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Abstract 

 

Clinical Implications for Counseling International Students 

 

Karina Dawn Rabinowitz, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor:  Germine H. Awad 

 

The present paper presents an overview of the challenges international students 

report commonly facing during international study, the impact these experiences have on 

the mental health of the international student community, and clinical implications of 

these factors for counseling with international students in a college and university 

counseling center context. Common concerns for international students such as 

acculturative stress, language barriers, academic challenges, lack of support system 

discrimination, and financial concerns are reviewed. The mental health ramifications 

related to these experiences as well as the barriers to help seeking reported by 

international students are connected to suggestions for practice that may improve the 

experiences of clinicians, international students, and university faculty and staff alike. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

RISE OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS STUDYING IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

 International students have been steadily increasing their enrollment in 

universities and colleges in the United States (U.S.) since the 1950’s (IIE, 2018). Many of 

the worlds premiere universities are located in the U.S., and the value of a U.S. education 

has been sought out by millions seeking the educational opportunities offered by these 

institutions of high learning (Bevis, 2002). Currently, half of the worldwide international 

student population studies in the U.S. (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). According to data 

collected by the Institute of International Education (IIE, 2018), the past twenty years in 

particular have shown a sharp rise in the amount of international student matriculation. In 

1998, 290,933 international students were enrolled in U.S. institutions of higher 

education; however, these enrollment figures have increased to 1,094,792 in 2018 (IIE, 

2018). This trend of increasing international student enrollment shows few signs of 

slowing in the near future.  

In terms of demographics, international students are a diverse subset of the 

student population. However, there are several countries with particularly high numbers 

of students studying abroad. Globally, the majority of international students come from 

China (33.2%), India (17.9%), South Korea (5.0%), and Saudi Arabia (4.1%; IIE, 2018). 

International students pursue opportunities in a wide rang of higher education institutions, 

but the vast majority of students attend doctorate-granting universities with high research 

activity (557,957 in 2017/18 academic year; IIE, 2018). Within these universities, 
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international students enroll in engineering, business and management, math, and 

computer science programs at far higher rates than other fields combined (IIE, 2018).  

International students enrich college and university campuses by providing 

alternative and creative viewpoints in both academic and research settings (Bevis, 2002; 

Lee & Rice, 2007; Pense & Inman, 2017). International students also serve to challenge 

stereotypic assessments of the international community and encourage domestic students 

to expand and refine their worldviews (Hendrickson, Rosen, & Aune, 2010; Kim & Kim, 

2010). Greater appreciation for diversity and comfort with alternative views have also 

been shown to benefit faculty and students alike (Bevis, 2002; Lee & Rice, 2007). 

Additionally, 60% of international students are self-funded in their studies (IIE, 2018), 

providing a source of unsubsidized revenue for institutions of higher education (Cantwell, 

2015; Lee, 2007; Stein & de Antreotti, 2016).  

Given these benefits for U.S. campuses, there is a disproportionate investment in 

recruiting international students while little focus is placed on the experiences of those 

students once they arrive on campus  (Lee, 2007; Lee & Rice, 2007; Stein & de Antreotti, 

2016). International students regularly report difficulty adjusting to their new homes 

(e.g., Hayes & Lin, 1994). Though some of these experiences are normal challenges for 

intercultural experiences (i.e., culture shock; Brown & Holloway, 2008), others, such as 

unenthusiastic reception from faculty and domestic student populations (e.g., Khawja, 

Chan, & Stein, 2017; Ward et al., 2005), are far more difficult to overcome without 

support and understanding from their host institutions.  
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MENTAL HEALTH AND INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS 

 Disregarding the unique challenges that international students face while studying 

outside of their home country has been shown to lead to mental and physical health 

declines in international student populations (Hayes & Lin, 1994; Mori, 2000). Mental 

and physical health deterioration correlates with the length of time spent away from their 

homes (Ward et al., 2005) and amount of time spent in the U.S. (Msengi, 2007). In fact, 

international students have higher rates of mental health concerns compared to domestic 

student populations on the same campuses (Mori, 2000; Msengi, 2007; Yeh & Inose, 

2003). Despite the well-documented challenges experienced by international students, 

there has been less focus on how to address these challenges (Lee, 2007; Stein & de 

Andreotti, 2016).  

