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pandemic [3, 4]. Another research, now on the impact 
of the repeated mild lockdowns between the two emer-
gency declarations in Japan, suggested that repeated 
lockdowns have a cumulative negative impact on social 
isolation and loneliness [5]; these findings were especially 
applicable to young people and people with high levels of 
loneliness, which are considered vulnerable populations 
that require special consideration under the context of 
repeated lockdowns. Other researchers have shown that 
physical isolation (e.g., living alone) may cause loneliness 
and stress [6]. Many international students live alone and 
are between the ages of 20 and 35 years. Thus, we con-
sidered that most international students studying abroad 
fit the characteristics of vulnerable groups, that some of 

Background
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated people’s men-
tal health problems worldwide [1], and its prolonged 
duration and onerous measures, such as lockdowns and 
home isolation orders, have had a negative impact on 
higher education [2]. According to two prior studies, col-
lege students in China and the United States of Amer-
ica reported increased stress/anxiety levels during the 
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Abstract
Background  The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has exacerbated mental health problems 
worldwide; however, research on the stressors experienced by international students during the COVID-19 pandemic 
remains limited.

Methods  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 international students (male, 8; female, 12; average 
age, 31.5 years) at Hiroshima University, Japan. Inductive thematic analysis was performed using NVivo software to 
identify how international students (1) perceived and experienced stress and (2) describe the specific stressors they 
faced during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Results  The findings revealed that international students experienced multiple stressors during the COVID-19 
pandemic, including extrapersonal (e.g., financial pressure), interpersonal (e.g., social commentary and perceived 
xenophobia against foreigners), and intrapersonal (e.g., fear of infection) stressors.

Conclusions  Results revealed that during the COVID-19 pandemic, foreign students experienced stress from various 
sources. Although this global pandemic has ended, similar public health crises may occur in the future. Examination 
of the sources of stress faced by international students during the pandemic can help us obtain valuable lessons for 
responding to future global crises. These findings can provide better policy support, resource allocation, and mental 
health assistance for the international student community during future crises.
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them can be considered as being in the young population, 
and that they need special considerations.

Based on the history of international responses to epi-
demic events, these outbreaks are often accompanied 
by xenophobia [7], with a study reporting on xenopho-
bic responses to the COVID-19 pandemic through ver-
bal and physical attacks toward Asians and descriptions 
of the disease by some people as the “Chinese virus” [8]. 
Indeed, not only have Asians been discriminated against 
but also a study in South Korea showed that immi-
grants suffered from severe anxiety and stress during the 
COVID-19 pandemic [9]. The social and cultural envi-
ronments are particularly important to emotions [10], 
and a positive societal emotional environment has been 
shown to help people maintain higher societal life satis-
faction [11].

The pieces of evidence in the prior paragraph provide 
some hints that international students may be likely to 
experience a relatively high level of mental pressure dur-
ing a pandemic. Still, it remains that researchers have 
placed great focus on examining COVID-19 and its 
impact on students in school settings in recent years [12, 
13], while generally overlooking international students 
in this context. In Japan, under the context of the entry-
and-exit restrictions worldwide due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, international students may have faced long-
term hinderances to their international mobility, as well 
as academic, economic, and life pressures. However, 
there are no studies dedicated to examining the men-
tal health of international students in Japan during the 
COVID-19 pandemic—and exploring these topics holds 
great potential in advancing current related research. 
Although the global pandemic has ended, similar public 
health crises may occur in the future. Examining the vari-
ous stressors faced by international students during the 
pandemic can help us gain valuable insights for respond-
ing to future crises and provide further effective support 
and assistance to this community. There is thus the need 
to explore stress associated with COVID-19 among inter-
national students.

This study aimed to identify stressors experienced by 
international students at Hiroshima University in Hiro-
shima Prefecture, Japan, during the COVID-19 pandemic 
using semi-structured interviews.

