non-contact 
with host cultures and people (e.g., Gareis, 2012).  
The focus on promoting connectedness and belonging at the MIC, which is supported by wrap-
around timely services across the breadth of the university, demonstrates the MIC’s responsiveness 
to five key principles (Principles 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5) recommended by the Australian University 
Mental Health Framework. Importantly, this also aligns with much of the good practice guidance 
provided by Orygen (2020b), particularly Practice Area 6 (designing and delivering culturally 
appropriate responses).  

The need for a supportive environment that enables social connection 
Fostering connections among university students is a contemporary challenge across the Australian 
higher education sector. Each year, the Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching highlight the 
major challenges universities face in connecting learners within the learning and teaching space 
(QILT, 2021). Throughout the sector, learner engagement scores remain low, suggesting many do 
not feel enabled to make meaningful connections with their peers (QILT, 2021). A recent 
Australian study highlighted that, while both Australian and international students felt a sense of 
initial optimism in being able to connect with one another and making friendships across cultural 
barriers within the learning environment, international students were often disappointed. They 
perceived the onus of friendship-forming fell largely upon them in order to feel, or be, included 
(Willoughby-Knox & Yates, 2022). Therefore, activities, events, and initiatives that are co-
curricular or extracurricular are vital in supporting students to connect with one another and foster 
important peer-to-peer relationships. Such peer support is vital to students having a positive overall 
university experience and is an important enabler/predictor of academic success (Menzies & Baron, 
2014). For international students, this becomes more critical, where support networks must be 
newly created and established (Orygen, 2020a). 
In commencing the MIC, staff were surprised that many of the issues they anticipated to be of 
concern to international students (e.g., financial stress, accommodation issues, academic concerns) 
were perceived secondary to the desire to connect with others socially and make friends while at 
university. Yohann reflected: 
 

When I first started with this idea, I thought I was going to hear a lot from students about 
financial issues, accommodation issues, issues with studies etc. but the most common 
need that I heard from students was that they wanted to make friends and not be isolated 
in what is a bit of a strange space for many. 

 
Instead of seeking to address the anticipated concerns, MIC staff adapted the concept to meet the 
students where they were:  
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… seeing this, we took a more socially oriented approach to what we were doing. We 
introduced games, art therapy and creative activities to bring people together where, 
over time, we could gently get into talking about things that bothered them. 

 
Reflecting on this shift, Shirley felt that: 
 

While it has been great and important having support services coming in to talk to 
students at the MIC, the most powerful thing has been a regular space and time where 
the students know that there’ll be someone to have a chat to. I get the sense for some 
students this is the only time they manage to be social while at university. 

 
Similarly, Rose argued that: 
 

The classroom, at the best of times, can be overwhelming for all students, let alone those 
facing additional barriers like some of our international students. Having a space just to 
debrief about what it has been like has been so good because they know they are not 
experiencing university life the same as the domestic students. 

 
Given that Australian students and academics may be reluctant to share the responsibility for 
building social inclusion for international students within the classroom environment (Willoughby-
Knox & Yates, 2022), spaces where international students can come together at a regular time and 
place have been a critical part of their journey at university. Regardless, connections with other 
students through student-centred and student-based support (Menzies & Baron, 2014), be they from 
the host country or co-nationals, are not only important for students' sense of inclusion and 
belonging, they are also critical buffers against wellbeing and mental health challenges (Smith & 
Khwaja, 2014).  
At ECU, staff have observed the growth of student networks throughout the student lifecycle. Liz 
reported that:  
 

Students have now been attending International Café throughout their course to 
graduation. We have seen enduring friendships formed, which have served as supportive 
networks through difficult times. It’s been apparent that these social connections have 
been very important to students, with groups formed in 2019 remaining in contact 
beyond completion of their studies. 

