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Abstract
Background: Studying in a foreign country can be accompanied by challenges, includ-
ing difficulty understanding the curriculum, culture shock, and a new language. These 
additional challenges place international students at risk and predispose them to de-
veloping mental health problems compared to domestic student.
Aims: This study explores psychological well- being and help- seeking behaviours of 
international nursing students who commenced their program onshore or in a remote 
learning capacity.
Materials & Methods: This paper reports the findings of the mixed- methods study. 
Research	was	 conducted	among	 international	 students	enrolled	 in	 the	Bachelor	of	
Nursing programs across multiple campuses at two Victorian universities in 2022. 
Data was collected using a survey questionnaire with open- response questions and 
incorporated a validated Student Stress Survey.
Results: Findings	indicated	that	international	students	require	support	financially	and	
to settle in Australia upon arrival.
Discussion & Conclusion: Participants highlighted that they require additional sup-
port to keep up with academic workloads and require further academic support tai-
lored for international students. There was no patient or public contribution in the 
design, conduct, analysis or preparation of this manuscript.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

In 2017, Orygen, the National Centre of Excellence in Youth 
Mental Health released a report, ‘Under the Radar—The mental 
health of Australian university students to examine the prevalence 
of mental ill- health and help- seeking behaviours in Australian 
university students (Orygen, 2017). The study confirms that uni-
versity students’ mental health is an area of concern. The most 
recent 2021 census data, identified that 1.2 million Australians 
aged	15 years	 and	over	were	 undertaking	 some	 form	of	 tertiary	
education	 (Australian	 Bureau	 of	 Statistics,	 2022a), equating to 
9.7%	of	the	population	aged	15 years	or	above.	Evidence	also	sug-
gests	that	27.5%	of	Australians	aged	15–24 years	have	higher	rates	
of	mental	or	behavioural	health	conditions	 (Australian	Bureau	of	
Statistics, 2022b).

Research suggests that undergraduate students are at a greater 
risk of psychological distress than those not studying as this is a pe-
riod	of	transition	when	mental	ill-	health	is	likely	to	develop	(Browne	
et al., 2017; Kumar, 2011; Kumar, 2019).	 Factors	 contributing	 to	
this increased risk include academic and financial pressures, iso-
lation	and	 loneliness	 (Browne	et	al.,	2017), academic performance 
(Grimmond et al., 2020), family functioning and housing condi-
tions (Hakami, 2018) and food insecurity (Hattangadi et al., 2019). 
Evidence also highlights the increased incidence of mental ill- 
health in undergraduate nursing students (Labrague et al., 2018), 
most recently exacerbated by the COVID- 19 pandemic (Jardon & 
Choi, 2022; Kells & Mathis, 2022).

There has been a dramatic increase in international student num-
bers	in	Australia	over	the	last	20 years	with	numbers	doubling	since	
2001	(Universities	Australia,	2020). In 2022, international students 
contributed	 over	 $29	 billion	 to	 Australia's	 economy	 (Universities	
Australia, 2023). The benefits of studying overseas include exposure 
to a foreign culture, broader educational opportunities compared to 
their home country in some instances and more career opportuni-
ties (Ammigan & Jones, 2018). However, studying in a foreign coun-
try can be accompanied by additional challenges, such as difficulty 
understanding the curriculum, culture shock, and a new language 
(Ammigan & Jones, 2018).

These additional challenges place international students at 
a higher risk of vulnerability and predispose them to developing 
mental	health	problems	compared	to	domestic	students	(Forbes-	
Mewett & Sawyer, 2011; Orygen, 2017). A large- scale study con-
ducted	 across	 the	United	 States	 (US),	United	Kingdom	 (UK)	 and	
Australia demonstrated that international students often avoid 
counselling services, even though mental health- related issues 
are common in this group (Li & Carroll, 2017). The above study 
also highlighted those students from non- English speaking homes 
and backgrounds, particularly, East and Southeast Asian students, 
tended to be less socially connected in the host country and 
therefore were more vulnerable to mental health problems such 
as anxiety and depression, which impacted their studies. This find-
ing is particularly important as data depicts that the majority of 
international students who arrive in Australia are from China and 

India, making up 39% of arrivals up to March, 2023 (Department 
of Education, 2023). Similarly, Aguiniga et al. (2016) found that 
international students tend to demonstrate low help- seeking be-
haviours. Perhaps the underlying reason why international stu-
dents are hesitant in accessing these services is due to cultural 
differences as previously reported (Atherton & Cornwall, 2022). 
However, Atherton and Cornwall (2022) focused on Chinese in-
ternational students in New Zealand and no such study has been 
conducted in Australia for comparison. The consequences of 
poor mental health and well- being and the lack of confidence for 
seeking help among international students can be distressing and 
may impact student retention and success. During the COVID- 19 
pandemic, international students who commenced their studies 
while still overseas were allowed by the Australian Government to 
enter flexible learning arrangements and continue online or via re-
mote learning for CRICOS- registered courses (Tertiary Education 
Quality and Standards Agency, 2022). However, the challenges 
encountered during the pandemic and how international students 
were impacted while studying offshore, onshore and online are 
not explored and understood. Therefore, this study explores the 
psychological well- being and help- seeking behaviours of interna-
tional nursing students who commenced their program onshore 
or in a remote learning capacity during the COVID- 19 pandemic.

2  |  OBJEC TIVES

The aim of the study is to explore the mental ill- health and help- 
seeking behaviours of international undergraduate nursing students 
at	two	Australian	Universities.

Objectives are to identify:

1. The factors impacting psychological health and wellbeing,
2. Early help- seeking behaviours of international students enrolled 
in	Bachelor	of	Nursing	(BN)	programs.