Methods
This qualitative study used semi-structured interviews 
to gain insight into the stressors experienced by inter-
national students at Hiroshima University during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Induction and thematic analysis 
methods were used to determine content themes. This 
method was employed as inductive thematic analy-
sis did not rely on pre-existing theoretical frameworks 
or hypotheses; instead, it began with the data itself and 

gradually and inductively identified the themes and pat-
terns [14, 15]. The approach was selected given the 
unprecedented pandemic situation and lack of relevant 
theories, which ensured that the identified themes were 
data-driven and less influenced by researchers’ pre-
conceived notions. The first author designed a guide-
line based on previous research on stressors during the 
COVID-19 pandemic [16, 17], which was then revised 
and improved by other authors (one psychiatrist and two 
medical university professors), pretested on one partici-
pant, and subsequently revised accordingly. After further 
improvement, it was put into use in the study interviews, 
which were conducted using this guideline and open-
ended questions.

The interview guide comprised four parts: Open-
ing, Main, Probing, and Closing Questions. In total, it 
included 18 questions. Opening questions primarily 
focused on asking the interviewee to introduce them-
selves, with the aim to establish rapport, build trust, and 
help the interviewee relax and ease into the interview. 
Main questions inquired the sources of stress and related 
experiences that international students experienced dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic (for example, “Do you feel 
the increased stress and anxiety due to the COVID-19 
outbreak?“). Probing questions helped researchers delve 
deeper into the interviewee’s specific experiences and 
feelings (for example, “Please describe in detail the stress 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on you with specific exam-
ples.“). Finally, closing questions helped summarize the 
interviewee’s viewpoints (for example, “Compared with 
the period before the COVID-19 pandemic, is there any 
difference in the pressure you feel?“).

The topic guideline allowed for the researcher to ensure 
more systematic interview procedures for participants 
and to concomitantly explore new areas of dialogue [18].

Participants
As this research aimed to clarify international stu-
dents’ stressors during the pandemic, we used snow-
ball sampling. Specifically, researchers invited potential 
participants by sending invitations to a chat group of 
international students, and it was expected that par-
ticipants who accepted the invitation could recommend 
other eligible participants. The first author, an interna-
tional student at Hiroshima University, knew the relevant 
personnel of the International Student Organization of 
Hiroshima University. An invitation letter was sent to 
the International Student Chat Group of Hiroshima Uni-
versity with the help of a Bangladeshi and a Chinese stu-
dent who knew the first author. Participants interested 
in the study were encouraged to contact the first author 
by phone or email via the contact information provided 
in the invitation letter. Snowball sampling method was 
used, and the researchers also requested the interviewees’ 
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assistance in inviting other potential participants who 
belonged to the overall targeted research population. To 
ensure the rigor of the study, the research team reviewed 
a large amount of literature related to qualitative research 
to determine the sample size. According to a previous 
study [19], sample sizes ranging from 6 to 8 participants 
are optimal for ensuring sample homogeneity, whereas 
sample sizes ranging from 12 to 20 persons may be opti-
mal for ensuring heterogeneity. Since this study focused 
on a group of international students in Japan, did not 
wish to limit the examinations to a specific demographic 
characteristic (e.g., specific marital status, gender, or age), 
and could benefit from the richness of heterogeneous 
data, 20 international students at Hiroshima University 
were recruited (Chinese students, n = 12 participants; 
Bangladeshi students, n = 8 participants).

Interviews
All international student participants (N = 20 partici-
pants) partook in face-to-face semi-structured individual 
interviews at Hiroshima University between April and 
June 2023, except for one student who gave birth during/
the study period and preferred to undergo the interview 
through telephone. All interviews were conducted by the 
first author and audio-recorded with the participants’ 
consent. Chinese participants were interviewed in Chi-
nese, and the remaining participants were interviewed 
in English. Because international students at Hiroshima 
University need to provide proof of English proficiency in 
order to be admitted, all participants were able to com-
municate in English to some degree. The first author 
has a background and experience in translation studies 
(undergraduate in Japanese translation, second language 
in English), is proficient in three languages (i.e., Chinese, 
Japanese, and English), and could hence communicate 
with the interviewees without major language barriers. 
Furthermore, since the first author is Chinese, Chinese 
participants were interviewed in Chinese in order to 
create a more relaxed interview atmosphere and obtain 
more intuitive answers.