 
Principle 3 of the Framework calls for student support for mental health and wellbeing to promote 
connectedness within an inclusive environment (Orygen, 2020a). The staff reflections on this as one 
of the most critical successes of the MIC reinforce the importance of social inclusion and a sense of 
belonging to the successful engagement of international students in their university community. The 
MIC also responds to Practice Area 2, centring the importance of connecting international students 
to others to build a strong sense of belonging at university and beyond (Orygen, 2020b).  
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Orientation and information sharing amongst the MIC community (i.e., peer-to-peer, staff to 
student, staff to staff) 
Orientation for most students can be an overwhelming experience, with vast amounts of 
information provided to students in a short period of time (Kift, 2008; Smyth & Lodge, 2012). For 
international students, the experience of commencing at an Australian university has additional 
domains that differ from those of Australian students. International students must often negotiate 
arrivals at the airport, transition to first-night accommodation, explore transportation options, set up 
bank accounts and tax file numbers, and get used to new learning interfaces, on top of usual 
acculturation stressors. For example, with the current housing crisis (Mayes, 2023), the Australian 
government has articulated long-term strategies; however, in the short term, the options remain 
limited for international students upon arrival. This paucity of immediate solutions exposes 
incoming international students to heightened vulnerability, increasing accommodation scams, and 
exploitative landlords (Mayes, 2023; Morris et al., 2023; Wilson et al., 2022). These challenges 
persist over time, rendering the need for an effective support, such as MIC, paramount. This also 
underlines the imperative for more effective communication strategies and outreach efforts to 
address such concerns.  
Formal orientation sessions coordinated by institutions can lead to information overload for 
students newly arrived in Australia (Baker & Hawkins, 2006). A key strength observed by staff 
coordinating the MIC was that the social community and peer connections enabled an ongoing 
orientation experience for new and commencing students that reinforced important orientation and 
transition messaging provided by the University. A recent study has highlighted the importance of 
such informal support networks for international students in Australia (Deuchar, 2022).  
The importance of this was also highlighted by Shirley in her reflections on the success of the MIC:  
 

The MIC has been important because they [the international students] are able to come 
together, troubleshoot, support one another, and find formal supports from trusted staff 
around them. I always hear students giving each other tips like “go here, buy this from 
there instead, it’s more affordable” etc. 

 
This was reinforced by Yohann: 
 

We tell them a lot about our support services in orientation, but we know they forget 
about them. Not only do we keep that information on hand at the Café, using pamphlets 
and posters etc., we are also able to direct them to formal support or social groups. The 
informal set up also allows us to chat about or even able eavesdrop on challenges they 
are facing which can help us monitor or intervene. We also see students referring one 
another to come and see us at MIC seeking accommodation support or whatever it may 
be, so it supports the transition experience a bit more. 

 
Rose also added: 
 

We hear that some students skip meals to save money, so we feed them. We always hear 
the jokes about students surviving on two-minute noodles. What has been good to see 
though is that students are giving advice to one another about bus route information, life 
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in Perth, where to go to do free fun stuff, helping each other out with enrolment 
information. Bringing then together makes our support work easier! 
 

Importantly, while support is provided by peers and staff, it is also mirrored in the VISH. As 
Yohann noted, “all important student information we need them to understand in the first month of 
study stays up on VISH throughout the entire semester. And all information we provide at MIC is 
made available online.”  
Furthermore, Em reflected: 
 

Combining the two [MIC and VISH] and having a space to meet up in person and then a 
space to connect online and get updates about what's happening on campus and what 
support services are available is really valuable. I think not only has it maintained 
engagement, but it’s also increased it. I think there is the limitation with MIC that it is a 
finite number of hours per week in a static location whereas the online hub is accessible 
from home, on campus and it doesn't need ever present staff to communicate that 
important information that we would usually do in person. 

 
This supportive environment enables a smoother transition into university and life in Australia 
through the fostering of connections amongst international students across all course levels and key 
support staff. Principle 1 of the Framework recommends peer-led and university community-driven 
responses to ensure students are aware of ways to access support services and have the opportunity 
to learn from peers about their experiences in navigating university and life challenges. The focus 
of this work also corresponds to Practice Areas 2 and 5 recommended in the International Students 
and their Mental Health and Physical Safety Report (Orygen, 2020b).  