3  |  METHODS

3.1  |  Study design

This study was conducted among the international students 
enrolled	 in	 the	 BN	 programs	 across	 multiple	 campuses	 at	 two	
Victorian universities from July 2022 to December 2022. This 
paper reports the qualitative and quantitative findings of the 
mixed- methods study. The quantitative data was collected using 
a survey questionnaire with open- response questions designed 
in Qualtrics™, refer to Appendix SI. The survey collected demo-
graphic data and incorporated a modified form of the validated 
Student Stress Survey evaluated by Mohamed Arip et al. (2015), 
which included a series of questions relating to particular situa-
tions. Participants were asked to indicate which response de-
scribed their experiences during the semester. Responses included 
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‘never,	somewhat	frequent	(1–2 days	per	week),	frequent	(3–5 days	
per week), and always’. The Student Stress Survey was slightly 
modified to exclude a few questions that were not applicable to 
the research objectives of this study. The Student Stress Survey, 
containing 30 items demonstrated high reliability (Cronbach's 
alpha = 0.99).	The	survey	also	included	a	number	of	open-	response	
questions. The collection period incorporated 17- weeks from the 
commencement of the second semester of 2022 to the day of the 
release of results in December, 2022, with two reminder emails 
sent to students inviting them to participate in the survey. The 
survey was reviewed by all researchers involved with the study 
with one researcher experienced in survey design and use of the 
Qualtrics™ platform.

3.2  |  Sample population and recruitment

International	students	who	were	above	18 years	of	age	and	enrolled	
in	the	undergraduate	BN	program	either	on-	shore	or	off-	shore	loca-
tion at the commencement of semester 1, 2022 were included in the 
study. All other students were excluded from the study. An email 
invitation	was	sent	to	all	students	enrolled	in	the	BN	at	both	univer-
sities by the Program Support and International Student Advisory 
service. Advertisements were placed around campuses on Learning 
Management System (Moodle™) pages and advertised by the inter-
national coordinators at international student information sessions. 
The email and advertisement included a link to the plain language 
information statement and a QR code linking to the Qualtrics survey. 
Consent was implied by the participants clicking on the link and un-
dertaking the survey. Participation in the study was voluntary and it 
was made clear that participants could withdraw at any time without 
discrimination or prejudice.

3.3  |  Data analysis

Descriptive analysis was used to describe the study population and 
background demographics and expressed in percentages. Thematic 

analysis was conducted by four researchers to identify, analyse and 
report emerging themes from the data from the open questions 
(Braun	&	Clarke,	2021).

4  |  RESULTS

4.1  |  Demographics

The survey was conducted across all campuses of two Australian 
Universities	 (total	 five	campuses)	using	Qualtrics™	software	and	
was open to students for one semester. Across both universities, 
a total of 59 responses were received, and three responses were 
automatically excluded from completing the questionnaire on 
the basis of age selection criteria (< 18 years	of	 age).	The	major-
ity of responses were received from students in the age group of 
18–23 years,	78.6%	(n = 44).	Students	enrolled	in	the	first	year	ac-
counted	for	nearly	48%	 (n = 25)	of	 the	total	participants.	Female	
students made up the majority of the sample group, 73.6% (n = 39).	
Out	of	18	responses	to	the	question	regarding	nationality,	44.4%	
(n = 8)	students	classified	India	as	their	home	country	followed	by	
Hong Kong (n = 2).	 Thirty-	three	 (62.3%)	 students	 reported	being	
onshore at the commencement of semester 1, 2022. Twenty- 
seven students reported already having social connections such as 
friends or family in Australia before arrival. A total of 21 responses 
were gained for English language proficiency with the majority of 
students (n = 16)	 reporting	 fluent	 knowledge	 of	 the	 English	 lan-
guage.	 Between	 both	 universities,	 87%	 (n = 47)	 of	 students	 re-
ported being aware of the campus support services however 
only 37 students reported utilizing the services. Twenty- seven of 
these students reported positive experiences from the university- 
organized peer mentorship programs.

Participants were asked about the resources available to 
them that were already aware of upon commencement of their 
program. A word cloud has been used to demonstrate how often 
participants reported particular service or resources (Figure 1). 
Participants identified the International student support services 
as the most known upon commencement, followed by counselling 

F I G U R E  1 Word	cloud	highlighting	
resources participants were aware 
of (Created by https:// worda rt. com 
09/02/2023).
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and mental health services. Academic support services such as 
those offered by the library, the learning skills advisors and the 
student academic support unit featured prominently in participant 
responses.

4.2  |  Themes emerged from the open- response 
questions

4.2.1  |  Services	participants	thought	would	be	of	
benefit to them

When participants were asked what other services/resources would 
be of benefit to them, the majority (56%) responded that in their 
opinion, they would have benefited from receiving assistance with 
their transition to university in Australia. International students' re-
sponses to transitioning to Australian universities appeared to be 
more related to their needs to initially settle and cope, especially 
with academic workload, seeking help, and financial insecurities. 
Four	main	areas	for	assistance	were	identified:	Help- seeking, Support, 
Career options and Workload.

4.2.2  |  Help	seeking

Although many participants (P) were aware that there were supports 
available for international students, some of them were hesitant to 
utilize available services:

“Coming to a new country and settling down is quite a 
challenge, we know about all the resources available, 
but still are hesitant to access these services…” 

[P10]

Another participant stated that being shy made it difficult to socialize:

“I am a shy person so it was really hard to socialise 
with other students especially domestic students as it 
was a little bit intimidating at first…” 

[P5]

4.2.3  |  Support

There were a number of services identified by students that would 
have been of support for them. Participants reported that addi-
tional community support was required to familiarize themselves 
with services that could help with settling in the country including: 
transport,	medical	and	mobile	services.	For	example,	a	participant	
stated:

“General information on opening bank accounts, find-
ing a mobile service provider, how the public 

transport system works etc., MyGov and IHI number1 
and ATO [Australian Taxation Office] links. If informa-
tion was available in one webpage [and/or] document 
then it would have made figuring these out much 
easier.”