Data analysis
The speech-to-text feature of Microsoft Word was used 
to convert interview recordings into text. Respondents’ 
textual interview contents were then sorted numerically 

to ensure data anonymity. The transcribed text was sub-
sequently reviewed and corrected to address any inac-
curacies in the software’s recognition. After correcting 
for inaccuracies, the first author translated the Chinese 
interview content into English. After the interview con-
tents were translated, the first and senior authors read 
through the transcripts line-by-line. Subsequently, a 
meeting was held where they developed consensus defi-
nitions for each code. To reduce subjectivity and bias, 
two other researchers also discussed the code, revising 
and improving code definition as needed until a team 
consensus was reached. Once consensus was reached 
on the revised coding definitions, the first and senior 
authors re-coded the transcripts. Coded sections related 
to the research questions were reviewed by the research 
team to identify key themes. Inductive thematic analysis 
was applied to identify the content themes. This method 
was used as it was excellent for investigating people’s 
opinions, experiences, and values in transcript data [20]. 
After the key themes were identified, the research team 
employed triangulation of themes and data to ensure the 
robustness and validity of the findings. Subsequently, the 
de-identified data was imported into NVivo QSR Ver-
sion 14, a professional data analysis software designed for 
qualitative research, which facilitated rapid and efficient 
manual data coding and categorization.

The research team analyzing these data consisted of a 
doctoral supervisor with extensive experience in quali-
tative research and qualifications as a psychiatrist, two 
medical university professors, and a healthcare doctoral 
student with a translation background (undergraduate in 
Japanese translation, second language in English).

Ethical considerations
This study was approved by the Epidemiology Research 
Ethics Review Committee of Hiroshima University 
(approval number: E2022-0276), and the participants 
were informed of their right to withdraw from the study 
at any stage. All study participants provided both written 
and verbal informed consent for participation prior to 
study onset.

Results
Subjects’ characteristics
Table 1 Shows sample characteristics’ details. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, many countries adopted restric-
tive entry/exit policies. In our sample, 11 participants 
have been in Japan since the beginning of the pandemic, 
and 9 participants were unable to enter Japan because of 
the lockdown.

Stressors during COVID-19
Participants experienced multiple sources of stress dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on the key themes 

Table 1  Participants’ characteristics
N or Mean (SD)

Gender Nationality
Male Bangladesh 5

China 3
Female Bangladesh 3

China 9
Age (years) 31.5 (6.45)
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that emerged from the interviews, these stressors were 
categorized into three main stressors: extrapersonal, 
interpersonal, and intrapersonal stressors.

Extrapersonal stressors referred to external stressors 
that affected the individual and included three themes: 
prevention policy-related stress, studies, and financial 
pressure.

Interpersonal stressors arose from social relation-
ships and conflicts and included three themes: acting as 

expected, social commentary and perceived xenophobia 
against foreigners, and relationship maintenance.

Intrapersonal stressors originated within the individu-
al’s internal environment and included two themes: fear 
of infection and worried about relatives and friends being 
infected. Figure  1 illustrates how codes are abstracted 
into themes and displays the key themes and sub-themes 
that emerged from participants’ interviews.

Table 2 provides detailed definitions of the codes.

Table 2  Code definitions
Code Definition
Prevention policy-related stress Any reference to experiencing direct stress from the COVID-19-related policy restrictions
Studies Any reference to academic pressure
Financial pressure Any reference to financial pressure
Acting as expected Any reference to caring about what other people thought of oneself and trying to 

change oneself and behaving according to others’ expectations.
Social commentary and perceived xenophobia against 
foreigners

Any reference to unfriendly and xenophobic social comments

Relationship maintenance Any reference to relationship maintenance
Fear of infection Any reference to being stressed because of a fear of infection
Worried about relatives and friends being infected Any reference to being stressed because of worries about relatives and friends being 

infected

Fig. 1  Stressors perceived and experienced by participants
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Extrapersonal stressors
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the participants identi-
fied and described several sources of extrapersonal stress. 
Three related themes were identified from the data, 
namely prevention policy-related stress, studies, and 
financial pressure.

