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Learning Objectives
(1) Gain in-depth understanding of unique challenges many
international students face when attending universities and
colleges away from their country of origin
(2) Expand awareness of mental health concerns among the
international student population, including factors that
may place students at higher risk for experiencing suicidal
ideation and/or engaging in self-harm behaviors
(3) Increase knowledge of protective factors for international
students and ways in which administrators, staff, and
faculty members of higher education institutions can work
to support international students

Suicide Risk Among College
Students
* Suicide is the leading cause of death on college campuses
(Schwartz, 2006; Servaty-Seib, Lockman, Shemwell, & Marks,
2015)
* Suicidal thoughts, plans, and attempts occur more often in
students age 18-25 compared to older students (American
Association of Suicidology, 2017)
* Among individuals ages 25-34, suicide is the second-leading
cause of death (American Association of Suicidology, 2017)
* Suicide rates among the college student population are
between 0.5 and 7.5 per 100,000 (American Association of
Suicidology, 2017)

International Student Population:
On the Rise
* International student population in the U.S. continues to
increase each year (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Mori,
2000; Toprak, Cetin, Guven, Can, & Demircan, 2011)
* U.S. has the highest number of international students
compared to other host countries (Stephens, Warren, &
Hamer, 2015)
* For the first time, the number of international students in the
U.S. has surpassed 1 million (Witherell, 2016)
* Comprise 5% of the total student population at U.S. colleges
and universities (Witherell, 2016)

(Carnegie Mellon University, 2016)

Unique Challenges
“Despite the constant expansion of the international student population
in the U.S., such students have always remained one of the most quiet,
invisible, underserved groups on the American campus” (Mori, 2000, p.
143).
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Daily Life
“You expect to have to learn how to do new things overseas and
even new ways of doing familiar things, but you may be
surprised to discover that you have to learn to do things you
normally do without thinking” (Gebhard, 2012, p. 187).
Cooking
Grocery shopping
Transportation
Budgeting
Registering for classes
Navigating relationships
(Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Gebhard, 2012)

Language
∗ Significant concern for many international students (ForbesMewett & Sawyer, 2016; Gebhard, 2012; Mori, 2000; Onabule
& Boes, 2013; Sumer, Poyrazli, & Grahame, 2008)
∗ Heightened risk for adjustment difficulties and mental health
concerns (Onabule & Boes, 2013; Sumer, Poyrazli, &
Grahame, 2008)
∗ Academic impact (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Gebhard,
2012; Mori, 2000)
∗ Lectures, note taking, completing assignments on time,
participating in discussions, expressing oneself during
essays, oral presentations, asking questions in class

Academic
∗ American education system vs. home country education
system (Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Mori, 2000; Onabule
& Boes, 2013)
U.S.

Frequent assignments, quizzes, exams
Active participation, informal class discussions
Professors and teaching assistants accessible
Emphasis on synthesizing information and expressing one’s own
opinion/perspective

∗ Obligations to immediate family, relatives, friends,
government, sponsoring organizations, and universities can
be daunting (Mori, 2000)

Finances
“We have a big problem with the international students
working basically too hard and not getting enough sleep...we
often get people that are in a state of collapse, they’ve only slept
three or four hours for the last three weeks...they often have to
work long hours just to make ends meet” (Forbes-Mewett &
Sawyer, 2016, p. 669).
~
* International students often reliant on family for support
* Government may sponsor
* Work eligibility limited to on-campus, scholarships, and
assistantships
(Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Mori, 2000)

Social

∗ Critical for overall well-being (Sumer, Poyrazli, & Grahame,
2008)
∗ Effects of adjustment on mental health buffered by sense of
belonging (Cho & Yu, 2015; Sumer, Poyrazli, & Grahame,
2008)
∗ American social relationships and expectations vs. home
country (Gebhard, 2012; Mori, 2000)
∗ Surprise, disappointment, and anxiety may occur when
trying to develop relationships (Gebhard, 2012)

Future
Stay, travel elsewhere, or return home?
∗
∗
∗
∗

Complex decision-making process
Political considerations
Navigating new identity
Professional and personal adjustments may feel
overwhelming

(Mori, 2000; Yi, Lin, & Kishimoto, 2003)

Implications of Challenges:
Increased Risk

Mental Health and College
Population
∗ Adolescents and emerging adults report higher levels of
emotional distress than previous generations (Forbes-Mewett
& Sawyer, 2016)
∗ Suicide rates are shown to decline in areas where suicide
prevention has been implemented, whereas rates continue to
increase in nations where such programs do not exist (ForbesMewett & Sawyer, 2016)
∗ Interpersonal theory of suicide (Joiner, 2005)
∗ Thwarted belongingness
∗ Perceived burdensomeness
∗ Acquired capability for suicide