[P16]

Need for peer support and social groups were also reported to help 
and guide international students in understanding Australian aca-
demic requirements which may have been different to their home 
country.

“A group of seniors who can tell us in layman's lan-
guage about how the study goes and how is the envi-
ronment. What all to study and how to study.”

[P11]

However, there were some participants who also responded that they 
failed to use the available peer mentorship program but suggested 
having dedicated international student clubs or mentoring programs 
would have been beneficial.

“I did not use the peer mentorship program to help tran-
sition	to	University.	In	my	opinion,	a	dedicated	nursing	
club or an international student nursing club should 
also be formed…who can guide them really well.” 

[P13]

“International students to be mentored to settle well 
in Australia…“[P6]

An additional orientation day for international students was also iden-
tified in the response.

“An extra day of orientation specific for international 
students…” 

[P8]

4.2.4  |  Career	options

Some participants reported that assistance with finding part- time 
jobs would have been valuable for them. They indicated that guid-
ance and need for information on finding jobs post degree also 
would be helpful which might have been challenging for many inter-
national students.

“…guidance/info regarding part- time job opportunities…” 
[P8]

 1MyGov- Secure online gateway to access government services; IHI Number- Individual 
Healthcare Identifier
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Concerns about getting jobs post- degree was also noticed in the re-
sponses and participants expressed requiring more advice and support.

“Getting job after finishing the degree is hard part for 
international students and some advice on that will 
be helpful…” 

[P32]

“I want someone from university to help second year 
student's particularly for career options available to 
them after degree completion…” [P4]

4.2.5  | Workload

There was an increased level of workload and anxiety reported by 
study participants as they reported that work- life balance was af-
fected due to the intensity of studying.

“…I'm	doing	BN	and	I	have	3 weeks	of	classes.	I	didn't	
sign up for this. I didn't know that my classes would be 
for	3 weeks.	It	is	too	much	information	at	once.”	

[P3]

“5 days	of	class,	trying	to	work	and	catch	up	with	life,	
It's been really hard.” [P3]

Participants were provided opportunities for further feedback or 
comments based on their experience of transitioning to university 
in	Australia.	 Four	main	 themes	 emerged	were:	Academic workload 
requirements, Disappointment/dissatisfaction, Perceived discrimination 
and Financial stressors.

4.2.5.1 | Students' perception of academic workload 
requirements
Participants reported the impacts of worrying about assessment 
deadlines which significantly affected their mental health. They 
felt stressed and anxious and experienced sleeplessness especially 
when there were a few submission dates close together:

“…feel stressed, anxious, and lack of sleep, which is 
impacting on my mental ability, I get panic attacks 
when the date for assessments start coming nearby…” 

[P31]

“The organization needs to understand our condition 
as international students. It's difficult to cope with 
so many assignment deadlines in a little time.” [P26]

Study participants responses regarding academic expectation and 
requirement for study differ from what is delivered in the nursing 
program. The participants expected all content to be taught/covered 

in classrooms and seemed to underestimate the importance of prior 
preparation.

“Teachers should teach the study material in the class 
and not jump to discussion first…The subjects like 
pathophysiology, nursing practice needs to be taught 
in	class.	But	the	teachers	 just	discuss	the	questions.	
How will a student answer the question by not under-
standing any theoretical information.” 

[P24]

Participants also indicated the effect on their mental health and that 
more support should be given by the university with regards to mental 
health.

“Importance to mental health should be given, uni-
versity gets overwhelming sometimes, there should 
enough time in between assignments, so that we 
don't lose interest in course and assignment doesn't 
just become a task for us.” 

[P27]

4.2.5.2 | Disappointment/dissatisfaction with support services
Some participants were disappointed with some of the services which 
were available and felt that supports promised were not accessible.

“At the beginning of my first semester, we had ori-
entation from school, …about how they care for and 
support students…but all these are empty promises…” 

[P19]

“…International students are being treated as gar-
bage, despite all the heavy tuition they pay every se-
mester…” [P19]

Participants stated that they appeared unclear about what resources 
were available specifically for academic support, suggesting more sup-
port was required in this regard. Lack of peer support was also experi-
enced by some which left them feeling lonely.

“I just got confused on what to study like books, arti-
cles and all. I need a peer support, but I don't have any 
friend, who can study with me and sometimes I feel 
less supportive and alone. On the top of these things 
I	am	from	LGBTQ	community,	which	also	puts	me	in	
doubt of being alone forever.” 

[P28]

4.2.5.3 | Perceived discrimination
Study participants felt discriminated against and perceived that they 
were not treated fairly by some lecturers and made assumptions that 
it could be rather from a prejudice intent.
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“…I personally feel that a few of the lecturers are 
being grumpy towards all international students, I 
don't know why this happens, felt that they are gen-
eralising international students based on any of their 
bad experiences with any international students.” 

[P18]

Despite participants identifying that they were paying higher tuition 
fees than domestic students, they described less satisfaction with their 
preparation for clinical placement. The responses demonstrated stress 
and anxiety related to failing clinical placement rather than accom-
plishing a great clinical experience.