 Graduate and undergraduate international students both face higher levels of 

mental health distress than domestic students, but the areas in which these concerns arise 

differ based on the educational experience (Poyrazli, 2015). Undergraduate international 

students most commonly report concerns about depression, anxiety, and academic 

challenges while graduate international students report concerns about depression, 

romantic relationship discord, and time management problems (Yi, Lin, & Kishimoto, 

2003). Given these differing concerns, it is clear that different practices are required to 

best address the individualized concerns of the large number of international students 

found on U.S. university campuses.  
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CURRENT REVIEW 

 The current review focuses on the challenges faced by international students in 

the U.S. and best practices in terms of counseling the international student population. 

Because of these high rates of mental health challenges (Lee, 2007; Mori, 2000), it is 

vital that U.S. college counseling centers be aware of the unique experiences of 

international students and provide resources that best target international students who do 

not have the same perspectives on mental health care as their U.S. counterparts (Yeh & 

Inose, 2003).  

 First, this paper will review the most common challenges international students 

face, specifically focusing on acculturative stress, language barriers, academic 

challenges, lack of support systems, discrimination, and financial concerns. Common 

mental health concerns and barriers to accessing services will also be explored. 

Following, a review of the current best practices for counseling international students in a 

college and university counseling center context will be provided.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

INTERNATIONAL STUDENT ADJUSTMENT CHALLENGES  

 All new cultural experiences require some degree of adjustment and adaptation to 

the new environment; however, international students experience unique challenges when 

adapting to their new cultural contexts. Whether international students stay for a single 

semester or their entire higher education experience, a variety of challenges arise. In this 

paper, the main focus will be on the most commonly cited factors related to international 

student challenges, namely: acculturative stress, language barriers, academic challenges, 

lack of support system, discrimination, and financial concerns.  

Acculturative Stress  

 As defined by Berry (2005), acculturation is the “dual process of cultural and 

psychological change that takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural 

groups and their individual members” (p. 697). This process of acculturation can be 

reciprocal, with adjustments and adaptations taking place on both the part of the new 

culture and the preexisting culture (Berry, 2005; Berry, 2006). This process is long-term 

and continues for as long as multiple cultures are interacting with one another (Smith & 

Khawja, 2011). Cultures coming into contact may result in relatively smooth adjustment 

or may cause substantial stress and conflict (Berry, 2005). Individuals who experience 

stress and pain from the process of acculturation are said to experiencing acculturative 

stress (Berry, 2006).  
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 International students have been widely studied in regards to acculturative stress 

(e.g., Kuo & Roysircar, 2006; Tu, 2018; Ward, Boshner, & Furnham, 2001; Ward & 

Kennedy, 1999), partially due to the availability to be research participants and partially 

due to their unique experience of cultural intersection (Zhou et al., 2008). International 

students face the process of adjustment to their new culture in the context of international 

study, and a variety of factors have been shown to influence the acculturation process of 

these relatively short-term and temporary visitors. Factors cited in the literature include 

age of first arrival in the new country, ethnic and racial identity, language fluency, 

academic stress, family support, social connectivity, length of stay in the U.S., and 

immigration status (Bai, 2016; Pendse & Inman, 2017; Tu, 2018). Because international 

students are often temporary members of their new culture (sojourners; Yeh & Inose, 

2003) and often return home after their studies are completed (Wilton & Constantine, 

2003), international students must navigate their acculturation process while knowing 

that their placement is temporary (Berry, 2006; Berry, 2017). Due to this time limitation, 

it has been suggested that international students may be more susceptible to acculturative 

stress than more permanent immigrants (Berry et al., 1987).  