Normalising student challenges (academic and non-academic) and promoting help-seeking 
behaviours for international students.  
Many international students arriving in Australia perceive the challenges they are met with as being 
unique to their individual circumstances or isolated in nature (Orygen, 2020b). However, there are 
many common experiences that international students have in acculturating to life and learning in 
Australia (Smith & Khawaja, 2014). Providing students with opportunities to reflect on the shared 
experiences they may face in navigating their new lives is critical, particularly in bolstering 
students’ sense of resilience and their understanding of where support can be found (Mori, 2000). 
Within the MIC, peers and staff can facilitate such reflections with students on the acculturative 
stressors they may be experiencing and help them understand these as hurdles that can be 
overcome, as opposed to individual shortcomings.  
Additionally, international students often avoid seeking support services due to a range of issues, 
such as assumptions about cost, and time constraints (Forbes-Mewett, 2019). Furthermore, the issue 
of stigma surrounding the difficulties faced by international students cannot be overstated (Cogan et 
al., 2023; Orygen, 2019; Takeuchi & Sakagami, 2018). Many students grapple with substantial 
challenges, yet their families—often their sole support networks—remain largely unaware of their 
struggles (Cogan et al., 2023; Mori, 2000). This is particularly the case in terms of mental health 
support. Therefore, according to Orygen (2021), informal pathways to formal support services, such 
as the MIC, are critical. 
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Coming from a counselling and social work perspective, Rose and Shirley highlighted the 
importance of the MIC in providing students with a sense that they are not alone in their journeys, 
their experiences are not necessarily unique, and that help is available within and external to the 
University. Rose reflected on the importance of this work being an intentional part of the MIC: 
 

It is important to normalise their struggle. These are students where literally thousands 
of them will go through exactly the same issues, all of them uniquely in their own 
circumstances, but they are cohorts that have a shared set of needs that we need to know 
about and we need them to know about. 

 
While reflecting on the importance of normalising the challenges, Rose also made an astute 
observation about the importance of support coming from trusted people: 
 

I think the trust that you can develop with someone you’ve seen five or six times, that the 
MIC enables, is way different to “cold-call” situations where you have to walk up to a 
service like counselling and say, “I need help”. Being able to walk them to services has 
also been good. 

 
Similarly, Shirley reflected on the importance of trusting relationships in students seeking support:  
 

I think it has been really good just seeing support staff come down to have chats with 
students and, through that, demystifying services. For example, the counselling or 
medical team coming down regularly means that students have a friendly face to ask for 
when they need help. I know that students specifically ask for me by name in the 
counselling service because we have a relationship through MIC. 

 
Liz reflected on the evolution of peer support at International Café:  
 

At ECU, students in the pilot cohort have since moved into Peer Support roles in the 
program. They are a valuable support layer and, through their lived experience, 
normalise help-seeking in an accessible and relatable way. As students attend week to 
week, we can identify attendees who naturally reach out to peers to offer support and 
encourage them to take on trusted community leadership positions. 

 
Therefore, the empowering aspect of the MIC is that not only do students come to understand, 
through relationships with peers and staff, that their experiences are shared amongst others in their 
cohorts, they are also provided with low-barrier means of accessing critical support services offered 
by the University, but commonly misunderstood by students who require them. In normalising 
help-seeking behaviours and tailoring support information and practice to student needs, the MIC 
addresses Principles 1–5 of the Australian University Mental Health Framework (Orygen, 2020a). 
Perhaps more importantly, it also aligns with Practice Area 3 (increase help-seeking behaviours) 
and Practice Area 5 (build international students’ awareness and connection to mental health 
supports). 
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Conclusion 
International students are critical to a thriving and vibrant university sector. However, as Australia 
progresses towards pre-COVID-19 practices in relation to international students, new challenges 
have emerged. The contemporary challenges facing international students (accommodation 
pressures, financial stressors, etc.), particularly in WA, exacerbate more familiar barriers to success 
at university. In seeking to address these complex issues, Murdoch University, through the MIC and 
VISH, has developed a support program underpinned by leading guidance and advice that has, 
according to staff intimately involved in these initiatives, had a positive impact on international 
students. In reflecting on these successes, a number of key themes emerged. Firstly, international 
students seemed to benefit from having a distinct space for connection (alongside their engagement 
with the broader university community). Secondly, a support program focused primarily on social 
connectedness enabled relationships to form organically in ways that were, at times, difficult for 
some students to achieve in more formal university settings. Thirdly, the MIC and VISH were 
important in bringing awareness, access, and engagement to key information which fostered greater 
engagement for international students with critical support services that went beyond formal 
orientation and outreach initiatives. Finally, through the MIC and VISH, students were able to 
understand that the challenges they faced were shared and common and, perhaps most importantly, 
could be overcome by seeking support from the university. While a more formal evaluation of these 
initiatives still needs to take place, these findings suggest the implementation of similar programs, 
underpinned by good practice guidance and the Framework, can enable success for international 
students who play such an important part in enriching our universities and broader communities.  