“I have been…paying 3 times more fees than domes-
tic students, …on top of these we are experiencing 
this discrimination from lecturers, placement settings 
(preceptors). We literally had a very few practical ses-
sions in academics and we see placements as an op-
portunity to practice…but preceptors are treating us 
like we are having ages of experience, they are giving 
us too much stress and pressure. Every day we go to 
placement stressing about getting failed rather than 
expecting a great clinical exposure…” 

[P23]

4.2.5.4 | Financial stressors
Participants reported that financial strains were a major factor for 
their perceived stress and anxiety as they struggled to meet aca-
demic requirements while also working:

“International students are paying almost thrice 
amount of fees compared to the domestic students 
for the same course, this injustice and exploitation 

causes stress and frustration in students and they 
struggle to meet the academic requirements and fee 
requirements simultaneously.”

[P25]

The stress and consequences of failing a course were also highlighted:

“…I	 have	 received	 a	MF	 [marginal	 fail]	 in	 one	of	my	
subject…and told me to do that subject again. I am 
not struggling from mental stress due to this but also 
financial stress…I am very dissatisfied with this.” 

[P21]

Participants expressed disappointment over lack of support when ex-
perienced with financial difficulty:

“I had financial problems…I applied for payment plan 
and requested as I was having personal financial diffi-
culty due to unexpected payment plan. It's very hard 
to survive being an international. I feel like staff are 
here to fail us instead of helping.” 

[P20]

“…We can be financially, emotionally stressed. It 
would be great if student is getting help from univer-
sity and need not to worry a lot about other things 
rather than studies.” [P22]

4.3  |  Student stress survey outcomes

Based	on	the	Student	Stress	Survey	(Mohamed	Arip	et	al.,	2015) par-
ticipants were asked to identify how often, throughout the semester, 

TA B L E  1 Participant	experiences	to	situations	relating	to	physical	factors	(N = 44-	46).

Situation
Never frequency 
(%, n)

Somewhat frequent (1–2 times per 
week) frequency (%, n)

Frequent (3–5 times per 
week) frequency (%, n)

Always frequency 
(%, n)

Headaches (frequency) 34.78% 32.61% 26.09% 6.52%

16 15 12 3

Sleep problems 29.55% 36.36% 25% 9.09%

13 16 11 4

Excessive worrying 11.11% 31.11% 26.67% 31.11%

5 14 12 14

Stomach pain/nausea 57.78% 35.56% 2.22% 4.44%

26 16 1 2

Constant tiredness/fatigue 15.56% 44.44% 31.11% 8.89%

7 20 14 4

Sweating/sweaty hands 55.56% 17.78% 22.22% 4.44%

25 8 10 2

Drastic weight loss 66.67% 28.89% 4.44% 0%

30 13 2 0
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they	 experienced	 certain	 situations	 relating	 to	 Physical	 Factors,	
Interpersonal	 Relationships,	 Environmental	 Factors	 and	 Academic	
Factors.	Responses	included,	never,	somewhat	frequent	(1–2	times	
per week), frequent (3–5 times per week) and always.

4.3.1  |  Physical	factors

Of the physical factors (Table 1), constant tiredness/fatigue were 
experienced 1–2 times per week in 44.4% of participants, associ-
ated with 36.4% of participants stating that they experienced sleep 
problems somewhat frequently also. Headaches were experienced 

somewhat frequently by 32.6% of participants and 31.1% of partici-
pants experienced excessive worrying all the time. While stomach 
pain/nausea, sweating/sweaty hands and drastic weight loss were 
not	 experienced	 by	 a	 majority	 of	 participants	 (57.8%,	 55.6%	 and	
66.7% respectively).

4.3.2  |  Interpersonal	relationships

Interpersonal relationships examined how the participants per-
ceived their relationship with family, friends and lecturers/teach-
ers. It is clear that the majority of participants believe that family, 

TA B L E  2 Participant	experiences	to	situations	relating	to	interpersonal	relationships	(N = 44).

Situation
Never frequency 
(%, n)

Somewhat frequent (1–2 times per 
week) frequency (%, n)

Frequent (3–5 times per 
week) frequency (%, n)

Always frequency 
(%, n)

I find it difficult to meet my 
parent's high expectations

36.64% 31.82% 20.45% 9.09%

17 14 9 4

My parents treat me as a 
helpless person

88.64% 6.82% 4.55% 0%

39 3 2 0

I feel guilty if I fail to fulfil 
my parent's hopes

20.45% 31.82% 18.18% 29.55%

9 14 8 13

My parents only wish me 
every success

9.09% 22.73% 18.18% 50%

4 10 8 22

I find it difficult to get along 
with group mates in doing 
academic tasks

40.91% 50% 2.27% 6.82%

18 22 1 3

My friends do not care about 
me

65.91% 18.18% 6.82% 9.09%

29 8 3 4

My family is not supportive 86.36% 9.09% 0% 4.55%

38 4 0 2

My lecturers/teachers are 
not supportive

54.55% 29.55% 6.82% 9.09%

24 13 3 4

I feel frustrated by the lack 
of faculty management and 
support

45.45% 31.82% 13.64% 9.09%

20 14 6 4

TA B L E  3 Participant	experiences	to	situations	relating	to	environmental	factors	(N = 43).

Situation
Never frequency 
(%, n)

Somewhat frequent (1–2 times 
per week) frequency (%, n)

Frequent (3–5 times per 
week) frequency (%, n)

Always 
frequency (%, n)

I have transportation problems 41.86% 23.26% 23.26% 11.63%

18 10 10 5

I feel stressed about bad living conditions 55.81% 20.93% 11.63% 11.63%

24 9 5 5

Surrounding noise distracts me 62.79% 16.28% 13.95% 6.98%

27 7 6 3

I feel frustrated of inadequate campus 
facilities

67.44% 13.95% 4.65% 13.95%

29 6 2 6

I feel scared being in an insecure place 51.16% 25.58% 9.3% 13.95%

22 11 4 6
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friends and lecturers/teachers are supportive and care about them 
(Table 2). When it comes to family, feelings of guilt play a major role 
with	 almost	 80%	of	 participants	 stating	 that	 this	 is	 how	 they	 felt	
greater	than	1–2 days	per	week.

4.3.3  |  Environmental	factors

This section of the student stress survey pertained to the living 
conditions and transportation experienced by the participants 
(Table 3). Most participants reported not having any issues with 
transportation (41.9%) or feeling stressed about their living con-
ditions	 (55.8%),	 feeling	 insecure	 (51.2%)	 or	 surrounding	 noise	
(62.8%).	On	 campus,	 67.4%	 of	 participants	 did	 not	 feel	 that	 the	
facilities were inadequate.

4.3.4  |  Academic	factors

When asked about academic factors, the participants identified 
their real source of stress and anxiety (Table 4).	Financial	problems	
because of university expenses were experienced all the time by 
30.2% of participants, followed by frequently (3–5 times per week) 
by 27.9% and 25.6% somewhat frequently (1–2 times per week). Not 
surprisingly, as submission deadlines and examinations encroach, 
44.2% and 42.1% of participants respectively think about this every 

day.	Greater	than	83%	of	participants	reported	feeling	the	burden	of	
academic workloads and expectations and perhaps related, greater 
than 90% of participants found it difficult to juggle time between 
study and society involvement. However, given the stress and anxi-
ety with academic factors, 46.5% of participants reported not losing 
interest in their courses.

5  |  DISCUSSION

Current	research	indicates	that	international	students	studying	BN	
at two Victorian universities require support to initially settle in 
Australia upon arrival as well as financially. In addition, participants 
highlighted that they also require additional support to keep up with 
academic workloads and this also was true for the student stress 
survey.

The participants of the study identified various factors that 
contributed to the overall well- being and predictors of early help- 
seeking behaviours using the survey and open- response answers. 
One of the main causes of stress identified is ‘academic factors’ 
along with ‘academic workload’ and ‘difficulty with subject con-
tent’. Hussain & Shen (2019) indicated that international students 
must adapt to the new academic style including course selection, 
communication with academics, and teaching assessments in the 
host country and it can often be challenging, also highlighted by 
Wen et al. (2018).	 Additionally,	 Baklashova	 (2016), conducted a 

TA B L E  4 Participant	experiences	to	situations	relating	to	academic	factors	(N = 43).

Situation
Never frequency 
(%, n)

Somewhat frequent (1–2 times per 
week) frequency (%, n)

Frequent (3–5 times per 
week) frequency (%, n)

Always frequency 
(%, n)

I have financial problems 
because of university 
expenses

16.28% 25.58% 27.91% 30.23%

7 11 12 13

I find it difficult to juggle 
time between study and 
social activities

11.63% 37.21% 25.58% 25.58%

5 16 11 11

I feel stressed as 
submission deadlines near

9.30% 30.23% 16.28% 44.19%

4 13 7 19

I feel stressed sitting 
examinations

13.16% 34.21% 10.53% 42.11%

5 13 4 16

I find it difficult to juggle 
time between study and 
society involvement

9.30% 37.21% 18.60% 34.88%

4 16 8 15

I lose interest in my 
courses

46.51% 37.21% 6.98% 9.30%

20 16 3 4

I feel the burden of 
academic workloads/
expectations

16.28% 27.91% 25.58% 30.23%

7 12 11 13

I feel stressed dealing with 
difficult subjects

18.60% 32.56% 25.58% 23.26%

8 14 11 10

I feel it difficult in 
handling my academic 
problem

18.60% 44.19% 20.93% 16.28%

8 19 9 7
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qualitative study on international students in Russia and high-
lighted academic factors including academic expectations, and 
communicating with teachers as being an area of major concern. 
Yuan et al. (2019) also reported that studying under an interna-
tionalized curriculum led Chinese students to confusion related 
to individual, academic workload, and cultural factors. Similarly, 
a study conducted among 63 African students at Kuban State 
University,	identified	that	59.9	%	of	international	students	experi-
ence significant levels of stress, especially in the first year of their 
studies (Kamara, 2012).

Again, financial stressors have been portrayed as another fac-
tor inducing stress for international students in this study. Other 
research reports indicated that the financial stress of international 
students in Australia has significantly increased since COVID- 19 
(Morris, 2020). A pre- covid survey conducted in Sydney and 
Melbourne, Australia on international students revealed that 36% 
of	 students	 worried	 about	 paying	 weekly	 rent.	 Furthermore,	 in	
2020, a survey identified 61% of international students lost their 
jobs and reported that many (33%) are going hungry to pay the 
rent (Morris, 2020). Even though the Victorian government ded-
icated $45 million toward relief payments for international stu-
dents experiencing hardship, many international students were 
in	desperate	situations	for	a	long	time	(Bagshaw	&	Hunter,	2020; 
O'Brian,	2020).

There is no doubt that support from family and friends are im-
portant during the period of transition to university (Liu et al., 2019). 
International students for the most part, move to a new country 
to undertake study without this support of family. The research 
demonstrated that participants did feel that they had the support 
of family, friends, and academic staff during their learning journey, 
as indicated by the student stress survey component of the ques-
tionnaire, on the other hand, the responses to the open- ended 
questions revealed that students felt unsupported by universities, 
especially during the initial settling period of their academic journey. 
Participants indicated that they felt guilty, perhaps due to the higher 
tuition fees and the strain this may be placing on their families back 
in their home country. The increased tuition fees placed additional 
stress on many participants as highlighted in the current research 
taking their focus away from their academic work to meet these re-
quirements (Liu et al., 2019).

Throughout the current study, there was no mention of any 
stress in terms of living conditions or transportation. The student 
stress survey outcomes demonstrate that participants did not ap-
pear to feel stressed about living conditions or have any problems 
with transportation, inconsistent with previous findings reported by 
Melaku et al. (2021). However, participants indicated that they felt 
the campus facilities were inadequate. Participants in the current 
research stated that they were aware of all the resources available to 
support them, however, they were “…still hesitant to access these ser-
vices…” [P10], with some stating that they were shy and lacked con-
fidence in accessing the services. This finding is consistent with that 
reported in the literature in which international students are unlikely 
to utilize the services provided by institutions (Yee & Ryan, 2023). 

Perhaps the underlying reason why international students are 
hesitant in accessing these services is due to cultural differences 
as previously reported (Atherton, 2022). However, Atherton and 
Cornwall (2022) focused on Chinese international students in New 
Zealand and no such study has been conducted in Australia for 
comparison.

5.1  |  Limitations

This study was conducted across two universities, one regional and 
one metropolitan, and convenience sampling was used, therefore 
limiting the generalizability of the findings. The authors also ac-
knowledge the small sample size as a limiting factor.

5.2  |  Conclusion

This study explored the factors impacting psychological health 
and wellbeing, and early help- seeking behaviours of international 
students	 enrolled	 in	 BN	 programs	 in	 two	 Australian	 universities	
using a multi- method approach. Participants reported that overall, 
they felt supported by family, friends, and academic staff during 
their learning journey, as indicated by the student stress survey. 
However, some responses from the open questions indicated dis-
crimination and lack of support by some academic staff. Although 
many participants were aware of the resources available, some 
were	hesitant	to	seek	help	due	to	various	factors.	Findings	recom-
mended	 that	 international	 students	 enrolling	 in	BN	programs	 re-
quire further academic support tailored for international students, 
in order to support them when settling into academic study and life 
in Australia.

5.3  |  Recommendations

The findings of this research indicate that international students 
enrolling	in	BN	programs	require	further	academic	support	tailored	
for international students. A mentorship program between current 
academic staff and new international students in their first year of 
study is therefore proposed. Similarly, a peer mentorship program 
between current international students and new international stu-
dents would also be beneficial. Most of the financial support avail-
able is only offered to domestic students and international students 
are excluded from applying for grants, such as international mobil-
ity grants or placement assistance. Therefore, an inclusive approach 
that include both international and domestic students in grant op-
portunities should be considered. In addition, grant opportunities 
specifically for international students should also be considered in 
university budgets.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
All authors contributed to writing this manuscript.

 20541058, 2024, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/nop2.70030 by A

ustralian C
atholic U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/06/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



10 of 11  |     ABDELKADER et al.

ACKNOWLEDG EMENTS
We thank all participants for their important contributions. Open 
access	publishing	 facilitated	by	Federation	University	Australia,	 as	
part	 of	 the	Wiley	 -	 Federation	University	Australia	 agreement	 via	
the	Council	of	Australian	University	Librarians.

FUNDING INFORMATION
No funding or financial support was received.

CONFLIC T OF INTERE S T S TATEMENT
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

DATA AVAIL ABILIT Y S TATEMENT
The data that support the findings of this study are available from 
the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

E THIC S S TATEMENT
Low minimum risk human research ethics applications were submit-
ted	 to	 the	 University	 Human	 Ethics	 Committee	 at	 both	 universi-
ties and subsequently approved (Project numbers: 2022–050 and 
34,484).

ORCID
Amany Abdelkader  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1261-4256 
Bindu Joseph  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2872-1892 
Claire Hayes  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2908-9304 
Virginia Plummer  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3214-6904 

R E FE R E N C E S
Aguiniga, D. M., Madden, E. E., & Zellmann, K. T. (2016). An exploratory 

analysis of students' perceptions of mental health in the media. 
Social Work in Mental Health, 14(4),	428–444.

Ammigan,	 R.,	 &	 Jones,	 E.	 (2018).	 Improving	 the	 student	 experience:	
Learning from a comparative study of international student satis-
faction. Journal of Studies in International Education, 22(4),	283–301.	
https://	doi.	org/	10.	1177/	10283	15318	773137

Atherton, K., & Cornwall, J. (2022). Psychological distress and help- 
seeking behaviour: Chinese international students in New 
Zealand. Journal of the Australian and New Zealand Student Services 
Association, 30(1),	48–62.

Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics.	(2022a).	Education	and	training:	Census.	
https:// www. abs. gov. au/ stati stics/  people/ educa tion/ educa tion-  
and-  train ing-  census/ 2021

Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics.	 (2022b).	Health	Conditions	Prevalence.	
https:// www. abs. gov. au/ stati stics/  health/ healt h-  condi tions -  and-  
risks/  healt h-  condi tions -  preva lence/  2020-  21# menta l-  and-  behav 
ioura l-  condi tions 

Bagshaw,	E.,	&	Hunter,	F.	(2020).	House	opened	to	20'desperate'stu-
dents amid coronavirus pandemic. The Sydney Morning Herald 
https:// www. smh. com. au/ polit ics/ feder al/ house -  opene d-  to-  
20-  despe rate-  stude nts-  amidc orona virus -  pande mic-  20200 331-  
p54fow. html

Baklashova,	T.	A.,	&	Kazakov,	A.	V.	 (2016).	Challenges	of	 international	
students' adjustment to a higher education institution. International 
Journal of Environmental and Science Education, 11(8),	 1821–1832.	
https:// doi. org/ 10. 12973/  ijese. 2016. 557a

Braun,	V.,	&	Clarke,	V.	(2021).	In	A.	Maher	(Ed.),	Thematic analysis. A prac-
tical guide. SAGE Publications.

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. https://	doi.	org/	10.	30688/		janzs	sa.	2017.	16

Department of Education. (2023). International student monthly sum-
mary and data tables. https:// www. educa tion. gov. au/ inter natio 
nal-  educa tion-  data-  and-  resea rch/ inter natio nal-  stude nt-  month ly-  
summa ry-  and-  data-  tables

Forbes-	Mewett,	H.,	&	Sawyer,	A.-	M.	(2011).	Mental Health Issues Amongst 
International Students In Australia: Perspectives From Professionals 
At The Coal- Face The Australian Sociological Association Conference 
Local Lives/Global Networks.	University	of	Newcastle.

Grimmond, T., Yazidjoglou, A., & Strazdins, L. (2020). Earning to learn: 
The time- health trade- offs of employed Australian undergraduate 
students. Health Promotion International, 35(6), 1302–1311. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1093/ heapro/ daz133

Hakami,	 R.	 (2018).	 Prevalence	 of	 psychological	 distress	 among	 under-
graduate	 students	 at	 Jazan	 University:	 A	 cross-	sectional	 study	
[original article]. Saudi Journal of Medicine and Medical Sciences, 6(2), 
82–88.	https:// doi. org/ 10. 4103/ sjmms. sjmms_ 73_ 17

Hattangadi, N., Vogel, E., Carroll, L. J., & Côté, P. (2019). “Everybody I 
know	is	always	hungry…but	nobody	asks	why”:	University	students.	
Food Insecurity and Mental Health Sustainability, 11(6), 1571.

Hussain,	 W.	 A.,	 Shao,	 Y.,	 Liu,	 B.,	 Abbas,	 H.,	 Sallieu	 Jalloh,	 I.,	 Akhtar	
Jamsheed, R., & Javed, M. (2019). Exploring the international post-
graduates' perspective of academic problems in Chinese universi-
ties located in Wuhan, China. Cogent Education, 10(1),	2168937.

Jardon, C., & Choi, K. R. (2022). COVID- 19 experiences and mental 
health among graduate and undergraduate nursing students in Los 
Angeles. Journal of the American Psychiatric Nurses Association, 30, 
86–94.	https://	doi.	org/	10.	1177/	10783	90321	1072222

Kamara, A. (2012). International students and the politics of growth. 
Dalhousie	University.

Kells, M., & Mathis, K. J. (2022). Influence of COVID- 19 on the next gen-
eration	of	nurses	in	the	United	States.	Journal of Clinical Nursing, 32, 
359–367. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1111/ jocn. 16202 

Kumar, R. (2011). Stress and coping strategies among nursing students. 
Nursing & Midwifery Research Journal, 7, 141–151. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1177/ 09741 50X20 110401

Kumar, R. (2019). Personality traits, academic stress and adjustment 
styles among nursing students. https:// doi. org/ 10. 13140/  RG.2. 2. 
32547.	91681	

Labrague,	L.	J.,	McEnroe-	Petitte,	D.	M.,	Papathanasiou,	I.	V.,	Edet,	O.	B.,	
Tsaras,	K.,	 Leocadio,	M.	C.,	Colet,	P.,	Kleisiaris,	C.	F.,	Fradelos,	E.	
C.,	Rosales,	R.	A.,	Vera	Santos-	Lucas,	K.,	&	Velacaria,	P.	I.	T.	(2018).	
Stress and coping strategies among nursing students: An interna-
tional study. Journal of Mental Health, 27(5),	402–408.	https:// doi. 
org/	10.	1080/	09638	237.	2017.	1417552

Li, I. W., & Carroll, D. (2017). Factors influencing university student satisfac-
tion. An Australian Higher Education Equity Perspective.

Liu, X., Ping, S., & Gao, W. (2019). Changes in undergraduate Students' 
psychological well- being as they experience university life. 
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 
16(16),	2864.

Melaku,	L.,	Bulcha,	G.,	&	Worku,	D.	(2021).	Stress,	anxiety,	and	depres-
sion among medical undergraduate students and their coping strat-
egies. Education Research International, 2021,	9880309.

Mohamed Arip, M. A. S., Kamaruzaman, D. N., Roslan, A., Ahmad, A., 
& Abd Rahman, M. R. (2015). Development, validity and reliability 
of student stress inventory (SSI). The Social Sciences, 10(7), 1631–
1638.	https://	doi.	org/	10.	36478/		sscie	nce.	2015.	1631.	1638

Morris, A., Hastings, C., Wilson, S., Mitchell, E., Ramia, G., & Overgaard, 
C. (2020). The experience of international students before and 
during COVID- 19: Housing, work, study and wellbeing.	University	of	
Technology Sydney.

 20541058, 2024, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/nop2.70030 by A

ustralian C
atholic U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/06/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1261-4256
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1261-4256
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2872-1892
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2872-1892
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2908-9304
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2908-9304
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3214-6904
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3214-6904
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315318773137
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/education/education-and-training-census/2021
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/education/education-and-training-census/2021
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/health-conditions-and-risks/health-conditions-prevalence/2020-21#mental-and-behavioural-conditions
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/health-conditions-and-risks/health-conditions-prevalence/2020-21#mental-and-behavioural-conditions
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/health-conditions-and-risks/health-conditions-prevalence/2020-21#mental-and-behavioural-conditions
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/house-opened-to-20-desperate-students-amidcoronavirus-pandemic-20200331-p54fow.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/house-opened-to-20-desperate-students-amidcoronavirus-pandemic-20200331-p54fow.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/house-opened-to-20-desperate-students-amidcoronavirus-pandemic-20200331-p54fow.html
https://doi.org/10.12973/ijese.2016.557a
https://doi.org/10.30688/janzssa.2017.16
https://www.education.gov.au/international-education-data-and-research/international-student-monthly-summary-and-data-tables
https://www.education.gov.au/international-education-data-and-research/international-student-monthly-summary-and-data-tables
https://www.education.gov.au/international-education-data-and-research/international-student-monthly-summary-and-data-tables
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/daz133
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/daz133
https://doi.org/10.4103/sjmms.sjmms_73_17
https://doi.org/10.1177/10783903211072222
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.16202
https://doi.org/10.1177/0974150X20110401
https://doi.org/10.1177/0974150X20110401
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.32547.91681
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.32547.91681
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2017.1417552
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2017.1417552
https://doi.org/10.36478/sscience.2015.1631.1638


    |  11 of 11ABDELKADER et al.

O'Brian,	 A.	 (2020).	 Some	 international	 students	within	 days	 of	 home-
lessness amid virus lockdowns. https:// www. sbs. com. au/ langu age/ 
engli sh/ audio/  somei ntern ation al-  stude nts-  withi n-  days-  of-  homel 
essne ss-  amid-  virus -  lockd owns

Orygen. (2017). Under the radar. The mental health of Australian univer-
sity students.

Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency. (2022). Sector update: 
Offshore students enrolled in CRICOS- registered courses. https:// 
www. teqsa. gov. au/ about -  us/ news-  and-  events/ lates t-  news/ secto 
r-  updat e-  offsh ore-  stude nts-  enrol led-  crico s-  regis tered -  courses

Universities	 Australia.	 (2020).	 2020 higher education facts and figures. 
Universities	 Australia.	 https:// unive rsiti esaus tralia. edu. au/ publi 
cation/ highe r-  educa tion-  facts -  and-  figur es-  2020/ 

Universities	Australia.	 (2023).	 International	 education	 adds	$29	billion	
to the economy. https:// www. unive rsiti esaus tralia. edu. au/ media 
-  item/ inter natio nal-  educa tion-  adds-  29-  billi on-  to-  the-  econo my/ 

Wen,	W.,	Hu,	D.,	&	Hao,	 J.	 (2018).	 International	 students'	experiences	
in China: Does the planned reverse mobility work? International 
Journal of Educational Development, 61, 204–212.

Yee, T., & Ryan, K. (2023). Examining international Students' help- seeking 
intentions utilizing the theory of planned behavior. International 
Journal for the Advancement of Counselling, 45(2),	370–384.	https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s1044 7-  022-  09491 -  z

Yuan,	R.,	Li,	S.,	&	Yu,	B.	(2019).	Neither	“local”	nor	“global”:	Chinese	uni-
versity students' identity paradoxes in the internationalization of 
higher education. Higher Education, 77(6),	963–978.	https:// doi. org/ 
10.	1007/	s1073	4-		018-		0313-		7

SUPPORTING INFORMATION
Additional supporting information can be found online in the 
Supporting Information section at the end of this article.

How to cite this article: Abdelkader,	A.,	Joseph,	B.,	Anish,	L.,	
Kaur,	M.,	Bourke,	S.,	Hayes,	C.,	Thong,	M.,	Plummer,	V.,	&	
Jacob, S. (2024). International students' perspectives on 
factors impacting psychological well- being and early help- 
seeking behaviours in undergraduate nursing programs. 
Nursing Open, 11, e70030. https://doi.org/10.1002/
nop2.70030

 20541058, 2024, 9, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/nop2.70030 by A

ustralian C
atholic U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/06/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://www.sbs.com.au/language/english/audio/someinternational-students-within-days-of-homelessness-amid-virus-lockdowns
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/english/audio/someinternational-students-within-days-of-homelessness-amid-virus-lockdowns
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/english/audio/someinternational-students-within-days-of-homelessness-amid-virus-lockdowns
https://www.teqsa.gov.au/about-us/news-and-events/latest-news/sector-update-offshore-students-enrolled-cricos-registered-courses
https://www.teqsa.gov.au/about-us/news-and-events/latest-news/sector-update-offshore-students-enrolled-cricos-registered-courses
https://www.teqsa.gov.au/about-us/news-and-events/latest-news/sector-update-offshore-students-enrolled-cricos-registered-courses
https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/publication/higher-education-facts-and-figures-2020/
https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/publication/higher-education-facts-and-figures-2020/
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/media-item/international-education-adds-29-billion-to-the-economy/
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/media-item/international-education-adds-29-billion-to-the-economy/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-022-09491-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10447-022-09491-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0313-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0313-7
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.70030
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.70030

	International students' perspectives on factors impacting psychological well-being and early help-seeking behaviours in undergraduate nursing programs
	Abstract
	1  |  INTRODUCTION
	2  |  OBJECTIVES
	3  |  METHODS
	3.1  |  Study design
	3.2  |  Sample population and recruitment
	3.3  |  Data analysis

	4  |  RESULTS
	4.1  |  Demographics
	4.2  |  Themes emerged from the open-response questions
	4.2.1  |  Services participants thought would be of benefit to them
	4.2.2  |  Help seeking
	4.2.3  |  Support
	4.2.4  |  Career options
	4.2.5  |  Workload
	4.2.5.1  |  Students' perception of academic workload requirements
	4.2.5.2  |  Disappointment/dissatisfaction with support services
	4.2.5.3  |  Perceived discrimination
	4.2.5.4  |  Financial stressors


	4.3  |  Student stress survey outcomes
	4.3.1  |  Physical factors
	4.3.2  |  Interpersonal relationships
	4.3.3  |  Environmental factors
	4.3.4  |  Academic factors


	5  |  DISCUSSION
	5.1  |  Limitations
	5.2  |  Conclusion
	5.3  |  Recommendations

	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	FUNDING INFORMATION
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	ETHICS STATEMENT
	ORCID
	REFERENCES