Common Presenting Concerns
∗
∗
∗
∗
∗
∗
∗

Academic/career
Anxiety
Depression
Relationships
Physical health
Grief/loss
Personal crises
(Gebhard, 2012; Hwang, Bennett, & Beauchemin, 2014; Mori, 2000;
Onabule & Boes, 2013; Poyrazli, 2015; Servaty-Seib et al., 2015; Sumer,
Poyrazli, & Grahame, 2008; Yi, Lin, & Kishimoto, 2003; Yusoff, 2011)

Barriers to Seeking Services

∗ Utilization of college counseling centers among international
students is consistently low (Hwang, Bennett, & Beauchemin,
2014; Mori, 2000; Onabule & Boes, 2013; Poyrazli, 2015)
∗ Despite research showing international students experience
psychological distress, only approximately 2% of students
seek mental health services (Poyrazli, 2015)
∗ Students more likely to seek services when in crisis (Poyrazli,
2015)

Protective Factors

Personal Resources
∗ Capacity to utilize coping skills (Gebhard, 2012)
∗ Self-soothing
∗ Seeking support when needed
∗ Using reminders of home culture
∗ Praying at preferred religious institution
∗ Meeting with others of similar backgrounds for meals, holidays, trips
∗ Sense of self-efficacy (Yusoff, 2011)
∗ Believing in oneself
∗ Motivation
∗ Persistence when faced with setbacks
∗ Emotional adaptation
∗ Academic goals
∗ Extracurricular involvement

Social Support
∗ Primary factor in predicting students’ mental health and
general level of satisfaction (Cho & Yu, 2015)
∗ One of the most critical components of determining
emotional health (Sumer, Poyrazli, & Grahame, 2008)
∗ Lower levels of suicidal ideation associated with social
support (Servaty-Seib et al., 2015)
∗ Sense of belonging allows students to feel anchored, even in
an unfamiliar environment (Servaty-Seib et al., 2015)

Organizational/University Support
∗ International students depend heavily on host university
∗ Students begin to build social support system and develop sense of
community
∗ The more support felt from one’s host university, the more stable and
satisfied
∗ Campus belonging can buffer the effects of stress and reduce
likelihood of suicide ideation and self-harm
∗ The more positive one’s experience with host university, the more
likely services will be utilized
∗ Staff, faculty, and administrators are often the first point of contact
for disclosures of distress
(Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Gebhard, 2012; Hwang, Bennett, &
Beauchemin, 2014; Servaty-Seib et al., 2015)

Administrators, Staff, and Faculty:
How to Support International
Students

University Supports: System
∗ Orientation extended beyond start of each semester
∗ Marketing campus resources
∗ The more visibility, the more likely students will utilize
∗ Students often learn about resources from friends, peers,
health care providers, academic advisors, etc.
∗ Additional program implementation
∗ Peer pairing
∗ Host family
∗ Focus on cultural learning
∗ Festivals/events recognizing international students
(Forbes-Mewett & Sawyer, 2016; Poyrazli, 2015)

University Supports: Individual
∗ Helping students work through practical concerns
∗ Housing needs
∗ Course selection
∗ Employment
∗ Finances
∗ Mentoring
∗ Checking-in with student who presents with academic concerns
∗ Assessing overall well-being
∗ Consulting with colleagues, supervisors, counseling center staff
∗ Speaking candidly, openly, directly if suicidal thoughts and/or self-harm is
suspected
∗ Recognizing one’s boundaries/limitations
∗ Seek training in mental health first aid
∗ Clarity about internal policies for confidentiality
∗ Self-reflection
(Onabule & Boes, 2013; Poyrazli, 2015, Yi, Lin, & Kishimoto, 2003)

University Supports: Counseling
Centers
∗ How to encourage use of counseling centers
∗ Marketing
∗ Continued dissemination of information
∗ Transparency in the services provided
∗ Utilizing student listservs
∗ Brochures
∗ Advertising in campus newspapers
∗ Conducting needs assessments
∗ Physical location of counseling center
∗ Close to campus
∗ Near other non-psychological services
(Mori, 2000; Poyrazli, 2015)

University Supports: Counseling
Centers
∗ How campus counseling centers can enhance services
∗ Students more likely to seek services if they understand the services
offered, what to expect, and feel their needs could be met
∗ Outreaching/networking with other campus organizations
∗ Depression and anxiety screening days
∗ Offering training to faculty/staff/administrators for how to support
students
∗ Connecting to domestic students
∗ Psychoeducation and support groups for international students
(Onabule & Boes, 2013; Mori, 2000;
Servaty-Seib et al., 2015; Yi, Lin, &
Kishimoto, 2003)

Questions?
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