Acknowledgments 
We would like to acknowledge the contribution of Professor Angela Hill as a critical friend in the 
development of this paper. We would also like to acknowledge staff members from Access, 
Wellbeing and Equity as well as Murdoch staff members from other areas who supported the 
project and are ongoingly involved in MIC. 
  



JANZSSA: Volume 31, Issue 2, October 2023 
 
 

 

Journal of the Australian and New Zealand Student Services Association: 
Volume 31, Issue 2 

89 

References 
Ammigan, R. (2019). Institutional satisfaction and recommendation: What really matters to international students? 

Journal of International Students, 9(1), 262–281. doi: 10.32674/jis.v9i1.260  

Arkoudis, S., Dollinger, M., Baik, C., & Patience, A. (2018). International students’ experience in Australian higher 
education: Can we do better? Higher Education, 77(5), 799–813. doi: 10.1007/s10734-018-0302-x 

Arkoudis, S., Watty, K., Baik, C., Yu, X., Borland, H., Chang, S., Lang, I., Lang, J., & Pearce, A. (2013). Finding 
common ground: Enhancing interaction between domestic and international students in higher education. 
Teaching in Higher Education, 18(3), 222–235. doi: 10.1080/13562517.2012.719156 

Australian Government. (2023). Australian Universities Accord Interim Report. Canberra: Australian Government. 
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/accord-interim-report  

Australian Government. (2023, July 20). Work restrictions for student visa holders. Department of Home Affairs - 
Immigration and Citizenship. https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/getting-a-visa/visa-listing/student-
500/temporary-relaxation-of-working-hours-for-student-visa-holders 

Australian Government Department of Education and Training. (2017). Final report - Improving retention, completion 
and success in higher education. Canberra: Australian Government. https://www.education.gov.au/higher-
education-statistics/resources/higher-education-standards-panel-final-report-improving-retention-completion-
and-success-higher 

Baker, G., & Hawkins, K. (2006). The international student journey [online]. Australian Universities’ Review, 48(2), 
20–25. ISSN: 0818-8068. https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/ielapa.148783682709892 

Belford, N. (2017). International students from Melbourne describing their cross-cultural transitions experiences: 
Culture shock, social interaction, and friendship development. Journal of International Students, 7(3), 499-
521. doi: 10.5281/zenodo.569941 

Browne, V., Munro, J., & Cass, J. (2017). Under the radar: The mental health of Australian university students. 
JANZSSA. Journal of the Australian and New Zealand Student Services Association, 25(2) 51–62. doi: 
10.30688/janzssa.2017.16 

Cameron, H., & Kirkman, C. (2010, June 29). Managing culture shock for first year international students entering 
Australian universities [Paper presentation]. First year in higher education conference, University of 
Queensland, St Lucia, Australia. https://unistars.org/past_papers/papers10/content/pdf/12E.pdf 

Chang, H., Ngunjiri, F., & Hernandez, K. A. C. (2016). Collaborative autoethnography (Vol. 8). Routledge. 

Clarke, V., Braun, V., & Hayfield, N. (2015). Thematic analysis. In Smith, J. A. (Ed.), Qualitative psychology: A 
practical guide to research methods (3rd ed., pp. 222–248). SAGE Publications. 

Cogan, N. A., Liu, X., Chin-Van Chau, Y., Kelly, S. W., Anderson, T., Flynn, C., Scott, L., Zaglis, A., & Corrigan, P. 
(2023). The taboo of mental health problems, stigma and fear of disclosure among Asian international 
students: implications for help-seeking, guidance and support. British Journal of Guidance & Counselling. doi: 
10.1080/03069885.2023.2214307 

Crawford, J., Allen, K.-A., Sanders, T., Baumeister, R., Parker, P., Saunders, C., & Tice, D. (2023). Sense of belonging 
in higher education students: An Australian longitudinal study from 2013 to 2019. Studies in Higher 
Education. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2023.2238006 

Australian Government Department of Education. (2023, September 25). International student monthly summary and 
data tables. https://www.education.gov.au/international-education-data-and-research/international-student-
monthly-summary-and-data-tables#toc-international-student-data-for-the-year-to-date-ytd-june-2023-  

Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation. (2022, September 23). Making WA the destination of choice for 
international students. Government of Western Australia. 
https://www.wa.gov.au/government/announcements/making-wa-the-destination-of-choice-international-
students#international-education-agent-incentive-scheme  