 Acculturative stress is highly correlated with negative physical, psychological, 

and social consequences (Bai, 2016; Berry, 2006). Mental health of international students 

in particular has been shown to be affected by acculturative stress (Lee, Koeske, & Sales, 

2004); however, different groups of international students experiences varying degrees of 

this phenomenon. Yeh and Inose (2003) found that international students from Asia, 

Central and Latin America, and Africa reported much higher levels of acculturative stress 
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than international students from Europe. A recent study by Bai (2016) found that students 

from Middle Eastern countries reported the highest levels of acculturative stress relative 

to international students from all other regions. Poyrazli et al. (2004) found that students 

from Asian countries experienced the highest degree of distress in their cultural transition 

due to cultural and linguistic differences. Thus, it is important to note the differential 

impact acculturative stress has on international students that hail from different regions of 

the world.  

Language Barriers  

 Despite the requirement that international students take language proficiency 

exams prior to enrolling in U.S. universities, international students for whom English is 

not their native language face linguistic adjustment challenges (Bai, 2016; Erichsen & 

Bollinger, 2011; Kuo & Roysircar, 2004). While language exams may test for basic 

language proficiency, international students are asked to engage with challenging 

academic material that may contain more advanced language structures than students are 

tested on (Mori, 2000). Some students may easily pass written language testing, but may 

struggle with being fully immersed in the language for the first time, which can impact 

academic performance, social functioning, and overall relationship building (Cao, Meng 

& Shang, 2017; Yeh & Inose, 2003). Local dialects, slang, and regional speaking patterns 

may also inhibit students ability to grasp language skills as quickly as anticipated once 

they arrive on U.S. campuses (Mori, 2000).  
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 Challenges with language impacts the academic and social life of international 

students. Academically, low language proficiency translates to a higher degree of effort 

and time required to complete the same work as compared to a student with higher 

language fluency (Bai, 2016; Frey & Roysircar, 2006; Msengi, 2007). Misunderstandings 

of course material, challenges with language precision, and different classroom norms 

can all contribute to the academic challenges that international students regularly report 

experiencing (Bai, 2016; Kuo & Roysicar, 2004). International students for whom 

English is a second language often report feeling uncomfortable or embarrassed asking 

for help or further clarification on assignments (Frey & Roysicar, 2006). These concerns 

around language fluency deeply impact international students’ classroom experiences and 

ability to succeed in this setting.  

 Acculturative stress and language are strongly correlated in the literature on 

international student adjustment (e.g., Bai, 2016, Msengi, 2007). International students 

who feel comfortable speaking and interacting in English have been found to have lower 

levels of acculturative stress (Yeh & Inose, 2003). On the other hand, international 

students who reported lower degrees of regular English usage and greater discomfort with 

the language overall have been found to have higher degrees of difficulty with 

acculturative stress (Yeh & Inose, 2003). English fluency appears to help students better 

navigate their new U.S. cultural context with less distress as they are better able to 

interact with the local community and are less likely to have language based 

misunderstandings (Kuo & Roysircar 2004).  



 9 

Academic Challenges  

International students are coming to the U.S. specifically in pursuit of higher 

education, thus academic challenges have been cited as particularly impactful stressors 

(Mori, 2000). Many international students are high scholastic achievers, expecting to 

continue their impressive academic performance when they arrive at their new host 

institution (Wei et al., 2007). However, many international students find themselves 

struggling with engaging with demanding coursework in a new language (Khawaja, Chan 

& Stein, 2017; Yeh & Inose, 2003), changing expectations from faculty and advisors 

(Bai, 2016; Hayes & Lin, 1994), and different cultural norms around classroom practices 

(Khawaja, Chan & Stein, 2017; Mori, 2000). International students who struggle 

academically may feel that they have let down their families, countries of origin, and 

themselves in their failure to achieve the degree of academic success they are accustomed 

to at home (Pedersen, 1991). Students from Asian cultural backgrounds have been shown 

to feel particularly high degrees of shame and distress when faced with academic 

challenges in their cross-cultural learning experiences (Wei et al., 2007).  