Prevention policy-related stress. Eighteen (n = 18, 
90%) participants expressed feeling stress owing to 
the prevention policies, particularly those that directly 
impacted their daily lives and routines. Any statements 
that referred to experiencing direct stress from the 
COVID-19-related policy restrictions were categorized 
under the theme of prevention policy-related stress. 
In Japan, the government implemented non-coercive 
(mild) lockdown measures; for example, to address the 
rapid spread of the virus, a monthlong state of emer-
gency was declared on 7 April 2020, asking residents to 
refrain from going out unless necessary to maintain their 
daily lives and cooperate with infection prevention mea-
sures [21]. At that time, many participants chose to fol-
low the requests of the government to avoid infection 
and self-isolated by not going out as much as possible. 
Thus, among the many pandemic prevention measures, 
self-restraint and outbound travel restrictions were 
prominent factors that put participants under pressure. 
Therefore, self-restraint and outbound travel restrictions 
were categorized as sub-themes under preventive policy-
related stress.

Self-restraint. Sixteen participants (n = 16, 80%) men-
tioned that the self-restraint policy caused stress. Stress 
was related to four different impacts of the policy: move-
ment restrictions, a feeling of being at loose ends, weight 
gain, and loneliness.

Furthermore, thirteen participants (n = 13, 65%) 
reported that the movement restrictions implemented 
during the COVID-19 pandemic caused them significant 
stress, particularly owing to the disruption of their daily 
lives and limitations on their mobility. The inability to 
move freely due to the prevention policies created a sense 
of confinement, which hindered their ability to maintain 
a normal routine. A participant who had found a job out-
side Hiroshima Prefecture and was concomitantly study-
ing and working described the following: “In Hiroshima, 
if you went outside the prefecture during the COVID-19 
restrictions, you were required to be quarantined for seven 
days. Your daily rhythm was disrupted.” (Participant 9, 
male, 32 years old, China).

Five participants (n = 5, 25%) mentioned feeling “at 
loose ends,” which was described as a sense of confu-
sion or aimlessness due to the prolonged quarantine or 
self-isolation imposed by the self-restraint policy. This 
contributed to increased stress. For many participants, 
the sudden shift to staying at home for extended peri-
ods led to feelings of boredom, disorientation, and lack 

of purpose. This self-restraint policy, which forced par-
ticipants to limit their outdoor activities and disrupted 
the usual structure and rhythm of their daily lives, cre-
ated a sense of aimlessness. Without the usual academic, 
social, or recreational activities, many participants strug-
gled to fill their time meaningfully. A student who was 
self-isolated at home because of school closure said the 
following:

“Because of the self-restraint policy, I stayed at home 
every day and felt very bored. During that time, I 
felt that I had nothing to do, and I didn’t know what 
to do either. I felt like I was wasting my time doing 
nothing during my period as a research student at 
Hiroshima University, and I also felt anxious about 
my state.” (Participant 18, female, 26 years old, 
China).

Regarding weight gain, six participants (n = 6, 30%) 
reported that the self-restraint policy reduced their fre-
quency of going out and resulted in a lack of exercise, 
which made them gain weight. One female participant 
stated that she felt anxious because of her weight gains: 
“After being isolated at home, I rapidly gained body 
weight.” (Participant 17, female, 34 years old, China). Per-
taining to loneliness, the long-term self-restraint mea-
sure had a significant emotional impact, which caused 
some students (n = 6, 30%) to feel lonely.

Outbound travel restrictions. From March 2020, 
Japan enacted strict border measures for individuals 
entering or leaving the country, which were only fully 
lifted by the end of April 2023. During this period, many 
(n = 16, 80%) international students found themselves 
stranded in Japan, unable to return home or reunite with 
their families, which created a profound sense of uncer-
tainty and stress. Simultaneously, students who were 
eager to study in Japan experienced significant delays in 
entry and were unable to begin their academic journeys 
as planned. No wonder seven study participants (n = 7, 
35%) reported having been stranded in Japan and expe-
riencing stress related to these outbound travel restric-
tions; see an example on this: “I didn’t know when I would 
be able to return to China, and my grandparents were get-
ting older. Then, I didn’t know whether I would have the 
chance to meet them again in this life.” (Participant 10, 
male, 27 years old, China).

In addition to the stress of being separated from their 
family, international students who had been accepted to 
study in Japan but were unable to enter due to the border 
measures also experienced heightened anxiety. Nine par-
ticipants (n = 9, 45%) reported feeling a significant sense 
of frustration and uncertainty as they faced delays in 
starting their studies. One participant from Bangladesh 
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recalled the uncertainty and anxiety surrounding her 
delayed enrollment:

“Many times, the Hiroshima University Interna-
tional Office told me, “Please, get ready to come.” But 
when I got ready—everything was ready, my luggage, 
my family, all things—I still could not come here 
because of COVID-19. That was, you know, a very, 
very anxious time for me.” (Participant 1, female, 33 
years old, Bangladesh).

These descriptions showcase that the long-term entry-
and-exit restrictions made it difficult for many partici-
pants to return to their home country to meet their loved 
ones, and for many others to enter Japan to start their 
studies, and these processes were reportedly very stress-
ful for participants.

Studies. For most participants, studies (n = 17, 85%) 
became a significant stressor during the pandemic. 
Widespread school closures and transition to remote 
learning had a profound impact on their academic prog-
ress, which triggered a chain reaction of anxiety, frustra-
tion, and uncertainty. In particular, delays in research 
became an urgent issue for many participants, especially 
those involved in projects that required data collection or 
face-to-face interactions. A participant whose research 
progress was delayed owing to the school closure mea-
sures during the pandemic said as described herein, “My 
research objects are students, and schools were closed dur-
ing COVID-19. We had to spend more time visiting their 
homes one by one to collect data.” (Participant 2, female, 
28 years old, Bangladesh).

Financial pressure. Financial pressure emerged as a 
key theme throughout most interviews, and 10 partici-
pants (n = 10, 50%) mentioned financial pressure. Two 
sub-themes were identified under financial pressure. Fur-
thermore, eight participants (n = 8, 40%) reported experi-
encing stress and anxiety related to their finances, while 
four (n = 4, 20%) cited challenges related to employment 
during the pandemic. Two (n = 2, 10%) of the participants 
experienced both types of stress. These financial strains 
were tied to uncertainty, loss of income, and disrupted 
career plans, all of which contributed to heightened 
stress during an already difficult time. A privately-funded 
international student who delayed his study-abroad pro-
cess because of the lockdown shared the following in the 
interview (information within square brackets is pro-
vided by the author for clarity):

“I also felt depressed at that time, as I had already 
lost my job; actually, not ‘lost.’ I resigned from my 
job because I would come to Japan to study. After I 
resigned, the COVID lockdown started. Everything 
was closed. Airplane [travel] was restricted. The 

embassy was closed. There was no bus; no train at 
that time. For the last seven to eight months, I stayed 
in my village; stayed in my home.” (Participant 4, 
male, 39 years old, Bangladesh).

Furthermore, one participant who was about to gradu-
ate and subsequently start looking for jobs showed great 
concerns about his future: “The epidemic has led to a bad 
economy, so employment prospects are not very good. It 
will be more difficult to find employment after gradua-
tion.” (Participant 11, male, 28 years old, China). Financial 
pressure described by participants reflected a broader 
sense of economic uncertainty that permeated many 
aspects of their lives during the pandemic.

Interpersonal stressors
Participants identified three interpersonal relationship-
related key themes, which were labeled in this study as 
interpersonal stressors. These factors included attention 
to the pandemic prevention-related behaviors of foreign-
ers, and comments on the Internet and real-life behaviors 
that expressed xenophobic sentiments toward foreign-
ers because of the pandemic. In addition, the long-term 
lockdown policy led to restraints regarding meeting oth-
ers regularly, making it difficult for participants to main-
tain important relationships.

Acting as expected. During the interview, three (n = 3, 
15%) participants mentioned that they cared about what 
other people thought of them and tried to change them-
selves and behave according to others’ expectations. One 
participant from Bangladesh stated that because of his 
appearance, it was immediately obvious for others that 
he was a foreigner, and he always felt that people kept on 
staring at him whenever he went to public places during 
the pandemic:

“I think, like… so many people, they had, like, nor-
mal cough and other things. If [domestic] people 
coughed, nobody cared. But if a foreigner coughed, 
they thought that “maybe there is something wrong 
with that person” [foreigner]. We [foreigners] always 
had to keep ourselves very conscious about these 
things, so we tried to keep our distance from others 
and tried to comply with the rules, regulations, and 
prevention measures during COVID-19.” (Partici-
pant 5, male, 53 years old, Bangladesh).

Participants expressed that, as foreigners, they were 
required to make an effort to conform to social expecta-
tions and adjust their behavior to avoid drawing negative 
attention to themselves. This feeling of constant need to 
pay attention to others’ reactions made some participants 
feel very stressed out.
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Social commentary and perceived xenophobia 
against foreigners. Six participants (n = 6, 30%) said that 
some unfriendly social comments and xenophobic behav-
iors toward foreigners during the pandemic also caused 
them stress. Some remarks and behaviors came from the 
Internet, while others came from real-life situations. Spe-
cifically, negative comments on the Internet put pressure 
on some participants, with one even mentioning that she 
would try to avoid surfing the Internet during the pan-
demic. Another participant from China said that when 
browsing the web for information about the pandemic, 
she frequently saw unfriendly comments about China. In 
real life, she was also asked by others about stigmatizing 
topics (e.g., “Did the coronavirus come from China?”), 
and talking about these topics made her feel unhappy. 
Another participant from China talked about her lived 
experiences of being stigmatized during the COVID-19 
pandemic:

“A professor from Hiroshima University, when he 
was teaching, used the name “Wuhan pneumonia.” 
I thought this was very disrespectful to the Chinese 
people. As a professor, you should use the official 
name COVID-19, not “Wuhan pneumonia,” when 
teaching. I felt like I had been discriminated against.” 
(Participant 16, female, 30 years old, China).

These negative experiences stemmed from both online 
interactions and real-life encounters. The remarks, often 
fueled by fear and misinformation surrounding the virus, 
contributed to feelings of isolation and discrimination.

Relationship maintenance. Two participants (n = 2, 
10%) mentioned breaking up with their lovers during 
the pandemic. They reported that the long-term move-
ment restrictions prevented them from seeing their lov-
ers often, which lead to their breakup. One participant 
said: “I think the most important thing in a relationship 
is companionship. Because of the COVID-19 lockdown, 
we [the couple] were in different places. He was in China, 
and I was in Japan, so we broke up. In fact, we had been 
together for a long time.” (Participant 14, female, 27 years 
old, China).

In such a challenging and uncertain time, being far 
from home and lack of regular physical interaction 
with family and loved ones made it more difficult for 
many international students to maintain close personal 
relationships.

Intrapersonal stressors
In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, most intrap-
ersonal stress experienced by international students was 
rooted in health-related concerns. The two key themes 
that emerged regarding intrapersonal stress were fear of 
infection and worried about relatives and friends being 

infected. Most participants were reportedly worried 
about themselves, as well as their relatives and friends, 
being infected with COVID-19.

Fear of infection. Most participants (n = 18, 90%) said 
that they were extremely afraid of being infected during 
the early onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. One partici-
pant said the following on this matter: “I was very scared 
at the beginning of the outbreak in 2020. Because no vac-
cine had been developed, many things about the virus 
were unknown, so I was afraid that I would be infected.” 
(Participant 12, female, 28 years old, China). Because 
most participants lived alone, once infected, they could 
suffer from some form of neglect because they generally 
had no one to look after them, making them very worri-
some about being infected.

Worried about relatives and friends being infected. 
Owing to the lockdown policies, international stu-
dents who were unable to return home expressed being 
extremely worried about their relatives and friends 
(n = 11, 55%). A participant expressed great worry about 
whether her parents had done a good job regarding their 
protection, as follows: “I asked them to pay attention to 
protection, but they said ‘COVID-19 is not a big prob-
lem,’ and they hadn’t done a good job in terms of masks 
or disinfection, which made me feel very stressed.” (Partici-
pant 19, female, 30 years old, China). Many participants 
expressed that because of the fierce outbreak of infec-
tions in the early stages of the pandemic, they feared that 
their relatives and friends could be infected while they 
were abroad, making them anxious about the possibility 
of losing an important other while they were absent.

Discussion
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the already-high 
levels of stress experienced by post-secondary students 
[22–24], and people experienced various types of stress 
during the pandemic, including stress related to financial 
hardships, fear of infection, and racial injustice [25, 26]. 
Based on these findings in the literature and our data, 
we divided the stressors experienced by international 
students in our sample during COVID-19 into three cat-
egories, namely extrapersonal (e.g., financial pressure), 
interpersonal (e.g., social commentary and perceived 
xenophobia against foreigners), and intrapersonal (e.g., 
fear of infection) stressors.

People’s economic situation has often come up as a 
significant stressor in studies examining stressors dur-
ing COVID-19 among the general population [27–29]. In 
studies focusing on college students, academic pressure, 
employment pressure, and fear of infection have been 
commonly reported as stressors [30–32]. In studies tar-
geting foreigners, there are pieces of evidence showing 
xenophobia and racial discrimination situations during 
the COVID-19 pandemic [33, 34]. In the current study, 
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the stressors identified in our sample of international 
students included stressors that appeared in studies 
conducted with the general population and those con-
ducted with college students and foreigners. Specifically, 
students in our sample suffered, during the pandemic, 
from stressors stemming not only from academic pres-
sure (i.e., unique to students in the past studies above) 
but also from the pressure of discrimination (i.e., unique 
to foreigners in the past studies above). Self-financed 
international students in our sample also faced finan-
cial pressures, which have been commonly described in 
past studies conducted with the general population, and 
less so in survey-based research conducted with college 
students.

In our sample, 90% of the participants were reportedly 
concerned about the physical health of their family and 
friends during the pandemic, a topic that has rarely been 
addressed in studies related to international students. 
This stressor may be related to the facts that interna-
tional students mostly study alone, are away from their 
homes, and that the suddenness of the pandemic poten-
tially made them more aware of the importance of their 
family and friends. Indeed, separation and isolation from 
the family can exacerbate emotions in many populations 
[35]. Moreover, the presence of family members can help 
people cope with ever-changing and unpredictable cir-
cumstances surrounding illnesses and care [36].

This study reveals the multiple stressors faced by 
international students during the pandemic. However, 
research specifically addressing COVID-19-related 
stressors among international students remains limited. 
These discussions highlight the need for greater atten-
tion to international students’ mental health. Although 
the pandemic is largely over, similar public health crises 
may arise in the future. Hence, understanding the stress-
ors experienced by international students will enable us 
to better address their health needs. We hope this study 
provides valuable insights for universities and enables 
them to strengthen support services for international stu-
dents from multiple dimensions. Additionally, we expect 
these findings to serve as a reference for public health 
policymakers and aid in the development of further 
effective policy support, resource allocation, and mental 
health assistance for international students during future 
crises.

Despite the insights gained provided by this study, 
some its limitations should be acknowledged. Inductive 
thematic analysis only focuses on themes that emerge 
from the data, which may limit the completeness and 
accuracy of the conclusions. Thus, scholars are urged to 
conduct mixed-method research in the future to deal 
with these shortcomings. The current study was con-
ducted from April to June 2023, the period of the ending 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, and participants may not 

necessarily have been able to fully describe all the stress-
ors they experienced during the pandemic. Moreover, 
all participants in the sample were from China and Ban-
gladesh, and thus the study cannot exclude sample bias. 
Additional studies with larger sample sizes are required 
to ensure the generalizability of our findings.

Conclusion
This study focused on the stressors experienced by inter-
national students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
findings revealed that international students experi-
enced multiple stressors, which included extrapersonal, 
interpersonal, and intrapersonal stressors. Although the 
pandemic is largely over, similar public health crises may 
arise in the future. Understanding the stressors experi-
enced by international students will help better address 
their health needs. Simultaneously, it provides valuable 
insights for universities and enables them to strengthen 
support services for international students from multiple 
dimensions. Furthermore, these findings offer important 
references for policymakers and help them develop effec-
tive policies and improve the well-being of international 
students during future crises.
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