Deuchar, A. (2022). The social practice of international education: Analysing the caring practices of Indian 
international students in Australian universities. Globalisation, Societies and Education. doi: 
10.1080/14767724.2022.2070130 



International café: A collaborative approach to international student wellbeing and support 
 
 

 

Journal of the Australian and New Zealand Student Services Association: 
Volume 31, Issue 2 

90 

Deuchar, A. (2022a). The problem with international students’ ‘experiences’ and the promise of their practices: 
Reanimating research about international students in Higher Education. British Educational Research Journal, 
48(3), 504–518. doi: 10.1002/berj.3779 

Forbes-Mewett, H. (2019). Mental health and international students: Issues, challenges and effective practice. 
International Education Association of Australia (IEAA). 

Forbes-Mewett, H., & Sawyer, A.-M. (2011, November 29–December 2). Mental health issues amongst international 
students in Australia: Perspectives from professionals at the coal-face [Paper presentation]. The Annual 
Conference of The Australian Sociological Association 2011: Local Lives/Global Networks, University of 
Newcastle, New South Wales. https://www.campusreview.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/Mental-
Health-Issues-among-International-Students-in-Australia.pdf  

Gareis, E. (2012). Intercultural friendship: Effects of home and host region. Journal of International and Intercultural 
Communication, 5(4), 309–328. doi: 10.1080/17513057.2012.691525 

Golberstein, E., Eisenberg, D., & Gollust, S. E. (2008). Perceived stigma and mental health care seeking. Psychiatric 
Services, 59(4), 392–399. doi: 10.1176/ps.2008.59.4.392 

Horne, J. (2020, February 9). How universities came to rely on international students. The Conversation. 
https://theconversation.com/how-universities-came-to-rely-on-international-students-138796 

Kift, S. (2008). The next, great first year challenge: Sustaining, coordinating and embedding coherent institution-wide 
approaches to enact the FYE as everybody's business [Paper presentation]. 11th Pacific Rim First Year in 
Higher Education Conference 2008. Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane.  
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/14401/1/14401.pdfMayes, A. (2023, February 4). Scammers circle international 
students amid university accommodation crisis. ABC News. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-02-
04/university-accommodation-crisis-as-international-students-return/101912694  

Mazzarol, T., & Soutar, G. N. (2002). “Push‐pull” factors influencing international student destination choice. 
International Journal of Educational Management, 16(2), 82–90. doi: 10.1108/09513540210418403 

Menzies, J. L., & Baron, R. (2014). International postgraduate student transition experiences: The importance of student 
societies and friends. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 51(1), 84–94. doi: 
10.1080/14703297.2013.771972 

Mori, S. C. (2000). Addressing the mental health concerns of international students. Journal of Counseling & 
Development, 78(2), 137–144. doi: 10.1002/j.1556-6676.2000.tb02571.x 

Morris, A., Ashton, L., & Wilson , S. (2023, August 10). As international students flock back, they face even worse 
housing struggles than before COVID. The Conversation. https://theconversation.com/as-international-
students-flock-back-they-face-even-worse-housing-struggles-than-before-covid-195364  

Orygen, The National Centre of Excellence in Youth Mental Health. (2019). Revolution in Mind Annual Report 2018-
2019. https://www.orygen.org.au/getmedia/d88e0fc0-f773-46dd-
9f703c1cc546fe8/Orygen_Annual_Report_2018-2019.aspx  

Orygen, The National Centre of Excellence in Youth Mental Health. (2019). Under the radar: the mental health of 
Australian university students. https://www.orygen.org.au/Orygen-Institute/Policy-Reports/Under-the-
radar/Orygen-Under_the_radar_report 

Orygen. (2020a). Australian university mental health framework. https://www.orygen.org.au/Orygen-
Institute/University-Mental-Health-Framework/Framework/University-Mental-Health-Framework 

Orygen. (2020b). International students and their mental health and physical safety. 
https://www.orygen.org.au/Orygen-Institute/Policy-Areas/Employment-and-
education/Education/International-students-and-their-mental-health-and/International-Student-Mental-Health-
and-Physical-S?ext=.  