Though not the only challenge international students face, lack of English 

language proficiency is highly correlated with academic challenges (Wu, Garza, & 

Guzman, 2015; Yeh & Inose, 2003). Though students may pass their language 

proficiency exams, engaging in challenging academic course loads in a foreign language 

puts international students at a disadvantage relative to their U.S. peers (Pedersen, 1991). 

However, it should be noted that not all international students struggle with language 
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based barriers due to differing levels of comfort with the language (Mori, 2000). Despite 

their lack of difficulty with language, the academic challenges do not disappear.  

Expectations and norms in U.S. college and university classrooms can be 

substantially different from the academic culture in international students’ home 

institutions (Erichsen & Bollinger, 2011; Mori, 2000). Common practices in U.S. 

classrooms such as active student participation during lecture, collaborative group work, 

and utilization of campus library academic resources may be new experiences for 

international students (Khawaja, Chan, & Stein, 2017; Mori, 2000). Many students come 

from institutions where classes are non-participation based lectures rather than interactive 

learning experiences (Bai, 2016; Msengi, 2007). Because these practices are so common 

in U.S. institutions of higher learning, faculty may not be aware of the learning curve that 

international students experience. Bai (2016) found that international students who 

receive a high degree of academic support from faculty, advisors, and other university 

staff experienced lower degrees of acculturative stress relative to their less-supported 

peers. Thus, supporting international students with academic adjustment can ease their 

adjustment overall.  

Lack of Support System  

 Though international students are a heterogeneous student population, one 

consistent similarity between these students is their experience of a new educational 

environment that sometimes significantly differs from their traditional support systems. 

Established support networks of family, friends, and communities are left to pursue 
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educational opportunities in a different country (Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007; Mak, Brown & 

Wadey, 2014). While some degree of adjustment and loneliness is to be expected in any 

new environment (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2005) international students report 

having a particularly difficult time establishing social connections when they arrive in 

their host country (e.g., Wilton & Constantine, 2003; Zhang & Goodson, 2011).  

 Language barriers (Hayes & Lin, 1994) and cultural differences (Yeh & Inose, 

2003) can sometimes impede relationships development for international students, both 

with their international peers and with domestic student populations. Students who are 

learning English may not have substantial experience establishing friendships in this 

foreign language, sometimes resulting in perceived social-skill impairment (Cao, Meng, 

& Shang, 2017; Hayes & Lin, 1994). Both domestic and international students may 

experience anxiety, discomfort, and awkwardness when interacting with a linguistically 

dissimilar individual (Spencer-Rodgers & McGovern, 2002), which can lead to a 

negative appraisal of cross-cultural encounters. This discomfort may emerge as a desire 

to avoid culturally or linguistically different individuals to avoid managing anxiety 

related to cultural misunderstandings (Gudykunst & Hammer, 1988; Spencer-Rodgers & 

McGovern, 2002).  

 Culturally, friendship development in the U.S. is often quite different than 

international students are used to in their home countries. In U.S. culture, friendliness and 

niceties are considered to be polite, though sometimes insincere, ways to interact with 

strangers, acquaintances, and friends alike (Hendrickson & Rosen, 2017; Mori, 2000). 

International students often report feeling confused and unsure of how to interpret U.S. 
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students’ liberal use of pleasantries (i.e., “How are you?”), smiles, and insincere 

invitations (i.e., “Let’s grab coffee sometime”; Mori, 2000; Yeh & Inose, 2003). These 

social measures may be reserved for close friends or budding relationships in other 

cultures, while U.S. students may think very little about their friendliness and its impact 

on others (Mori, 2000). Some international students find this casual stance to be 

frustrating, as they are unsure of how to interpret U.S. students interest in pursuing a 

deeper level of relationship, which can push international students toward spending time 

with peers from their home country or other international students (Mori, 2000). While 

relationship networks with co-national and other international students have been shown 

to provide uniquely important support systems for international students (Bochner, 

McLeod, & Lin, 1977), relationships with domestic students have been shown to ease 

adjustment challenges (Cao, Meng, & Shang, 2017), provide a safe relationship in which 

to practice new cultural norms (Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood, 2013), and speed up 

adjustment to academic customs (Hayes & Lin, 1994).  

 Social support has been shown to buffer against mental health concerns and 

acculturative stress for international students (e.g., Poyrazli et al., 2004; Zhang & 

Goodson, 2011). Unfortunately, international students with low levels of social support 

are at a higher risk of developing psychological disorders such as anxiety and depression 

(Lee, Koeske, & Sales, 2004). Strong, intimate bonds with peers can provide a robust 

defense and means of coping when faced with challenges common to the international 

student experience (i.e., discrimination, mental health concerns; Mori, 2000). However, 

many international students find themselves creating relationships with the small pool of 
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other international students out of convenience rather than true compatibility, making 

these relationships less robust and protective when faced with hardships during their 

study abroad experience (Mori, 2000; Yeh & Inose, 2003).  

Discrimination  

There is a wide range of literature capturing the experiences of discrimination and 

perceived prejudice international students report experiencing while studying on foreign 

campuses (e.g., Lee, Koeske, & Sales, 2004; Spencer-Rodgers & McGovern, 2002; 

Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2005). Prejudice and discrimination based on country of 

origin, ethnic and racial background, different cultural practices, religion, and language 

are common in the international student experience (e.g., Cao, Meng, & Shang, 2017; 

Lee & Rice, 2007).  

Though international students from Europe report lower levels of discrimination 

and prejudice from domestic students as compared to international students from Asia, 

Central and Latin America, and Africa (Lee & Opio, 2011; Yeh & Inose, 2003), many 

international students report experiencing negativity from their domestic peers regardless 

of race (Lee & Rice, 2007). Lee and Rice (2007) suggest that international student 

discrimination and prejudice is likely more closely tied to broad cultural differences 

rather than the specific racial groupings of students. In a 2014 study of common 

microaggressions perpetrated against international students, Houshman, Spanierman, and 

Tafarodi found that the most common themes were exclusion, accent mocking, feelings 

of invisibility, disregard for international value system, ascribed intelligence, and 
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campus-based barriers. These experiences of indifference, outright hostility, and feelings 

of otherness impact international students’ experiences in a variety of settings (Yeh & 

Inose, 2003).  

Financial Concerns  

Another commonly cited challenge for international students is financial stress 

and pressure. In the 2017/18 academic year, 58.6% of the global international student 

population was self-funded or funded by their family to study internationally (IIE, 2018). 

Only 15.8% of students were given support from U.S. higher education institution, which 

includes both research and teaching assistantships (IIE, 2018). Though some students 

may come from affluent backgrounds, not all international students have the financial 

means often presumed in the stereotypes of international student (Spencer-Rodgers, 

2001).  

While some self-funded students may have the financial flexibility to comfortably 

spend money during their studies in the U.S., some students underestimate the cost of 

living in their new homes and find themselves struggling to make ends meet (Mori, 

2000). Certain parts of the U.S. have high costs of living, which some international 

students may not have anticipated upon selecting a host institution for their higher 

education. Due to work restrictions, international college students do not often have the 

same opportunities as domestic college students to pursue scholarships, utilize work-

study programs, or apply for part-time employment (Mori, 2000). Kuo and Roysircar 

(2004) found that international students with high socioeconomic status experienced 



 15 

lower degrees of acculturative stress than international students with less financial 

support. Therefore, it is important to consider the wide range of economic support that 

international students are experiencing.  

COMMON INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH CONCERNS  

 Perhaps due to a unique set of stressors, lacking support systems, and increased 

daily tension, research has shown that international students tend to experience higher 

rates of mental health concerns than their domestic peers (e.g., Bai, 2016; Mori, 2000; 

Yeh & Inose, 2003). Relative to domestic students, international students report higher 

levels of daily stress (Bai, 2016; Kuo & Roysicrar, 2004). These chronic levels of stress 

can lead to both mental and physical health repercussions, often manifesting as persistent 

inflammation, heightened susceptibility to illnesses, somatic complaints with no medical 

explanation, depression, and anxiety (Mori, 2000). In their 2002 study, Leong and Chou 

found that approximately 25% of international students are at risk of developing a 

psychological disorder during their course of study abroad.  

 Most international students are studying in the U.S. in order to achieve 

academically or advance their careers (Mori, 2000), thus academic challenges are often 

cited as one of the most distressing concerns for this student population (Poyrazli, 2015; 

Yi, Lin, & Kishimoto, 2003). Due to the amount of pressure placed on international 

students to achieve success in their academic endeavors, struggling in this domain is 

particularly stressful. In Mitchell, Greenwood, and Guglielmi’s (2007) study of 

international student college counseling center use, the authors found that 38% of the 
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treatment seeking international students cited academic concerns as their primary 

presenting problem.  

 In addition to academic concerns, homesickness, and relationship stress (Pedse & 

Inman, 2017), many international students report struggling with anxiety and depression 

symptoms during their stay in the U.S. (Cao, Meng, & Shang, 2017; Nilsson et al., 2008). 

Several factors have been identified as contributors to the increased rates of anxiety and 

depression in the international student population, such as heightened levels of daily 

stress (Cao, Meng, & Shang, 2017), lack of social support networks (Poyrazli, 2015), 

perceived prejudice (Nilsson et al., 2008), and difficulty with acculturation (Pedse & 

Inman, 2017). In a study of international students at a large U.S. university, Poyrazli 

(2015) found that nearly 20% of the international student population reported some 

degree of depressive symptomology. Poyrazli (2015) asserted that this may be an 

underestimate of the true number of students suffering from depressive symptoms due to 

biases in sampling and measurement. Thus, these mental health concerns may be further 

reaching than previous research indicated.  

 International students are also less likely to access counseling and mental health 

resources than domestic students (Mori, 2000). International students have been shown to 

use fewer long-term counseling resources than domestic students, but are more likely to 

seek crisis help than their domestic peers (Mitchell, Greenwood, & Guglielmi, 2007). 

Given the unique challenges international students face and the underutilization of 

counseling and mental health resources, there is room for substantial improvement in 
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service delivery to the international student community on U.S. college and university 

campuses.  

BARRIERS TO HELP SEEKING 

It is important to note that many help seeking barriers for international students 

are based in individual cultural norms, and international students are a diverse and 

heterogeneous student population. Thus, findings about one group of international 

students may not necessarily generalize to others groups. However, as a broad group, 

international students underutilize formal resources for mental health concerns (Smith & 

Khawja, 2011), often preferring to rely on informal support networks such as family, 

friends, and non-mental health related professionals (Pendse & Inman, 2017; Poyrazli, 

2015). Medical professionals, professors, and other adults are often the first to hear about 

mental health concerns international students experience when studying internationally 

(Mori, 2000). Only 2% of international students surveyed in Poyrazli’s (2015) study 

sought out mental health services, despite more than 20% endorsing depressive 

symptoms. Clinically significant mental health concerns are common amongst this 

population of students, though there are many barriers to help seeking.  

International students from different parts of the world may have different 

obstacles to overcome before engaging with mental health resources. For some students, 

personal disclosure to a stranger may not be culturally appropriate behavior (Mori, 2000). 

Students with cultural backgrounds that emphasize respect, boundaries, and privacy may 

find U.S. counseling culture to be invasive, inappropriate, and rude (Liu, 2009). Despite 
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the confidentiality of counseling services, international students may not know about the 

privacy they are ensured or be unsure of whether or not they can trust clinicians to keep 

their concerns private (Bai, 2016). International students who are more acculturated to the 

U.S. tend to report feeling more comfortable with seeking mental health services for 

psychological concerns (Frey & Roysircar, 2006).  

Shame and stigma around mental health may also be an insurmountable barrier 

for some struggling international students. Seeking professional help for a psychological 

concern is highly stigmatized in many cultures (Liu, 2009), and students may be reluctant 

to admit that they need help. U.S. colleges and universities do not often market their 

services to international students in particular and may not know that they have to debunk 

myths about counseling in order to break down barriers for international students in need 

of mental health services (Yeh & Inose, 2003). Additionally, students may not know 

about opportunities for reduced cost or free services provided by counseling centers, 

assuming that mental health treatment is cost prohibitive (Liu, 2009).  

International students who do seek counseling resources terminate prematurely at 

higher rates than their help seeking domestic student counterparts (Yakushko, Davison, & 

Stanford-Martens, 2008). International students often report feeling uncertain about the 

cultural competence of mental health professionals, which can lead to further mistrust of 

the systems and a tendency to leave counseling before change has occurred (Liu, 2009; 

Mori, 2000). Psychology graduate programs rarely provide explicit education around 

counseling international students, thus many of the fears of being misunderstood that 

international students report are realized in the counseling room (Pedse & Inman, 2017).  
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Chapter 3: Applications to Practice 

BEST PRACTICES FOR WORKING WITH INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN COLLEGE AND 

UNIVERSITY COUNSELING CENTERS  

Given the demonstrated mental health needs of the international student 

population, there are many adjustments college and university counseling centers can 

make to broaden their impact on this at-risk student community. Mental health providers, 

administrators, faculty, staff, and domestic students can all make small changes in their 

practices, policies, and attitudes to help limit barriers, increase utilization rates, and 

reduce the mental and emotional tolls of seeking help for international students on U.S. 

college and university campuses.  

Providing culturally sensitive counseling services is an important aspect of 

improving outcomes for international students. Offering mental health services in the 

native language of all international students may not be possible, but expanding the range 

of languages in which services can be delivered is one method of potentially increasing 

engagement (Bai, 2016). Research supports that international students are more 

responsive to counseling when they perceive a high degree of multicultural sensitivity 

from their clinician (Zhang & Dixon, 2003). Mental health providers may consider 

gaining specific training in working with international students and understanding their 

unique challenges (Liu, 2009). Because international students are by definition culturally 

different than their mental health providers, it is important to remain aware of value 

differences clients bring to the therapy room (Zhang & Dixon, 2003). Clinicians should 
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continually engage in self-exploration and reflection around their cultural biases and 

assumptions in order to best serve these students and avoid engaging in microaggressions 

during session (Houshmand, Spanierman, & Tafarodi, 2014). Due to stigma, some 

international students may feel uncomfortable going to counseling sessions alone, so 

being flexible about allowing students to bring a friend, family member, or significant 

other into session may increase buy-in (Yeh & Inose, 2003).  

Debunking myths, providing education, and advertising counseling resources may 

also increase international student comfort with seeking professional help. Many 

international students report a lack of awareness of counseling resources on campus 

(Mori, 2000), thus creating informational campaigns that are directly marketed to 

international students may be helpful. Creating informational brochures and posters that 

address common international student concerns related to seeking mental health treatment 

might increase utilization (Mitchell, Greenwood, & Guglielmi, 2007; Poyrazli, 2015). 

Highlighting the connection between mental and physical health, educating students 

about common mental health symptoms, and advertising the benefits of counseling may 

all increase students’ likelihood of seeking services (Poyrazli, 2015). Poyrazli (2015) also 

suggests placing these informational posters in places where students might already be 

seeking help, such as in campus health services, advising offices, and international 

education offices. Mitchell, Greenwood, and Guglielmi (2007) suggest marketing to 

different subpopulations of international students differently. For instance, highlighting 

the ways in which counseling can help with academic performance may appeal more to 

undergraduate international students while international graduate students, who likely 
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have already achieved academic success to be at this point in their academic career, may 

be more likely to be interested in bettering their interpersonal relationships (Mitchell, 

Greenwood, & Guglielmi, 2007). Students may be apprehensive about their private 

concerns becoming public, thus an emphasis on the confidentiality of counseling can be 

an easy means of reducing anxiety about the counseling process (Poyrazli, 2015).  

In addition to individual counseling services, it may be helpful to provide more 

non-traditional counseling resources for international students. Organizing group 

counseling services may provide some built-in social support around mental health, 

which can reduce stigma and increase utilization (Yeh & Inose, 2003). Collaborations 

amongst campus organization, administrative offices, and the counseling center can also 

provide ways to encourage healthy psychological practices outside of traditional 

counseling spaces (Poyrazli, 2015). Given the stigma that mental health has for some 

international students, being conscious of locations in which services are provided (i.e., 

near health services) can reduce shame associated with attending appointments (Uba, 

1994). Counseling offices embedded in advising offices, administrative buildings, and 

international study offices may also reduce barriers to help-seeking (Mori, 2000).  

Due to the significant role that social isolation plays in the mental health of 

international students, Yeh and Inose (2003) suggest that the creation of programming 

that encourages social connectivity and community building may be one of the most 

helpful non-traditional counseling practices. Easing the pain of isolation may serve to 

decrease international students’ distress levels without ever having to set foot in a 

traditional counseling space. Additionally, counselors and mental health providers might 
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consider entering into international student focused spaces (i.e., international education 

office) to provide presentations on general mental health concerns, conduct brief 

depression screenings, and pair a familiar, friendly face with counseling services 

(Poyrazli, 2015). For students who do attend counseling, focusing on addressing 

symptoms first may also increase counseling buy-in and reduce premature termination of 

services (Yeh & Inose, 2003).  

FUTURE DIRECTIONS IN COUNSELING WITH INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS  

Unfortunately, despite the well-documented challenges associated with studying 

internationally, there is a dearth of research on effective mental health interventions in 

international student communities (Pedse & Inman, 2017). Thus, more research is needed 

in this area. Programming related to international student mental health is not often 

rigorously evaluated after implementation, thus it is unclear which interventions are best 

targeting the populations that are in need of care (Pedse & Inman, 2017).  

Pedse and Inman (2017) provide several suggestions for future research into 

research related to mental health and international students. First, the authors suggest that 

focusing on strengths based, rather than deficit based, approach may provide more insight 

into the factors that buffer against the development of mental health concerns in 

international students. While many international students experience clinically significant 

distress when adjusting to their new homes, there are many students who do not 

(Poyrazli, 2015). Learning from these students may help to provide more intentional, 

targeted interventions for those international students who struggle. Research related to 
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protective factors and coping may allow for a diversification of the field and provide new 

insights (Pedse & Inman, 2017).  

Because of the heterogeneity of the international student experience, it is 

important not to overgeneralize with this population. Any research, clinical training, or 

educational panels must be accompanied by culturally-conscious discussions of the 

different concerns based on students’ country of origin, ethnic background, and language 

proficiency (Pedse & Inman, 2017). For instance, acculturative stress differentially 

impacts students from different countries of origin (Mori, 2000; Yeh & Inose, 2003). 

European students report the lowest levels of acculturative stress compared to students 

from any other region of the world (Mitchell, Greenwood, & Guglielmi, 2007), while 

Asian students report more physical and somatic health symptoms than any other 

subpopulation of international student (Mori, 2000).  

CONCLUSION   

 Given the increasing number of international students studying in the U.S., it is 

important that college and university campuses recognize the challenges that these 

students face during their adjustment.  Because of the substantial mental health 

implications of international student concerns, it is of particular importance that college 

and university counseling centers attend to the needs of the international student 

population. Future clinical work with international students should take the factors 

highlighted in this review into account.  
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