Orygen, The National Centre of Excellence in Youth Mental Health. (2021). Never Settle Annual Report 2020-2021. 
https://www.orygen.org.au/About/Annual-reports/2021/Orygen-Annual-Report-2020-2021.aspx 

Pekerti, A. A., van de Vijver, F. J. R., Moeller, M., & Okimoto, T. G. (2020). Intercultural contacts and acculturation 
resources among international students in Australia: A mixed-methods study. International Journal of 
Intercultural Relations, 75, 56–81. doi: 10.1016/j.ijintrel.2019.12.004 

QILT Social Research Centre. (2021). 2020 student experience survey. https://www.qilt.edu.au/docs/default-
source/default-document-library/2020-ses-national-report.pdf?sfvrsn=d1237953_5 

https://www.orygen.org.au/getmedia/d88e0fc0-f773-46dd-9f703c1cc546fe8/Orygen_Annual_Report_2018-2019.aspx
https://www.orygen.org.au/getmedia/d88e0fc0-f773-46dd-9f703c1cc546fe8/Orygen_Annual_Report_2018-2019.aspx
https://www.orygen.org.au/About/Annual-reports/2021/Orygen-Annual-Report-2020-2021.aspx


JANZSSA: Volume 31, Issue 2, October 2023 
 
 

 

Journal of the Australian and New Zealand Student Services Association: 
Volume 31, Issue 2 

91 

Rickwood, D., Telford, N., O’Sullivan, S., Crisp, D., & Magyar, R. (2016). National tertiary student wellbeing survey 
2016. headspace. https://headspace.org.au/assets/Uploads/headspace-NUS-Publication-Digital.pdf 

Sawir, E., Marginson, S., Deumert, A., Nyland, C., & Ramia, G. (2007). Loneliness and international students: An 
Australian study. Journal of Studies in International Education, 12(2), 148–180. doi: 
10.1177/1028315307299699 

Smith, R. A., & Khawaja, N. G. (2014). A group psychological intervention to enhance the coping and acculturation of 
international students. Advances in Mental Health, 12(2), 110–124. doi: 10.1080/18374905.2014.11081889 

Smyth, E., & Lodge, J. (2012). Orientation online: Introducing commencing students to university study. A practice 
report. The International Journal of the First Year in Higher Education, 3(1). doi: 10.5204/intjfyhe.v3i1.104 

Takeuchi, J., & Sakagami, Y. (2018). Stigma among international students is associated with knowledge of mental 
illness. Nagoya Journal of Medical Science, 80(3), 367–378. doi: 10.18999/nagjms.80.3.367  

Wenhua, H., & Zhe, Z. (2013). International students’ adjustment problems at university: A critical literature review. 
Academic Research International, 4(2), 400. http://www.savap.org.pk/journals/ARInt./Vol.4(2)/2013(4.2-
41).pdf 

Willoughby-Knox, B., & Yates, L. (2022). Working toward connectedness: Local and international students’ 
perspectives on intercultural communication and friendship-forming1. Higher Education Research & 
Development, 41(7), 2506–2522. doi: 10.1080/07294360.2021.1985087 

Wilson, S., Hastings, C., Morris, A., Ramia, G., & Mitchell, E. (2022). International students on the edge: The 
precarious impacts of financial stress. Journal of Sociology. doi: 10.1177/14407833221084756 

Xiaoqiong, H. (2008). The culture shock that Asian students experience in immersion education. Changing English, 
15(1), 101–105. doi: 10.1080/13586840701825378 

 

The authors may be contacted via: 

Yohann Devezy — yohann.devezy@murdoch.edu.au 

Please cite this paper as:  

Devezy, Y., Hill, B., Beresford, L., Williams, R., Farr, S., Readman, E., & Mermejo, C. (2023). International café: A 
collaborative approach to international student wellbeing and support. Journal of the Australian and New Zealand 
Student Services Association, 31(2), 77–91. doi: 10.30688/janzssa.2023-2-06 

 
 

 
 
 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. To view a 
copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ or send a letter to Creative 
Commons, PO Box 1866, Mountain View, CA 94042, USA. 


	Abstract
	Keywords
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Background
	Murdoch International Café and Virtual International Student Hub
	Method
	Discussion and findings
	The importance of a distinct space of support for international students
	The need for a supportive environment that enables social connection
	Orientation and information sharing amongst the MIC community (i.e., peer-to-peer, staff to student, staff to staff)
	Normalising student challenges (academic and non-academic) and promoting help-seeking behaviours for international students.
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References
	The authors may be contacted via:
	Please cite this paper as:

