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Abstract 

 

The psychological wellbeing, attitudes towards help-seeking and coping strategies of 

Indian international students in the UK 

Soha Daru 

June 2021 

The University of Manchester 

Professional Doctorate in Counselling Psychology 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Background: Migration is associated with stress and mental health concerns among various 

migrant populations worldwide, including international university students and Asian Indian 

people. There is a scarcity of research on Asian Indian international students in particular, 

although they comprise the third largest international student population in the UK. This 

research aims at addressing the gap in literature by exploring the experiences of Asian Indian 

international students in British Higher Education settings, as well as understanding the 

coping strategies they use to manage psychological wellbeing and their attitudes towards 

professional help-seeking. Method: A qualitative design was employed to understand the 

subjective experience of Indian international students. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted and the data was analysed using thematic analysis. Ethical guidelines were 

followed and a reflexive approach was included to establish trustworthiness and transparency. 

Findings & Discussion: A few themes highlighted were the need for social connection, the 

difficult transition to a new academic system, issues concerning finances, cultural differences, 

potential minimizing of distress and discriminatory experiences, a positive outlook towards 

seeking professional help, as well as a stigma attached to it. The findings were examined 

through Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) ecological perspective of human development. Although 

some data confirmed previous research conducted, positive experiences and healthy coping 

strategies used by participants were also identified. Conclusions: Recommendations for 

further research could involve focusing on various sub-categories of Indian international 

students and the potential link between help-seeking attitudes with those who actually seek 

support. The implications for this study can be useful for psychological therapists, 

educational institutions and organizations involved with Indian international students.  
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      Chapter 1 

          Introduction  

 

1.1 Background of the study 

The study on the psychological wellbeing of Indian international students fits well 

with the principles of Counselling Psychology, which lays an emphasis on diversity, 

multiculturalism and humanistic psychology (Strawbridge & Woolfe, 2010; Orlans & Van 

Scoyoc, 2008). From an ethical standpoint, the British Psychological Society (BPS, 2014) 

and the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2016) advocate the 

need to promote difference and diversity. The Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC, 

2020) also encourages practitioner psychologists to be aware of issues related to culture and 

ethnicity, to practice in a non-discriminatory manner and adapt their practice to meet the 

requirements of individuals and groups.  

 

I will now highlight a few studies in the context of counselling psychology and ethnic 

groups. Studies conducted in the US report the existence of higher levels of depression 

among Asian immigrants as compared to Asians who were born in the US (Takeuchi et al., 

2007; Ahmad et al., 2008). Similarly, in England, the prevalence of psychological distress in 

this population is also high (Anand & Cochrane, 2005; Karasz et al., 2019; Durvasula & 

Mylvaganam, 1994). The studies in various countries emphasize the stressors faced by 

emigrants who move to a new country. Further, it is commonly reported that Asian people 

underutilize mental health services despite experiencing severe emotional distress (Sun, Hoyt, 

Brockberg, Lam & Tiwari, 2016), and in the UK and elsewhere, psychological support is 

culturally encapsulated for more dominant ethnic groups (Sun, Hoyt, Brockberg, Lam & 
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Tiwari, 2016). This is the case for Asian Indian migrants as well, and studies indicate a 

hesitation to discuss issues related to mental health and a reluctance to seek support for this 

sub-group (Tewary, 2005; Holt & Waterfield, 2018; Roberts, Mann & Montgomery, 2016). 

This explains the need to explore the experiences related to mental health and seeking 

professional psychological support in this population. 

 

Several studies have also demonstrated the stressors faced by university students and 

international students in particular, who face additional challenges in relation to migration 

(Sherry, Thomas & Chui, 2010; Moreno et al., 2011; Bhugra & Gupta; 2011; Khawaja & 

Dempsey, 2008). Similar to the studies on minority ethnic populations, international students 

are also reported to underutilize psychological support (Wadman, Webster, Mawn & Stain, 

2019; Rayan & Jaradat, 2016; Hamid & Furnham, 2013). I have come across very few studies 

on the wellbeing of Indian international students in the UK, and these studies do not address 

help-seeking attitudes and coping strategies in depth. Considering the research on the 

emotional distress faced by Asian Indian migrants and international students, as well as their 

underutilization of mental health support, it may be considered a part of a social justice 

agenda to ógive voiceô to a population which is underrepresented in research (Becker, Dong, 

Kronholz & Brownson, 2018, p. 1933; Bhugra, 2004; Goodman et al., 2004; Atri, Sharma & 

Cottrell, 2007). Social justice involves a focus on equality for individuals with respect to 

accessing resources, the right to ñautonomy and participation in decision making, as well as 

freedom from discrimination and ñbalancing of power across societyò (Cutts, 2013, pp. 9-10). 

In recent times, there has been a discussion of the importance of social justice in counselling 

psychology and psychotherapy (Cutts, 2013; Winter, Maciagowska, Mangan & Toor, 2018). 

The concept of social justice fits well within the field of counselling psychology as the latter 

encourages equality and fairness (Kagan et al., 2011; Kennedy & Arthur, 2014). Social 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
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justice also promotes the empowerment of various groups and communities (Speight & Vera, 

2004; Crethar et al., 2008), which is one of the aims of this piece of research. 

 

I have used a qualitative approach in this study. This is because the available literature 

on the psychological wellbeing of international students is mostly quantitative in nature and 

therefore does not allow for an in-depth exploration of issues related to mental health in the 

same manner as a qualitative approach (Hesse-Biber, 2010). Many studies also group 

international students or Asian students together, and this may not capture the studentsô 

experiences in sufficient detail as there exists a great degree of heterogeneity within each sub-

group. The aim of this study is therefore to support a vulnerable student population which is 

underrepresented in research, and the topic is positioned with relation to the values of 

counselling psychology. Further, I have included experiences of both psychological 

wellbeing and psychological distress for this study due to various reasons. The literature on 

wellbeing and coping strategies has focused mainly on negative outcomes, thus resulting in a 

lack of research on how people maintain a state of wellbeing under stress (Folkman & 

Moskowitz, 2000). Centering research only around distress can leave gaps in our knowledge 

about wellbeing, health, resilience and life quality (Winefield, Gill, Taylor & Pilkington, 

2012). There is a tendency to assume that psychological wellbeing and psychological distress 

are negatively correlated at two extremes of a continuum (Diwan, Jonnalagadda & 

Balaswamy, 2004), however researchers studied the association between the two variables, 

and observed that psychological distress is not exactly the opposite to psychological 

wellbeing (Winefield, Gill, Taylor & Pilkington, 2012). It is therefore important to study both 

variables to understand the experiences people may have. 
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This study also includes an exploration of coping strategies because they appear to 

have a significant impact on psychological wellbeing. To illustrate, the life stress model 

examines the consequences of life events and stressful situations on oneôs mental and 

physical health (Ensel & Lin, 2000). The model explains the interrelationships between 

stressors, psychological distress and resources (Ensel & Lin, 2000).  Resources are described 

as problem-focused coping, feeling in control and social support (Folkman & Moskowitz, 

2000; Diwan, Jonnalagadda & Balaswamy, 2004). Problem focused coping is a óstress 

management strategy to confront a stressor and decrease or eliminate itô (APA, 2020). It is 

found that resources are positively linked to individualsô wellbeing, whereas stressors are 

negatively associated with psychological health. (Diwan, Jonnalagadda & Balaswamy, 2004). 

Additionally, stressful life events are considered to be risk factors, whereas certain 

demographic characteristics (eg. poverty), personal coping resources, and social-support 

variables generally enhance psychological well-being and are therefore considered as 

protective factors (Rutter, 2001, 2007). One can therefore gauge the importance of resources 

and coping strategies and their association with psychological wellbeing. In conjunction with 

these findings, Khawaja and Stallman (2011) indicated that the way international students 

coped with psychological stressors had a significant impact on their mental health and that 

there were variations in coping styles between different cultures eg. avoidance and denial in 

some cultures (Khawaja & Stallman, 2011). These factors clarify the need to include research 

on the coping strategies used by Indian international students. 

 

In addition to this, as many researchers group Asian and South Asian people together, 

I consider it relevant and important to note the great differences that may exist within this 

large population or group. When this largely heterogeneous set of people is grouped and 

referred to the term óAsianô, important differences between Pakistanis, Indians, Punjabis, 
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Bangladeshis, Sri Lankans and Gujaratis might be overlooked, as well as diverse 

characteristics of the Chinese, South Asians and East African Asians (Hussain, 2017; 

Durvasula & Mylvaganam, 1994; Parekh, 2001; The Parekh Report). Further, South Asians 

vary based on caste, culture, class, language, and whether they live in urban or rural areas 

(Hussain, 2017; The Parekh Report, 2000; Parekh, 2001). Grouping Asians or South-Asians 

together could result in these individual differences being ignored. Moreover, each of the 

above-mentioned sub-groups can be further divided into more communities depending on 

religion or culture (Nazroo & Karlsen, 2003). There is therefore a need for studies that 

emphasize the varied cultural, social and psychological experiences of different South-Asian 

communities (Nadimpalli, Kanaya, McDade & Kandula, 2016). This explains the rationale 

for research on the psychological wellbeing of Indian international students in the UK. In 

relation to the above-mentioned studies, I aim to understand the experiences of Indian 

international students in the UK, as well as their attitudes towards help-seeking and the 

coping strategies they use. I have therefore formulated the following research questions: 

1. What are the current experiences of psychological wellbeing and distress of Indian 

international (university) students in the UK? 

2. What impacts their wellbeing and what coping strategies do they use to manage any 

distress? 

3. What are the studentsô reasons for using or refusing psychological services in the UK? 

 

I plan to use Bronfenbrennerôs (1979, 2005) ecological theory of human development 

to provide a context to the research findings. The model suggests that understanding human 

development needs consideration of a variety of sub-systems in an ecological framework, 

which is referred to as the microsystem, mesosytem, exosystem, macrosystem and 
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chronosystem. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), the individual lies at the centre of these 

layered systems. The systems emphasise the interaction between individuals and their 

environments (Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015). I will now elaborate on the various sub-

systems of this theory. The microsystem consists of interactions between an individual and 

their immediate environment such as school, peers and family. Interactions between 

constituents of the microsystem are called the ómesosystemô, for instance family-school 

connections. The strength and quality of these linkages have a significant developmental 

impact on the individual. Situated beyond this layer is the exosystem, which considers the 

interactions between the immediate setting with another setting, resulting in an indirect 

influence on the individual. An example of such an interaction is the parentsô workplace and 

social network (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994; Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015). Although the 

exosystem is separate from the sub-system containing the individual, the processes and 

changes taking place inside the exosystem have a strong influence on individuals 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015). The furthermost layer is the 

macrosystem, which consists of the overarching themes of the micro, meso, and exosystems, 

such as economic, social, education, and political factors, cultural belief systems, customs, 

values, etc. (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). These can have a profound impact on a personôs identity 

and development. Finally, the chronosystem includes both time and significant events in an 

individualôs development, for example, change in place of residence. Although 

Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) model was originally used to understand childhood development, 

the theory can also be applied to higher education (Renn, 2003; Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1993). 

This model seems to encapsulate an international studentôs journey into a new environment, 

and the interactions between their beliefs, lifestyle, culture, prior experiences, and the novel 

environment they find themselves immersed in. I therefore believe it serves as a useful 

framework to conceptualise these experiences while also maintaining that it is impossible to 
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discuss every aspect of this framework in one research study (Bronfenbrenner 1979). In the 

context of this study, Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) conceptualization can be used to better 

understand the environmental influences on Indian international studentsô psychological 

wellbeing, as well as their coping strategies and help-seeking behaviours. 

 

1.2 Reflexive statement 

The main purpose of reflexivity is self-awareness, contribution towards ethical 

practice and developing an understanding of ourselves both inside and outside the 

professional context (Dixon & Chiang, 2019; McLeod, 2011). Reflexivity can be described as 

the researcherôs awareness of their role and the ways in which this could impact various 

stages of the research process (Pillow, 2003). It involves turning back on oneôs experience 

and using this knowledge to understand the impact on various stages of the research process 

(Haynes, 2012; McLeod, 2011). Reflexivity therefore involves the researcher disclosing their 

positionality, philosophical assumptions and worldview, while also reflecting on their 

interests, values, experiences, age, gender, race, class, ethnicity, nationality and how these 

could influence the research process (Holmes, 2020; Pillow, 2003; Creswell & Creswell, 

2013).  

 

 I will now reflect on aspects of the research process as well as explore them in the 

methodology and discussion chapters of the study. Further, I will use Etheringtonôs (2004) 

model to offer more depth to my reflections. The following 4 questions will be addressed in 

various reflexive statements in the thesis such as the introduction, methodology and 

discussion chapters: 

1. How has my personal interest led to my interest in this topic? (Below) 
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2. What are my presuppositions about knowledge in this field? (Below, as well as in 

Methodology and Discussion chapter) 

3. How am I positioned in relation to this knowledge? (Below and Discussion chapter) 

4. How does my social class / gender / ethnicity / culture influence my positioning in relation 

to this topic? (Below and Discussion chapter) 

 

I will attempt to reflect on the first, third and fourth question in Etheringtonôs (2004) 

model below. I am a middle class woman from India living in the UK since the past seven 

years. Since I have spent my childhood and most of my adult life in India, I believe I share a 

fair amount of cultural heritage and values growing up in Indian society. For instance, I have 

seen the stigma of mental health and the portrayal of distress being a sign of weakness. 

Personally, I expected myself to have the ability to cope with emotional distress and being 

resilient was a virtue. Expressing certain emotions was viewed as a lack of strength, resulting 

in a need to control my feelings and not display them. As I engaged in training to be a 

therapist and various forms of personal development, I tried to view distress in a more fluid, 

accepting manner rather than a sign of weakness. This has been relatively easier in more 

private settings, however, while writing this piece of research and reflecting on my 

positioning, I am acutely aware of this being a publicly available document. I sense the need 

to avoid what feels like óexposingô parts of myself. Having reflected on this and discussed it 

with my peers, as well as in research supervision, I have tried to be transparent about my 

background and views, and the impact of this on the research process. Due to my 

experiences, I expected to find a few themes related to mental health stigma in the research 

interviews. This will be discussed further in the ódiscussionô chapter.  
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This research on the psychological wellbeing of Indian international students is 

especially close to my heart as, coming from a similar background to the participants, I feel 

strongly about the negative impact of societal attitudes regarding mental health and the 

perpetration of problems due to this. I am passionate about helping bring about a change with 

respect to these attitudes and to offer a space for people to feel able to express their views and 

feelings about distress. In terms of my academic background, I completed a counselling 

diploma in the UK and simultaneously worked as a counsellor at various charities and within 

the NHS. I am now training to be a counselling psychologist, and as a part of this training, 

one of my placements was counselling international students at a university counselling 

service. As a psychological therapist, I have worked with clients from various cultural 

backgrounds and have seen first-hand how cultural expectations can reinforce feelings of 

shame related to mental health. I understand this from a cultural viewpoint and I see the 

usefulness of raising awareness against these issues and listening non-judgementally to the 

experiences of people struggling with their mental health. My academic background as a 

psychological therapist and my experiences related to my own cultural background fuel my 

interest in the topic of mental health and wellbeing.  

 

As an international student, I acknowledge that the similarity in my background with 

those of my participants could have influenced my perceptions and analysis of the interviews. 

For instance, I might have access to an inside perspective as an Indian international student. 

According to Barrett, Kajamaa and Johnston (2020), this insider position can be a great 

advantage as it fosters a deeper understanding of a phenomenon and its context. At the same 

time, any differences in experiences could have coloured my perception of the participants in 
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various ways. For example, having lived in the UK for seven years, my adjustment and 

adaptation process might be different from the participants who have migrated to the UK 

recently for the purpose of study. My experiences of living in the UK have been primarily 

positive and I did not expect that the participants would have many negative experiences 

before reading literature on this topic. This experience might have led me to minimise the 

negative or challenging experiences of some of the participants. In order to include all themes 

generated by participants, I discussed this in research supervision to ensure I was not 

unintentionally excluding data. Next, although I was born in India and I spent most of my life 

there, my upbringing seems to resonate more with an individualistic culture with some 

elements of collectivism. I believe this was a major difference between the participants and 

me, as I sometimes struggled to relate to their experiences. Keeping these two issues in mind, 

I have tried to present the findings as narrated by participants without colouring them with 

my preconceived notions. This consisted of going back and forth with the transcripts and data 

analysis to check how my experiences might influence the process. Further, discussing the 

topic of accessing psychological support, I believe my background as a therapist has helped 

increase my awareness of mental health. Although I did personally struggle at certain times, I 

did not hesitate to seek psychological help. I might therefore not completely understand the 

issue of immense struggle in seeking support. I am hopeful that this disclosure will enable the 

reader to understand that the findings of this project consist of one of various possible 

interpretations of the participantsô narratives. 

 

Considering the above-mentioned differences between myself and my participants, I 

am intrigued by the available literature, which largely focuses on the challenges faced by 

international students. This is one of my motivations to include the area of psychological 

wellbeing in my research questions in addition to distress. I believe my previous experience 
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with international travel as well as my place of origin which is a multicultural city helped me 

adjust to life in the UK. After reading the available literature of the impact of migration on 

international students, I recognize the varied experiences people might have compared to 

mine. I consider it essential to highlight these differing positions and experiences and try to 

enable them to be heard in research (Barrett, Kajamaa & Johnston, 2020). This also fits with 

my leaning towards qualitative research as I am interested in an in-depth understanding of 

peopleôs experiences. Further, I acknowledge that my interpretation of the data could have 

differed if the research study was completed at another time in my life, or was conducted by a 

different researcher. This section on reflexivity aims to capture my positioning and 

background as therapist and researcher, as well as the cultural context and my interest in this 

area of research. However it is important to acknowledge that there are limits to everyoneôs 

ability to be self-critical (Gouldner 1971) and I have tried to be transparent to the best of my 

ability.  

 

1.3 Definitions  

I will now define a few core terms associated with this research study. 

1.3.1 Mental health and psychological wellbeing  

The Royal Society for Public Health (2013, p. 2) states that mental health and 

wellbeing consists of emotional well-being, psychological well-being and social well-being. 

Psychological wellbeing includes óa positive evaluation of oneself and oneôs past life, a sense 

of continued growth and development as a personé and the belief that oneôs life is 

purposeful and meaningfulô. Similarly, Huppert (2009, p. 137) states that psychological 

wellbeing is óthe combination of feeling good and functioning effectivelyô.  
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Galderisi, Heinz, Kastrup, Beezhold and Sartorius (2015) propose that the definition 

of mental health and wellbeing is also influenced by culture and one must acknowledge 

differences in background and values which may impact the concept of mental health in 

societies. Hanlon and Carlisle (2009) are of the view that modern western culture is 

influenced by factors which are harmful to our health and wellbeing. These include things 

that promote the economy but do not satisfy psychological needs or capture the essence of 

our reality in society. They therefore conclude that there exists no generalised definition of 

mental health and ñthere are as many definitions of well well-being as there are people, since 

it is a matter of personal opinionéò (Hanlon & Carlisle, 2009, p. 12). 

1.3.2 Psychological distress 

The American Psychological Association (APA, 2020) defines psychological distress 

as a óset of painful mental and physical symptoms that are associated with normal 

fluctuations of mood in most peopleô. It can also be described as óthe unique discomforting, 

emotional state experienced by an individual in response to a specific stressor or demand that 

results in harm, either temporary or permanent, to the personô (Ridner, 2004, p. 539). 

However, these definitions are limited in nature as they do not capture the experiences of 

people from various backgrounds and cultural contexts, for instance, the perception and 

presentation of psychological distress might be influenced by culture (Dressler, Balieiro & 

Santos, 2002). Various studies such as one by Rao, Young and Raguram (2007) found that 

individuals may experience both somatic and psychological symptoms, however they may 

exhibit one type of symptom more than the other depending on socio-cultural context. For 

example, in their study on south Indian people in a public psychiatric hospital setting, they 

concluded that the participants mainly expressed their distress as somatic symptoms when 

compared to westernized participants. Therefore, there might be various presentations of 

distress based on how people perceive and express it from their point of view.  
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1.3.3 Coping strategies 

A coping strategy is óan action, a series of actions, or a thought process used in 

meeting a stressful or unpleasant situation or in modifying oneôs reaction to such a situationô 

(APA, 2020). Coping strategies usually involve óa conscious and direct approach to 

problems, in contrast to defense mechanismsô (APA, 2020). In my view, the APA does not 

seem to capture variation in coping strategies which are exhibited by cultural differences and 

have been previously researched (Sica, Novara, Dorz & Sanavio, 1997; Feng & Xiu, 2016; 

Cao, Zhu & Meng, 2021). For example, avoidance and repression have been observed to be 

used as coping mechanisms by people of Asian origin (Sanchez, Adams, Arango & 

Flannigan, 2018; Lawrence et al., 2006; Khawaja & Dempsey, 2008) and international 

students (Khawaja & Dempsey, 2007; Wei at al., 2008). These ways of coping might be 

viewed as a defence mechanism depending on how they are defined. The APA definition of 

coping strategies excludes defense mechanisms and therefore does not offer a socio-cultural 

context to the definition.  

1.3.4 Help-seeking behaviours 

The APA (2020) defines a help-seeking behaviour as ósearching for or requesting help 

from others via formal or informal mechanisms, such as through mental health services.ô 

Similarly, Divin, Harper, Curran, Corry and Leavey (2018) classify help-seeking for mental 

health as proactively searching for help through family/friends or mental health professionals 

which is dependent on their interpersonal abilities. Rickwood, Thomas and Bradford (2012) 

state that those struggling with mental health should communicate their problems to others as 

a way of seeking help. On examination, there might be various ways of expressing help; more 

direct ways such as explicitly asking for help or more indirect and implicit methods. The 

literature on help-seeking appears to lay emphasis on clearly seeking emotional or 
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psychological help, however the presentation of somatic complaints to health professionals 

might also be viewed as help-seeking behaviour if cultural considerations are taken into 

account.  

1.3.5 Migration, Immigration and Emigration   

Migration can be described as a óshift in territorial residenceô or the event of people 

moving from one location to another (Bauböck, 2018, p. 15; Kanekar, Sharma & Atri, 2010). 

Immigration is the act of coming to settle in a foreign country (National Geographic, 2020; 

Immigration, 2019), whereas emigration refers to leaving one's country to live in another 

(National Geographic, 2020; Emigration, 2020). Despite being derived from the same word, 

migration, the terms immigration and emigration have different meanings. The word 

immigration stresses entering a new country while emigration emphasizes leaving the country 

(Merriam-Webster, 2020). Therefore, depending on the perspective one takes, a ómigrantô can 

also be called an immigrant or an emigrant.  

1.3.6 Higher education  

 

óHigher educationô is referred to education attained at universities or further education 

colleges, which usually includes undergraduate and postgraduate study and where topics and 

subjects are studied at an advanced level (Higher education, 2020). Higher education gives 

individuals an opportunity to study subjects they are interested in and optimise career 

prospects and possibilities for earning (nidirect, n.d.). 

1.3.7 International students and Indian international students 

International students are non-UK students in UK Higher Education. They travel to 

study in a foreign country where they do not hold citizenship rights (Ramia, Marginson & 

Sawir, 2013). The main difference between a óhome studentô and an international student is 

their country of domicile (Morrison, Merrick, Higgs & Le Métais, 2005) as well as the 

availability of financial support and range of tuition fees. Home students are usually entitled 
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to a loan and full support of tuition fees which are sponsored by the government. 

International students pay higher tuition fees and cannot apply for loans, although this also 

depends from university to university. However, they can avail of some scholarships 

(International student statistics: UK higher education, 2019). The term Asian Indian 

international student or Indian international student is therefore an international student of 

Indian origin (Atri, Sharma & Cottrell, 2007).  

 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

After discussing the rationale for the research and a few key definitions connected to 

the study, I will now give an overview of the entire thesis. I start the second chapter with a 

section on how the topic is positioned within the field of counselling psychology, after going 

on to review the available literature connected to the study. This chapter, called the literature 

review, will explore the impact of migration on individualsô mental health in relation to the 

Asian Indian population, as well as that of university students and international students in 

particular. I also present various research studies on the attitudes towards professional help-

seeking and coping strategies in these groups, in line with the research questions. Chapter 3 

consists of a discussion of my philosophical positioning, choice of methodology and how 

they fit with this study. In the fourth chapter, I present the findings from the interviews after 

data analysis. These are grouped as themes and sub-themes to explain them clearly. 

Following this, I examine these findings in relation to research studies on the topic in chapter 

5 (Discussion). I also consider the strengths and limitations of the study, in addition to its 

future implications. Lastly, I include a reflexive statement in various parts of the thesis to aid 

in contextualizing my position and background as a researcher.   
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Chapter 2 

 

     Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter will review previous research that has been conducted by sifting through 

data and highlighting key issues that call to be addressed. It will aim to furnish an effective 

summary of the available literature on the topic from a range of sources and support the 

identification of specific research questions. In other words, the chapter is situated in the 

broader context of available literature and helps in understanding the research gap. While this 

chapter is not a systematic review, various journal articles, electronic databases and 

university books were searched to write it. For instance, the following electronic databases 

were checked to aid in the review: Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature 

Plus [CIHAHL], Global Health, Applied Social Sciences Index & Abstracts [ASSIA], 

PsycINFO, Google scholar and PubMed. The search terms used were "Indian" OR "India" 

OR ñSouth Asianò OR ñAsianò) AND (ñmigrantò OR ñimmigrationò OR ñmigrationò) AND 

(ñstressò OR ñwellbeingò OR ñexperienceò OR ñdistressò OR ñpsychologicalò OR 

ñadaptationò OR ñdepressionò OR ñanxietyò OR ñmental healthò) AND ab(ñUKò OR 

ñUnited Kingdomò OR ñEnglandò OR ñBritainò OR ñScotlandò OR ñWalesò OR ñIreland. 

Other sources such as government websites for statistical information facilitated 

contextualising the topic of study. All studies mentioned in this chapter encompass those 

from within the UK and elsewhere including the US, Australia, Canada, Turkey and other 

countries. While recognising the disparities between migrants generic to their country of 

origin, the broad themes emerging from the studies seem to be consistent across most 

countries. Although the similarities necessitate inclusion of studies from outside the UK, any 

variation in findings between the UK and other countries has been explicitly mentioned.  
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This chapter begins with a discussion on the relevance of the topic within the sphere 

of counselling psychology. For example, the concept of multiculturalism and social justice 

are an integral part of counselling psychology (Strawbridge & Woolfe, 2010; Orlans & Van 

Scoyoc, 2008). Multiculturalism is defined as ócultural pluralism or diversity (as within a 

society, an organization, or an educational institution)ô (Merriam-Webster, 2021). These 

sections bridge a background to the actual study which is then followed by the literature 

review. The literature review initiates a discussion on migration and its connection to mental 

health, in conjunction with the factors that impact migrantsô psychological wellbeing. The 

topic is then narrowed down to Indian migrants and the difficulties faced by them, as well as 

coping strategies and their attitudes towards seeking psychological support. Moving forward, 

the chapter addresses the experiences of university students, especially international students 

and the challenges they face, as well as their perceptions of help-seeking. The topics of 

mental health, migration, and the impact on university students are integrated, leading to 

finally exploring the rationale for the research questions in this study. 

 

2.2 The role of Counselling Psychology in this study  

Counselling psychology in the UK is defined as a branch of psychology based on 

humanistic values, which also promotes diversity and difference (British Psychological 

Society (BPS), 2014, 2017; House & Feltham, 2016; Strawbridge & Woolfe, 2010). The 

profession advocates treating others with autonomy and respect and recognizes the social 

context and socio-cultural background of individuals (BPS, 2017), including cross-cultural 

considerations (Shiraev & Levy, 2020). Further, counselling psychology recommends that 

practitioners take into account clientsô needs and perspectives concerning what is effective 
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for them (McLeod, 2009). Various ethical bodies such as the British Association for 

Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2021) and the British Psychological Society (BPS, 

2017) also recognize the importance of difference and diversity. The Health and Care 

Professions Council (HCPC, 2020) states that psychologists must be cognizant of the 

influence of diversity and culture and promote equality in their practice. Likewise, the BPS 

Division of counselling psychology (BPS, 2019) lists one of its aims as the need óto advance 

the profession of counselling psychology in promoting the well-being of our diverse societyô.  

 

Culture is an integral part of individualsô bringing and influences thoughts and 

feelings (Reeves, 2017). It plays a part in every aspect of peopleôs lives and is portrayed 

explicitly or consciously by how one interacts and communicates, or conversely, it can be 

more implicit and couched outside oneôs awareness (Reeves, 2017; Bhugra & Mastrogianni, 

2004). Culture leaves an imprint on people, whether they are consciously aware of it or not. 

Winter, Guo, Wilk and Hanley (2016) express the view that centering on the individual while 

disregarding their culture could be unintentionally dismissing of aspects of their identity. 

While recognising an individual, it is important to encompass both their personal and cultural 

identity. Individualism is a largely western concept (Buss, 2000), which psychotherapy is 

mainly based on (Ingle, 2018) and this study on Indian international university students aims 

to recognize their diversity and cultural background, and piece it together with their 

wellbeing and the coping strategies they use.  

 

Martin (2015) proposes that cultural awareness is pivotal in counselling psychology 

and there is a great need for research on various diverse populations. In spite of these efforts, 

some ethnic minorities still do not access mental health services (Gov.uk, 2019; Memon et 
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al., 2016; Cooper et al., 2013; Raleigh et al., 2007). According to Moller (2011), the domain 

of counselling psychology in England does not display a strong commitment to multi-

culturalism and diversity. This is the case despite statistics indicating an increase in the 

number of various ethnic minorities and cultural groups in the UK. The 2011 Census shows 

that the population of England and Wales was 56.1 million and 86% of this number 

comprised of White people. Asian ethnic groups accounted for the second largest percentage 

of the population (7.5%), followed by Black ethnic groups (3.3%), and other ethnic groups 

(3.2%) (Population of England and Wales by ethnicity, 2019).  There has been an increase in 

the population of ethnic minorities from 2001 to 2011 (Population of England and Wales by 

ethnicity, 2019). There are some criticisms of the term diversity as it might imply all 

differences are equal and the same and there is now a movement towards challenging 

oppression, discrimination and inequality (Thompson, 2017; Milton, 2016; Burman, 2003; 

Dalal, 2006). This focus on anti-oppressive practice includes concepts such as 

intersectionality which is an óintersection between and within these various dimensions of 

differenceô (Burman, 2003, p. 295). These emerging concepts are not sufficiently discussed in 

the domain of counselling psychology (Burman, 2003; Shin et al., 2017). This study aims to 

clarify and propose that all differences are not the same and there might be a need to 

understand each sub-group or individual as a unique person with their own subjective 

experiences.  

 

Social justice is one of the core principles which guides the profession of counselling 

psychology (Kozan & Blustein, 2018; DeBlaere et al., 2019; Hage, Miles, Lewis, Grzanka & 

Goodman, 2020; Kennedy & Arthur, 2014). Kagan et al. (2011, p.37) contend that social 

justice includes being óserious about peopleôs rights to self-determination; to a fair allocation 

of resources; to live in peace, with freedom from constraints; and to be treated fairly and 
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equitablyô. In this vein, Speight and Vera (2004) contend that a call for justice is a way to 

counter oppression and promote justice. They are also of the view that social justice should 

be put into action or it will only remain a óbuzzwordô (Speight & Vera, 2004, p.111). Hage, 

Miles, Lewis, Grzanka and Goodman, (2020) are of the view that doctoral psychology 

courses should include a social justice component due to its importance and relevance. The 

inclusion of a social justice element in counselling psychology incorporates addressing power 

imbalances and issues of oppression and privilege in society (Winter, 2019; Winter, Guo, 

Wilk & Hanley, 2016). It is therefore essential for us as counselling psychologists to be 

committed to matters of social justice and speak against issues such as inequality and 

oppression in society and one way of doing so is by understanding these issues through a lens 

of intersectionality (Shin et al., 2017). Taking into account the immense number of migrants 

in the UK and the hurdles encountered as a result of migration, as well as the challenges with 

accessing help (World Health Organization, 2018; Bhugra, 2004; Gov.uk, 2019), highlighting 

these issues can be considered a social justice agenda. These challenges will be reviewed in 

detail in the sections to follow.  

 

The BACP (2019) as well as the BPS (British Psychological Society, 2017) regard it 

as a moral duty to be mindful of matters concerning social justice and an ethical obligation to 

contribute to the social justice agenda. According to Hays (2020), the social justice agenda 

includes ógiving a voiceô to ethnic minorities and underrepresented groups. In agreement with 

this, this piece of research aims to understand and recognise the psychological wellbeing of 

Indian international students which are an underrepresented group in research (Atri, Sharma 

& Cottrell, 2007). I would like to acknowledge that terms such as ógiving voiceô are widely 

present in literature on ómarginalized groupsô. I believe the usage of such language seems to 

denote an inherent power imbalance wherein one group or an individual does not have a 
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voice and another has the ópowerô to give voice to them. For example, who am I to give a 

óvoiceô to another and encourage them to speak in line with views and beliefs that I 

personally find emancipating? The practice of ógiving voiceô can therefore reinforce the same 

system of discrimination which it desires to challenge (Ashby, 2011). Keeping aside the 

researcherôs intentions, systems of privilege and power are reinforced when the researcher 

assumes they are in a position to give voice to another person or group (Ashby, 2011). In 

addition, these ómarginalizedô or ódisadvantagedô groups might become objects of oneôs 

research wherein their voices are interpreted (Ashby, 2011). In this thesis, I have provided 

various reflective accounts of my background as a researcher to provide transparency with 

respect to my subjective interpretations. Further, the focus on Indian international students as 

a research group suggests that their views and experiences are different from other students or 

communities. In this sense, there is an óotheringô (Ortega-Alcazar & Dyck, 2012; Krumer-

Nevo & Sidi, 2012) as I am regarding these participants as a group which is different from 

the rest of the population. Although I believe it is important for their narrative accounts to be 

heard, the premise of giving voice can be a problematic one.  

 

The term ógiving earô has also been used by some researchers in place of ógiving 

voiceô. According to Bell (2017, p. 597), ña corollary to giving voice is giving ear: an active 

responsiveness to the utterances of others. Because as well as giving voice, we can also take 

voice awayò. As researchers, ógiving earô seems to denote a position wherein one is listening 

to the views of another, rather than ógiving a voiceô and speaking on behalf of others. 

Although the term ógiving earô intends to balance positions of power and allows a more 

humbling approach to understand the experiences of underrepresented groups, in my view, it 

does not account for representing the views of others. Counselling psychologists hold a 

position due to our privileged role as professionals and researchers (Morrall, 2008), however, 
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one of the premises of a social justice approach is to balance power in society (Winter, 2019). 

In line with this, I will  attempt to stay close to the meanings of participants and represent 

their views throughout the research study. It is better to be aware and mindful of power in 

various settings rather than to assume all power imbalances can be eradicated (Harrison, 

2013). I have found the term ógiving voiceô challenging to use due to the reasons mentioned 

above and I am continuing to research alternatives to this term. At this moment in time, I will 

therefore use the term ógiving earô to replace ógiving voiceô in this thesis, although I 

acknowledge the difficulties present with this term. I have also included terms such as 

óvulnerabilityô of this group because they are largely present in literature on the topic of 

migrants and international students. I will now present research on migration and mental 

health in general, before narrowing the topic to Indian migrants and international students, 

which are more closely linked to this research study.  

 

2.3 Migration to the UK  

The movement of people from one region, country or area of residence to set roots in 

another has been termed as migration (Bhugra & Becker, 2005). Individuals may relocate to a 

new place for a prolonged period of stay or to settle permanently (Bhugra, 2004) and they are 

usually from ethnic minority groups (Bhugra & Becker, 2005). The course of migration 

usually displays three stages, which are pre-migration or the preparatory phase when people 

plan the move, the actual physical migration, and the concluding settlement phase or post-

migration (Bhavsar, Zhang & Bhugra, 2019). These stages do not have a clear demarcation 

but are seamless and frequently overlap with each other (Bhugra & Becker, 2005).  
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The process of migration throws up a series of questions. Why do people migrate? Do 

they migrate as individuals or as groups? Is it voluntary or otherwise? Studies bring to light 

that the motivation to migrate is largely linked to economic, political and educational reasons, 

among others (Bhavsar, Zhang & Bhugra, 2019). The journey could entail moving from one 

country to another (trans-national) or moving from a rural to an urban area and vice versa 

(Bhugra, 2004). Individuals who migrate for educational or economic reasons may initially 

move singly, while those who relocate for political purposes may move together either with 

or without their families (Bhugra & Bhui, 2001).  For the purpose of this research on Indian 

international students, my focus will be on trans-national migration between India and the 

UK, of individuals who may move singly or with their families for the purpose of education. 

Considering the migration is for educational purposes, and not to seek asylum or refuge in the 

UK, it is assumed to be voluntary. 

 

Diving deeper into the statistics of people who migrate to the UK showcases some 

interesting data. In the year 2020, 3.1 million visas were granted indicating a 5% increase 

from the previous year (Gov.uk, 2020). Of these, 10% were for long-term study (Gov.uk, 

2020). Specific to statistics of Indian migrants in the UK, there were 1,412,958 people living 

in England and Wales in 2011 making up 2.5% of the total population (Gov.uk, 2019). The 

Department for Work and Pensions mentions that the Indian populace is the highest non-EU 

community to be granted work visas in the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2020). óSince 

2016, immigration for work has decreased because of fewer EU citizens arriving for a jobô, 

according to Jay Lindop, the Director of the Centre for International Migration (Office for 

National Statistics, 2020). Parallel to this, immigration for study has speeded up and is now 

the main reason for migration. In the year 2019, there was a 9% surge in study visas granted 

to international students, and the number totalled to 243,937 (Office for National Statistics, 
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2020). This is driven by ómore non-EU students arriving, specifically Chinese and Indian.ô 

(Office for National Statistics, 2020). Home Office statistics illustrate that not only has there 

been an increase in Indian people being granted student visas, India is also one of the top 

three countries to be granted such visas (Baker, 2017). More recently, the UK has launched a 

post-study work visa for international students, regarded as a ómajor boost for Indian 

studentsô to build a career in the UK (Gov.uk, 2019). I believe this will encourage more 

Indian students to study in the UK therefore increasing the numbers even further. Considering 

that Indian international students comprise a significant percentage of the migrant population 

as noted in the research, I will now discuss the connection between migration and the mental 

health of those who migrate.  

 

2.4 Migration and mental health  

When migrants set foot in a new environment, there is a gamut of emotions and 

experiences that might confront them. Mental health plays an important role in individualsô 

functioning, which is especially the case with populations such as minorities and immigrants, 

who might be more vulnerable to psychological distress (WHO, 2018; WHO, 2013). 

Migrants can encounter major life changes with respect to language, a lack of social support 

and challenging work situations. Research has indicated that these transitions can present a 

threat to migrantsô perception of themselves as capable individuals as they immerse 

themselves in a new culture which has its own implicit assumptions and rules (Nayar, 

Hocking & Wilson, 2007). Espin (1987) and Bhugra (2004) contend that the process of 

migration itself embroils a series of adaptations and can have a significant psychological 

impact for migrants worldwide. It sets off from the moment one decides to relocate, to 

actually migrating and then adjusting to the new place (Bhugra & Gupta, 2011). These 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01612840.2017.1283376?needAccess=true&instName=University+of+Manchester
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adjustments escalate mental health problems more commonly during the time of migrating 

and relocating to a new place, due to the series of changes that migrants may feel compelled 

to make (Bhugra & Gupta, 2011). The close link between migration and anxiety, depression, 

schizophrenia and post-traumatic stress disorder has been detailed by many researchers 

(Cantor-Graae & Selten, 2005; Bustamante, Cerqueira, Leclerc & Brietzke, 2018; 

Manicavasagar & Steel, 2018; Schweitzer, Brough, Vromans & Asic-Kobe, 2011; Silveira & 

Allebeck, 2001; Silove, Sinnerbrink, Field, Potochnick & Perreira, 2010). Yet, migration 

experiences can vary from one individual to another and clinicians and researchers should be 

aware of this (Bhavsar, Zhang & Bhugra, 2019). For instance, refugee studies indicate that 

migration due to conflict can be a very traumatic experience (Bogic, Njoku & Priebe, 2015). 

There is also a sizeable difference between those who choose to relocate compared to people 

who are forced to leave, the former having come to a calculated decision after evaluating the 

detriments and benefits of migration (Kuo & Tsai, 1986; Bharadwaj, Doiron, Fiebig & 

Suziedelyt, 2020). The latter is probably left with little choice in the matter. The type of 

migration may therefore impact this group in different ways. 

 

There are other areas too that can have a bearing on the psychological wellbeing of 

migrants, namely acculturation, cultural bereavement and loss, personality traits (such as a 

positive outlook) and prior experiences, biological factors, and social and economic 

inequalities (Bhugra, Wojcik & Gupta, 2011).  To start off, acculturation is referred to the 

prolonged contact of two cultures, resulting in assimilation or adjustment (Merriam-Webster, 

2017). According to Berry (2019) acculturation is defined as the process of individual and 

group changes in behavioural responses and cultural aspects which arise from mixing 

between cultures. These changes have continued to take place as individuals of different 

cultures mingle and interact with each other (Berry, 2005). Intercultural contact gives rise to 
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emotional, psychological and cultural changes (Sam & Berry, 2010). For example, social 

activities and cultural organizations may change as a result of contact with a different culture 

(Sam & Berry, 2010). Psychologically, individuals may change their behaviours and actions. 

More recent research suggests that first-hand contact is not required for the process of 

acculturation to take place and indirect contact with another culture through media for 

example, can result in change (Berry & Sam, 2016).  

 

There are differences in how individuals acculturate and the ways in which they adapt 

to the process of acculturation (Sam & Berry, 2010). These differences or variations in the 

ways people acculturate are called separation, marginalization, assimilation or integration 

(Sam & Berry, 2010). In separation, an immigrant rejects the new/host culture and holds on 

to the original culture. Marginalization implies a rejection of both the original and new 

cultures, whereas assimilation refers to an adoption of the values and practices of the new 

culture and discarding those of the culture of origin. Integration, on the other hand, is the 

adoption of the new culture while holding on to the original culture. There are links between 

acculturation and adaption, for instance, individuals who integrate appear to be better adapted 

than those from other categories (assimilation, separation or marginalization) (Sam & Berry, 

2010). However, concepts such as adaptation may have multiple variables involved and it 

might be difficult to measure. This does not appear to be given sufficient consideration in 

these studies. The degree of similarity between the new and original culture may also have an 

impact on how people acculturate and adapt (Rudmin, 2003). Further, the above-mentioned 

model of acculturation reduces the sub-types to a fixed number and in reality, more 

categories may exist in a population or sample and these categories may have more sub-types 

(Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga & Szapocznik, 2010). The model has also been criticized for a 

óone size fits allô view (Chirkov, 2009). A few other factors are important to consider when 
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discussing literature on acculturation, such as the characteristics of immigrants, language 

fluency, socioeconomic status, their country of origin, the country and the place they settle 

(Crockett & Zamboanga, 2009; Rohmann, Piontkowski & van Randenborgh, 2008). For 

example, oneôs access to resources and greater language fluency might make it easier for 

some individuals to acculturate. In light of these issues, Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga and 

Szapocznik (2010) proposed six areas of acculturation- values, practices and identifications 

of the original culture and that of the new culture which may change at different rates or not 

change at all for some immigrants. A change in one aspect of acculturation may not signify a 

change in another aspect as each may change at different rates and in differing directions. 

This idea appears to capture the complexity of acculturation better than unidimensional 

models. The concept of acculturation seems very relevant to this study on Indian international 

students who migrate from one country with a distinct set of values, traditions and culture to 

another country. However, individual differences in acculturation might exist with respect to 

the six areas (Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga & Szapocznik, 2010) mentioned above. The 

study aims to capture the varied and rich acculturative experiences of participants which 

explains its qualitative, in-depth methodology. 

 

The concept of óenculturationô has been discussed in the literature as well, which is 

described as the process of selectively choosing or preserving elements of oneôs culture and 

heritage while also taking on some aspects from the host culture (Weinreich, 2009). Taking 

into account the limitations posed by contextual and demographic factors, immigrants can 

intentionally choose which cultural elements they want to retain or acquire and which 

elements they prefer to reject or discard (Huynh, Nguyen, & Benet-Martínez, 2011). 

Weinreich (2009, p. 125) argues that enculturation is a more significant process compared to 

acculturation as the former emphasises óthe agentic individual incorporating cultural elements 
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during socialisation, whereas acculturation typically references migrantsô movement towards 

and adoption of the mainstream óreceivingô cultureô. Enculturation involves the continuing 

inclusion of cultural aspects of the ethnicity significant to the person and óupdated 

interpretations of the immigrantôs ethnicityô in a multi-cultural context (Weinreich, 2009, p. 

125). Similarly, Herskovits (1948) defined enculturation as the process of socialization and 

retaining the values, ideas and norms of the culture of origin. It might be understood from this 

definition that the process of cultural maintenance might fit better with the term enculturation 

(Kim & Alamilla, 2017). The authors propose that the term enculturation might be helpful in 

describing individualsô experiences more fully. For the purpose of this thesis, I have used the 

term óacculturationô as it is widely present in the literature on Asian groups and Asian Indian 

people, although I note some limitations of using this term.  

 

When those who migrate become more acculturated, they usually absorb some new 

behaviours and attitudes or, conversely, they may reject the host culture and preserve their 

ethnic identity (Ho & Ho, 2003). There also appears to be a correlation between mental 

health and the extent of integration into the new culture (Salant & Lauderdale, 2003; Arce, 

1982).  Research suggests that greater levels of acculturation and assimilation are linked to 

positive mental health (Mehta, 1998; Ho & Ho, 2003). However, earlier research seems to 

indicate that a high degree of assimilation is associated with psychological problems 

(Sodowsky & Carey, 1987; Burnam, Hough, Karno, Escobar & Telles, 1987; Oh, Koeske, & 

Sales, 2002). Identity loss after stressful life events has also been linked to reduced 

psychological wellbeing (Praharso et al. 2017). According to Diwan, Jonnalagadda and 

Balaswamy (2004), variables such as oneôs socio-economic status and the conditions of 

migration may explain these differences between migrant groups. Further, adjusting to a new 
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health care system and educational setup are factors that can also unleash more stress 

(Roberts, Mann & Montgomery, 2016).  

 

Migration, which in effect is relocating from one place to another, may also set off 

numerous losses, for instance, the loss of social support, family, friends, as well as loss of 

identity and language owing to assimilation into the new culture (Bhugra, Wojcik & Gupta, 

2011). Research reveals the fluent usage of the English language as having a positive 

association with mental wellbeing in English-speaking countries (Mehta, 1998). 

Understandably, when people cannot speak the language, they struggle to socialise and 

communicate with people and the outcome could be isolation and psychological distress 

(Kim et al., 2011; Mehta, 1998). This is congruous with research on South Asian women in 

Canada who had some knowledge of the English language (Naidoo, 1985) and experienced 

only a low level of stress (Naidoo, 1985).   

 

In addition, Ho and Ho (2003) assert that individuals who have struggled with their 

mental health or had traumatic experiences before migrating may have to grapple with more 

difficulties after they migrate. To illustrate, pre-migration poverty, persecution and violence 

can increase the risk of trauma (Perreira & Ornelas, 2013; Keller, Joscelyne, Granski & 

Rosenfeld, 2017). However, these studies are focused only on refugee migrants. It has also 

been reported that individualsô personality traits may impact the way in which they perceive 

the process of migration as well as how they cope after moving (Bhugra, Wojcik & Gupta, 

2011). For example, previous proximity to the new culture, the extent to which the individual 

desires to have novel experiences, as well as the host cultureôs actions and attitudes to the 

migrant could have a bearing on their response and sense of belonging (Bhugra & Gupta, 
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2011). Migrants who have also experienced social inequalities such as harassment and racism 

are likely to have difficulties with their mental health (Bhugra & Gupta, 2011). Economic 

inequalities too can have a similar impact. Unemployment, for instance, may lead to financial 

difficulties, individualsô loss of status and self-esteem, as well as reduced social contact, thus 

resulting in higher rates of depression (Ho & Ho, 2003). Lastly, the process of migration 

might give rise to various biological changes, including variation in weather, climate and 

food which can all impact stress levels and affect oneôs psychological wellbeing (Bhugra, 

Wojcik & Gupta, 2011). Stress, in turn, could result in numerous physical symptoms in the 

body (Bhugra, Wojcik & Gupta, 2011), leading to the physical or biological aspect and 

psychological wellbeing having an influence each other. This is congruent with the Diathesis-

stress models which states that an interplay between psychological, biological, genetic and 

cultural stressors increase the chances of mental disorders (Ingram & Luxon, 2005). In order 

to narrow down the topic even further, I will now go on to discuss the topic of mental health 

specifically related to Indian migrants.  

 

2.5 Migrant Indian people and mental health, help-seeking and coping strategies 

Atri, Sharma and Cottrell (2007) are of the view that Asian Indian people are broadly 

underrepresented in research, and despite the existence of a few studies from a sociological 

stance, only a few consider the connection between mental health and psychology in this 

population. A majority of these studies have been conducted in the US and only a handful can 

be found with participants in the UK. Many of the studies are dated and are more than a 

decade old, also suggesting the need for more up-to-date research. The available literature on 

psychological wellbeing is weighted on the side of challenges faced by Indian people and the 

mechanisms they use to deal with them including difficulties they face in relation to 
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education, acculturation, discrimination, language and employment. There is also literature 

underlining their attitudes towards mental health and their coping mechanisms. These studies 

conducted in the UK and elsewhere have been included in this section. 

 

2.5.1 Acculturation    

The theme of acculturation of ethnic minorities has drawn considerable attention by 

way of research with exploration of concepts such as óacculturative stressô (Berry, 2006, p. 

287; Berry, 1970) or culture shock (Oberg, 1960). According to Sandhu and Asrabadi (1994), 

acculturative stress is the psychological impact of adjusting to a new culture. In a recent study 

on Indian migrants in the US, Patel (2019) found that there was a positive correlation 

between acculturative stress, depression, anxiety and somatic complaints and a negative 

correlation between acculturative stress and individualsô belief in their ability to relieve 

uncomfortable feelings.   

 

A few studies have also deliberated the concept of identity and acculturation. In a 

study by Haria (2014), there were fears about integration where older adults were anxious 

about integrating into British culture due to a fear of losing significance in their families. To 

cope with their anxieties these individuals connected to their religion and sought solace from 

it (Haria, 2014). Other researchers illustrated how oneôs cultural identity was a very 

important aspect for most Indian migrants. Robinson (2005), for instance, concluded that 

ethnic identity was significant for the Indian adolescents in their study, and that this group of 

people was conscious of their ethnicity because they formed a óminority group within British 

societyô (Hutnik, 1991, p. 95).  McPherson (2017) noted that there was a sense of pride in 

being Indian with oneôs identity linked to culture or religion. In some cases, this generated 

confusion over assimilation, whether to separate or integrate into British culture (Dhillon & 
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Ubhi, 2003). Researchers observed that preserving a connection and engaging with both 

cultures could lead to better mental health. To elaborate, if migrants discover a way to blend 

their ethnic and cultural identity in the host country, they might feel a sense of belonging 

(Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003; McPherson, 2017). While if they struggle to integrate in some 

manner, they might face difficulties with mental health, which can present as self-harm 

(Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003). In similar vein, Cochrane and Stopes-Roe (1981) found that 

psychological adjustment was associated with acculturation, being young during the time of 

migration, being acculturated to life in Britain, as well as socially integrating with the host 

country. On the other hand, in a study on north-Indian women in the UK, Hunter, Gupta, 

Papitsch-Clark, Bhugra and Sturdee (2008) confirmed that most of the women described 

either very small changes or no changes at all changes in their lifestyle. In spite of this, there 

was no significant correlation between acculturation and depression, health, or satisfaction 

with life (Hunter et al., 2008). These mixed findings on acculturation and psychological 

wellbeing present some grey areas and it is not clear why this might be the case. However, a 

majority of the findings seem to suggest a positive correlation between acculturation and 

mental health. As mentioned previously, one of the criticisms of the acculturation literature is 

that it is does not take into consideration individual differences in acculturation and 

contextual factors (Crockett & Zamboanga, 2009), including the characteristics of migrants, 

their socioeconomic background and available resources, the countries from which they 

migrate and where they settle, as well as the degree of fluency in the language of the host 

country (Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga & Szapocznik, 2010).  

 

2.5.2 Racism and Discrimination 

A race crime is an event which the victim deems to be racist, and entails a 

combination of power and prejudice, or a hostile attitude against the victimôs race (Rattansi, 
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2020; Crown Prosecution Service 2004; 2010). Racism can take place on a macro and/or 

micro level and can be a consequence of the actions of institutions or individuals, whether 

intentional or unintentional (Milner, Franz & Henry Braddock, 2020). Further, racism can be 

explicit, overt and direct such as denial of employment, or subtle, covert, and subconscious 

where non-verbal aggression might be shown in oneôs tone of voice or posture (National 

Research Council, 2004). Since racism takes many different forms, it may hardly be 

recognized as racism (Milner, Franz & Henry Braddock, 2020). For instance, in 

individual/interpersonal racial inequality, generalisations can be made and biases or 

stereotypes exist about an individual or group based on their race (Pincus, 1996; Neblett, 

2019). In institutional/systemic racism, however, policies of various institutions result in 

large groups or communities being excluded, which might occur in the context of racialized 

historical settings (Fernando, 2017; Tate & Page, 2018). Symbolic racism refers to the belief 

that a group of people are responsible for their disadvantaged status in society (McConahay 

& Hough, 1976; Bowser, 2017), whereas colour-blind racism is the perception that 

discrimination/racism are not a problem anymore and that all people now have equal 

opportunity (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Milner, Franz & Henry Braddock, 2020; Carr, 1997). 

 

A large-scale study conducted in the UK revealed that 59% of Asians, 60% of blacks 

and 21% of whites had racist experiences (BBC, 2010). The issue of discrimination and 

racism is important because the experience triggers a very negative effect on oneôs mental 

and physical wellbeing (Brondolo, Ng, Pierre & Lane, 2016; Willie, 2016; Bhui, 2002; 

Okazaki, 2009; Harrell, Hall & Taliaferro, 2003; Sue et al., 2007; Chakraborty, McKenzie, 

Hajat & Stansfeld, 2010). Racist experiences might also be internalised and the negativity can 

be projected inwards resulting in poor mental health (Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003).  
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The literature on discrimination faced by Indian immigrants is quite varied in its 

findings in the UK.  In one study, it was found that Indian adolescents were rarely or never 

discriminated against as compared to Pakistani adolescents (Robinson, 2005). There were 

also fewer incidents of discrimination with those who integrated more into British culture 

(Robinson, 2005). More recent research in the UK shows that although some Indian people 

are very attached to their own country, they also demonstrate a level of attachment to British 

culture (G¿m¿ĸ & Ranjan, 2018). Contrary to these findings, Qureshi, Varghese and Osella 

(2013) reported incidents of discrimination among Indian Sikhs in the UK. This group of 

people stated that they faced institutionalized racism and that their migrant identity had an 

impact on access to healthcare services (Qureshi, Varghese & Osella, 2013). Earlier research 

undertaken in the UK in the 1970s and 1980s suggests more incidents of discrimination, such 

as those by Saran (1985), Gibson (1988), Fenton (1988), Fisher (1978), Buchignani (1980) 

and Cochrane and Stopes-Roe (1977). This is contrary to recent literature on the topic of 

discrimination faced by Asian Indian people in the UK (G¿m¿ĸ & Ranjan, 2018). 

Interestingly, statistics reveal a different story signifying an increase in hate crimes and 

racism in the UK from 2010 to 2019 (Institute of race relations, 2020; Statistica, 2020). 

However, it is unclear whether there are more crimes taking place or more people are 

reporting these events.  

 

2.5.3 Language difficulties 

Indian people residing in the UK speak various languages, including Gujarati, Punjabi 

and Hindi, and some of these people are multilingual, speaking two or more languages 

(Robinson, 2005). Research suggests that first-generation migrants struggle with the use of 

the English language as compared to second-generation migrants (Robinson, 2005; Jutlla, 

2015; Haria, 2014). This is because there might be a gradual abandonment of the native 
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language as people set roots in the host country for a longer duration of time (Portes & 

Schauffler, 1994). Robinson (2005) noted that those born in Britain were generally bilingual 

with a higher English language proficiency. Participants who had a lower level of English 

language proficiency felt that they were evaluated by others on the basis of language use 

(Robinson, 2005). For instance, one participant in a study mentioned feeling óinsignificantô 

and ósmallô because they did not know English (Ahmed & Watt, 1986, p. 99). There could 

also be problems with respect to accessing healthcare for those who are not proficient in the 

English language. In their study on Latino and Asian immigrants in the US, Kim et al. (2011) 

stated that migrants with language barriers may face difficulties accessing psychological 

support in the US. This is especially the case with mental health care since it relies on 

communicating verbally rather than using objective tests (Sentell et al., 2007). However, in 

regard to the study by Kim et al. (2011), it was difficult to reach an understanding of the 

experiences of Asian Indian people specifically due to them being grouped together as 

Asians. The use of language might also depend to a large extent on upbringing and education, 

for instance, Indian international students who are educated in English might comparatively 

struggle less with the use of language. 

 

2.5.4 Education and Employment 

Various studies highlight the importance Indian people place on education and 

securing a job (Jutlla, 2015; Robinson, 2005) because this facilitates having a successful 

career in England (Haria, 2014). The issue of access to jobs is relevant here as various studies 

report the negative impact of unemployment on mental health (Thern, de Munter, 

Hemmingsson & Rasmussen, 2017; Paul & Moser, 2009; Murphy & Athanasou, 1999). The 

studies on the Asian Indian population with respect to education and access to employment 

are mixed both in the US and the UK. Zwysen and Demireva (2020) state that ethnic 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S002239561000141X#bib23
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minorities and migrants in the UK are at a disadvantage with respect to their income and 

access to jobs. However, a few studies in the US state that Indian people have higher 

employment rates and household income as compared to the population born in the US 

(Hooper & Groves, 2017). Moorthy (2017) states that Indian people in the US are referred to 

as a ñmodel minorityò due to their academic and economic success, yet they continue to face 

exclusion and discrimination from mainstream American society. Similarly, research 

conducted in the UK reveals that due to their high educational level, Indian people hold a 

superior socio-economic position (G¿m¿ĸ & Ranjan, 2018). In Robinsonôs (2005) study, 

although Indian people were reported to be better qualified than Bangladeshi and Pakistani 

people, they still faced challenges in securing jobs. For example, Indian people found their 

qualifications and work experience were undervalued in England, and, as a result of this, they 

struggled to secure skilled jobs (Qureshi, Varghese & Osella, 2013). Some of these 

participants expressed their frustration and regrets over migrating to the UK, whereas others 

had a sense of ambivalence towards the UK (Qureshi, Varghese & Osella, 2013). These 

findings are similar to another study which found that despite educational achievement, 

ethnic minorities faced obstacles in employment and unequal returns to higher education 

appeared to be a causal factor (Li, 2018). However, the presence of other variables in this 

study such as parental class seemed to impact educational and occupational attainment. 

Indian people were also reported to face challenges with their mental health, and this is 

illustrated in the sections below. 

 

 

2.5.5 Attitudes towards Mental Health 

On their research on South-Asian women in the UK, Hunter et al. (2008) found that 

for Indian women, mental health difficulties were believed to be a result of social isolation, 
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financial problems and family responsibilities and, these problems were, at times, ascribed to 

cultural or religious reasons such as spirits. They also noted that for these women, the 

wellbeing of their children contributed to the participantsô rates of worry and depression 

(Hunter et al., 2008). Further, when these women were asked about depression, they were not 

certain about its definition. Some seemed to accept depression as a very ónormalô aspect of 

their lives (Hunter et al., 2008). It was reported that a few Indian participants in Hunter et 

al.ôs (2008) study viewed antidepressants negatively and some took them initially but later 

discontinued their use. Similar to Hunter et al.ôs study (2008), another study in the UK 

reported that Indian participants did not have a clear understanding of eating disorders and 

perhaps did not have the ósuitableô language to express it (Wales, Brewin, Raghavan & 

Arcelus, 2016). Likewise, in their study, Knifton (2012) observed that conditions such as 

bipolar disorder and schizophrenia were characterized as a state of madness or insanity. Some 

of these studies suggest that participants did not have a clear understanding of mental illness, 

highlighting that the studies might be viewed through a western lens as they do not take into 

account cultural differences in the ways people might perceive and express distress.  

 

It was also found that acculturation does not play a role in the degree of mental health 

stigma, participantsô openness to access mental health support and their intentions behind 

accessing such support (Mohan, 2012). However, other studies have noted that individuals 

who migrated before the age of ten appeared to have more positive attitudes towards 

counselling as compared to those who migrated later on in life (Panganamala & Plummer, 

1998). There has also been a comparison between the mental health of Asian Indian 

participants and white women. It was observed that the symptoms of depression and rates of 

self-harm were lower in Indian women than white women (Husain, Waheed & Husain, 2006; 

Hussain & Cochrane, 2004). The rate of suicide, however, was found to be higher among 
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Indian women (Hunter et al., 2008; Bhugra, 2004; Husain, Waheed & Husain, 2005). 

Although one may not be able to ascertain a definite cause for the variation between these 

two groups, it can be assumed that due to factors such as stigma among Asian people (Kudva 

et al., 2020), the Indian women minimized their stressful experiences and reported lower 

depressive symptoms compared to the white women. For instance, in Patelôs (2019, p. 37) 

study on Indian people, many participants possibly under-reported their distress to present 

themselves as ósocially desirableô in their community. Further, Snowdon (2018) found an 

impact of sociocultural factors on suicide patterns and rates between east Asian and white 

people. According to research by Forte et al. (2018), certain migrant populations present a 

higher risk of suicidal behaviour compared to native populations. They found that south 

Asian and black African immigrant women were at the highest risk for suicide attempts and 

the risk factors among ethnic minorities were language barriers, separation from family and 

worrying about family back home (Forte et al., 2018).  

 

Kniftonôs (2012) research study also demonstrated that individuals believed in the 

notion that people inherit mental illness, and apart from the person with the condition, their 

family was also tainted.  Other studies examined various variables connected to mental 

health. For instance, the presence of certain religious beliefs and social stigma connected to 

mental illness led to difficulty in accepting the condition, as well as problems expressing 

emotional challenges with healthcare professionals (Knifton, Walker & Quinn, 2009; Conrad 

& Pacquiao, 2005). This resulted in delayed professional involvement (Conrad & Pacquiao, 

2005). There therefore exist a few challenges with respect to accessing psychological help for 

the Asian Indian people in the research studies mentioned above.  However, some of these 

studies are dated and have recruited participants from an older age group as compared to 

students and the applicability of the findings to university students might be questionable. 
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The younger generation who are exposed to western education and differing perspectives 

might be more westernized in their outlook. I will now discuss help-seeking in more depth.  

 

2.5.6 Help-seeking behaviours and coping strategies among Asian Indian people 

 

A survey conducted in 2014/15 reported that of all ethnic groups in the UK, Indian 

people were the least likely to utilise both learning disability and mental health services when 

compared with White British adults (Gov.uk, 2019). This is also indicated by  

previous research suggesting that Asian Indian people generally do not seek psychological 

help (Chandras, 1997). In their study, Mohan (2012) found that the main sources of support 

accessed by the Asian Indian people were intimate partners, doctors, mental health 

professionals, and general practitioners. Further, it was found that Asian Indian people might 

be more likely to consult close friends and family over seeking psychological help from 

professionals. A few studies have investigated the factors which could impact the 

underutilization of psychological support in South-Asian communities, and these include 

stigma, a loss of honour, confidentiality concerns, denial and ignorance of psychological 

symptoms and an expectation of a quick remedy for psychological problems (Chaudhry & 

Chen, 2019; Gilbert, Gilbert & Sanghera, 2004; Conrad & Pacquiao, 2005). Research also 

indicates that Indian people might refrain from discussing personal issues outside the family 

(Das & Kemp, 1997) and this might be because they feel discussing such problems is 

unnecessary, or it could bring shame to themselves or to the family (Mohan, 2012; Knifton, 

2012; Sidhu, Griffith, Jolly, Gill, Marshall & Gale, 2016; Padmavati, Thara & Corin, 2005). I 

would like to address the issue of using terms such as óunderutilizationô, which widely appear 

in research on migrant populations. Similar to the discussion on ógiving voiceô to 

marginalized individuals and groups using words such as óunderutilizationô of services may 

seem to place the blame on the person not using the service, rather than the service that could 
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be designed to meet a range of needs and diverse groups. The context in which I have used 

this word is to state that the services are rarely utilised by certain groups.  

 

In addition to stigma, other reasons for lack of access among Asian Americans 

include a low level of trust in mental health professionals and services and insufficient 

knowledge about services (Kim, Kendall & Cheon, 2017; Lee, 2017; Wu, Bathje, 

Kalibatseva, Sung, Leong & Collins-Eaglin, 2017 ). Some UK based Asian Indians were 

hesitant about trusting White therapists as they believed the latter might find it difficult to 

understand Indian culture (Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003). Additionally, some researchers are of the 

view that a lack of utilization of counselling services could be due to a dearth of linguistically 

and culturally competent professionals in proportion to the clients (Arredondo, Gallardo-

Cooper, Delgado-Romero & Zapata, 2014; Delgado-Romero et al., 2018). Conversely, the 

availability of a therapist from a South-Asian background might lead to anxieties of 

disclosure to members of their community (Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003). It can therefore be seen 

that the lack of access to mental health services is a complex problem.  

 

A study by Soorkia, Snelgar and Swami (2011) explored the links between ethnic 

identity, commitment to Asian values, cultural mistrust and attitudes towards accessing 

mental health support among South Asian university students in England. The findings 

revealed that attitudes towards accessing mental health support was predicted by the above 

mentioned factors, once the effects of gender and ethnicity of participants were ruled 

out. Moreover, South-Asian women held more positive attitudes towards accessing mental 

health support as compared to men (Soorkia, Snelgar & Swami, 2011). Similarly, a gender 

difference that emerged in another study was that Indian men did not express their emotional 

problems as compared to Indian women (Sidhu et al., 2016). In the study by Soorkia, Snelgar 



51 
 

and Swami (2011), the sample was restricted to Greater London and the authors state that the 

research consists of óa small number of relatively neglected cultural variablesô (p. 619), 

however these variables have not been explicitly mentioned.  

 

Researchers have mentioned many Asian cultures using coping techniques such as 

repression and avoidance (Bhugra, 1996; Lawrence et al., 2006; Khawaja & Dempsey, 2008; 

Bjorck, Cuthbertson, Thurman & Lee, 2001) which are associated with an increase in stress, 

unhelpful thoughts and poor health (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Zimbardo & Leippe, 1991; Sheu, 

Lin & Hwang, 2002; Williams & Berry, 1991).  In terms of the migrant Indian population, 

many studies have examined the coping strategies that they engage in. For example, some 

processed difficult feelings related to acculturation by reminiscing memories of their 

homeland, as well as acknowledging negative thoughts and modifying them to more positive 

ones (Haria, 2014). In order to cope, older adults were found to displace difficult emotions 

onto external objects (Haria, 2014). Some Indian people were also reported to use religion, 

prayer and spirituality to manage their feelings (Anand & Cochrane, 2005; Hunter et al, 2008; 

Sidhu et al., 2016; Levin & Chatters, 1998). In addition, useful qualities such as resilience, a 

determination to survive and self-efficacy were regarded as strengths for Indian people 

(Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003; Haria, 2014; Jutlla, 2015). In other studies, it is noted that 

participants would cope with emotional distress by distraction, keeping the problem to 

themselves or within the family (Hunter et al, 2008; Wales, Brewin, Raghavan & Arcelus, 

2016), as well as talking to others, crying and self-harm (Hussain & Cochrane, 2010). In line 

with these challenges, various authors have proposed the need for increased awareness of 

mental health problems among Asian Indian people and the introduction of culturally 

sensitive interventions such as using interpreters and ethnic matching of therapists and clients 

(Davar, 1999; Shariff, 2009; Rastogi, 2007; Roberts, Mann & Montgomery, 2016).  
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Although some of the studies mentioned label certain coping strategies as ónegativeô 

and focus on the underutilization of professional services, a factor to be highlighted is that 

community support was sometimes considered a strong protective factor for participants. For 

instance, in Bhandariôs (2017) study exploring the coping strategies of South Asian women 

(including Indians) experiencing domestic violence in the US, it was found that these women 

found immense support in the Indian community. They resorted to formal support only if 

they were unable to access help from informal sources of support (Bhandari, 2017). I believe 

these are important considerations that should not be overlooked when discussing mental 

health and service utilization among diverse groups. The next sub-section of this chapter 

consists of a discussion on the mental health of university students and some of the hardships 

they face. 

 

2.6 The mental health of university students 

There are increasing concerns about the mental health of university students around 

the world (Torales et al., 2019; Gorczynski, Sims-Schouten, Hill & Wilson, 2017; 

Richardson, Elliott, Roberts & Jansen, 2017; Stewart Brown, Evans, Patterson, Doll, Balding 

& Regis, 2000; Moreno et al., 2011). For example, apprehensions about studentsô 

psychological wellbeing have been reported in Australia (Li, Denson & Dorstyn, 2018; 

Stallman, 2008), the US (Eisenberg, 2019; Lipson, Lattie & Eisenberg, 2019), Canada 

(Robinson, Jubenville, Renny & Cairns, 2016), Turkey (Guney, Kalafat, & Boysan, 2010), 

the UK (Gorczynski, Sims-schouten, Hill & Wilson, 2017; Duffy et al., 2019; Broglia, 

Millings & Barkham, 2018). Consequently, university counselling services in the UK report 

an increase in the number of students experiencing severe psychological distress (Baik, 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2012.743110?casa_token=5Vy87ejph8wAAAAA%3An_miJrbwZTjgltvY7ks9XlVScPvpxD4YXnmGt0dUbe_SzqwpOlI83O4-0DEHn45Xb4OCKLGJNTKdHg
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2012.743110?casa_token=5Vy87ejph8wAAAAA%3An_miJrbwZTjgltvY7ks9XlVScPvpxD4YXnmGt0dUbe_SzqwpOlI83O4-0DEHn45Xb4OCKLGJNTKdHg
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Larcombe & Brooker, 2019; Broglia, Millings & Barkham, 2018; Novotney, 2014). This 

clearly reflects the struggles faced by university students.  

 

Several studies have found that mental health was poorer among university students 

as compared to their peers of similar age (Kovess-Masfety et al., 2016; Larcombe et al. 2016; 

Stallman 2010). Further, longitudinal research in the UK shows that the psychological 

wellbeing of students is poorer while studying at university than before they enter into a 

course at university (Cvetkovski, Jorm & Mackinnon, 2019; Bewick et al., 2010; Andrews & 

Wilding, 2004). There are, however, certain limitations to the above-mentioned studies. 

Cvetkovski, Jorm and Mackinnon (2019) elucidate that comparator data on peers was not 

gathered, making it difficult to ascertain the specificity of the results to university students. 

Furthermore, in these studies, the measures of psychological wellbeing were not timed to 

enable an inquiry of important transition times during university study (Cvetkovski, Jorm & 

Mackinnon, 2019). Lastly, the studies did not investigate the significant impact of socio-

economic status as well as parentsô emotional wellbeing, studentsô mental health or that of 

their peers (Cvetkovski, Jorm & Mackinnon, 2019). Nonetheless, the vast amount of research 

on poor mental health among university students cannot be negated, and this has been 

detailed in the next paragraph.  

 

There are various adaptations taking place during university studentsô developmental 

age as there is a transition to adulthood including numerous pressures with moving to 

university (Debowska, Horeczy, Boduszek & Dolinski, 2020). A systematic review by 

Ribeiro et al. (2018) found that university students experience stress, insomnia and burnout in 

addition to other stressors. Students may have to deal with issues such as a change in social 

identity, moving away from home, lack of social support and creating a new social group 

https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03075079.2017.1356281?casa_token=PSv2Nnx9d74AAAAA%3AXNHROO3TAY9eh-rXktVclcVrErHLovaboUefqLnEnOz6zCR2vJZSqsEFiyXdOUTpUnC-XIKDUeR50bc
https://srhe.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03075079.2017.1356281?casa_token=PSv2Nnx9d74AAAAA%3AXNHROO3TAY9eh-rXktVclcVrErHLovaboUefqLnEnOz6zCR2vJZSqsEFiyXdOUTpUnC-XIKDUeR50bc
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(Praharso, Tear & Cruwys, 2017; Scanlon, Rowling, & Weber, 2010).  Lower academic 

achievement has also been linked to psychological distress (Karaman & Watson, 2017) as not 

all students perform equally. A lack of social support can interact with the pressures to 

perform and exacerbate stress among university students (Li, Han, Wang, Sun & Cheng, 

2018). Further, chronic financial stressors were found to be negatively associated with 

psychological wellbeing (Britt, Ammerman, Barrett & Jones, 2017). Such strain appeared to 

affect studentsô self-esteem, as well as the perception of control over their economic life 

(Brooks & Wheeler, 2018). The financial issues included responses to financial stress 

(Brooks & Wheeler, 2018) and could result in dropping out of university (Cadaret & Bennett, 

2019). Another factor affecting university students was loneliness which was the most 

significant predictor of emotional distress (Richardson, Elliott, Roberts & Jansen, 2017). 

Lastly, childhood trauma has been identified as a strong risk factor (Demirci, Yēldēz, Selvi & 

Akpēnar, 2016). These studies show the impact of various factors such as academic 

difficulties, finances, and lack of social support on emotional distress. A more rounded 

approach to wellbeing might involve different services in the university contributing to 

student wellbeing by engaging with students on various levels. For instance, the studentsô 

union in some universities provide financial guidance to students and promote interaction 

through social clubs and events (Morgan, 2012). Such an approach can be extended to 

various universities worldwide.  

 

There exists a perception that better education can improve individualsô skills and 

result in better coping strategies, all of which are factors contributing to oneôs psychological 

wellbeing (Halpern-Manners, Schnabel, Hernandez, Silberg & Eaves, 2016). As has been 

seen, recent studies demonstrate that the mental wellbeing of students in higher education is 

quite the contrary and they do struggle with their mental health.  Research by Halpern-

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2012.743110?needAccess=true&instName=University+of+Manchester
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Manners, Schnabel, Hernandez, Silberg and Eaves (2016) explains this in more detail. These 

researchers offer an alternative explanation, the social selection hypothesis, thus proposing 

that schooling is a substitute for unseen endowments (eg. high socio-economic status) and 

pre-existent circumstances which confuse the link between the two variables (Halpern-

Manners, Schnabel, Hernandez, Silberg & Eaves, 2016).  To elaborate, they conducted a 

fairly large study on identical twins in the US and compared educational differences and 

variation in mental health between pairs of twins. In this manner, they attempted to control 

the impact of genetic characteristics and traits which may otherwise bias the values 

associated with educational achievement. The results from the study show that the link 

between mental health and education can be attributed to variables that have not been 

observed (eg. life experiences and stressful situations) (Halpern-Manners, Schnabel, 

Hernandez, Silberg & Eaves, 2016). These variables were not controlled which is a limitation 

of this study. The above-mentioned studies highlight the challenges faced by university 

students, however they are also dependent on external factors such as socio-economic status, 

financial issues, life experiences and stressful events. Although generalizations cannot be 

drawn and each individualôs situation is unique, one might conclude that some university 

students may experience more stress than their peers who are not currently studying at 

university. Following the discussion on university students, the literature will now focus on 

international students and their mental health.  

 

2.7 The psychological wellbeing of international students  

Berry, Kim, Minde and Mok (1987) state that there are five acculturating groups, 

native people, refugees, immigrants, ethnic groups and sojourners. Although there might be 

an overlap between these groups, it has been found that there is a considerable amount of 

research on refugees, but not as much specifically on student sojourners or international 
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students (Bai, 2016). Bhugra and Gupta (2011) argue that the reason behind migration can 

have a role to play with respect to an individualôs mental health, for instance, migrating for 

employment or educational reasons might relate to ambitions, aspirations and a sense of 

achievement. There is a link between aspirations and life satisfaction (Oriol, Unanue, 

Miranda, Amutio & Bazán, 2020; Cheng, Wang, & Smyth, 2014) which are both regarded as 

psychological resources (Keller & Siegrist, 2010). In general, ambition and life goals are 

found to be associated with life satisfaction (Wang, Li, Sun, Cheng & Zhang, 2017). Since 

international students usually migrate for the purpose of study, a higher degree of life 

satisfaction might be assumed based on the above-mentioned findings. However, it is known 

that while students are studying at university, not all would report a high level of academic 

achievement and some might struggle academically (Bücker, Nuraydin, Simonsmeier, 

Schneider & Luhmann, 2018).  

 

International students are those who leave their home country to pursue education in a 

different country (Forbes-Mewett, 2019). The difficulties experienced by home students 

appear to be more pronounced for international students as they face additional stressors due 

to transitioning to a different country and culture, as well as encountering a different 

academic setup (Minutillo, Cleary, Hills & Visentin, 2020; Lu, Dear, Johnston, Wootton, & 

Titov, 2013). Although there is a significant amount of research on the mental health of 

university students more generally, there exists relatively less literature on the mental 

wellbeing of international students (Lu et al., 2013; Khawaja & Dempsey, 2008). Some 

international students may experience numerous challenges due to migrating to a new 

country, giving rise to struggles with their mental health (Clough, Nazareth, Day, & Casey, 

2019). Given the rapid increase in the number of international students, there is a dire need to 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
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ensure that sufficient support and resources are available for this population (Minutillo, 

Cleary, Hills & Visentin, 2020). 

 

This study is pertinent to the wellbeing of international students in particular as their 

mental health is an area of growing concern even in recent times. Following a series of 

suicides, for instance, Universities UK (2015) launched guidelines to manage studentsô 

mental health (Shackle, 2019) and a significant aspect of this strategy was to encourage 

students to disclose when they were struggling (Shackle, 2019). Another report also suggests 

that there is an increase in student dropout and the rate of suicide in this population (Shackle, 

2019). The present study on Indian students aims to support the guidelines by Universities 

UK. Although the strategy was handed out in 2017, it is still an issue and there is a need for 

greater mental health awareness and support. For instance, the óMental Health Report 2019ô 

researched the psychological wellbeing of over 21,000 students from 140 universities in the 

UK (Barr, 2020). It revealed that almost half of the student population has a óserious 

personal, emotional, behavioural or mental health problem for which they needed 

professional helpô (Barr, 2020). Despite this, more than 78% had hidden their symptoms due 

to stigma, which accounted for a 3% increase from last yearôs report (Barr, 2020). In context 

of this, the present study endeavours to support mental health awareness with an aim to 

reduce the stigma present and give ear to those who might be struggling to reach out to 

professionals. Further, reviewing the adverse consequences of mental health on studentsô 

academic performance (McIntyre, Worsley, Corcoran, Harrison Woods & Bentall, 2018), it is 

economically viable for universities to attend to studentsô mental health needs before they 

become more severe (Arango et al., 2018).  It is in the best interests of these educational 

institutions to respond effectively to the ongoing mental health crisis (Brown, 2016) while 
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engaging in cultural inclusivity and sensitivity due to the vast number of international 

students at UK universities (Office for National Statistics, 2017). 

 

It is also observed that the studies on the mental health of international students 

primarily demonstrate the challenges faced by them. For instance, international students can 

struggle with language barriers leading to a negative impact on their mental health (Iarovici, 

2018; Mori, 2000). Low English language fluency might result in difficulties with academic 

achievement and social functioning in English speaking countries (Minutillo, Cleary, Hills & 

Visentin, 2020; Mamiseieshvili, 2012; Chalungsooth & Schneller, 2011). There could also be 

an increased risk of depression due to language barriers, thus increasing the chances of 

isolation (Hamamura & Laird, 2014; Ching, Renes, McMurrow, Simpson & Strange, 2017). 

However, a few researchers contend that some international students, including Indian 

students, have a greater degree of familiarity with the English language (Nasirudeen, 

Josephine, Adeleine, Seng & Ling., 2014; Kukatlapalli, Doyle & Bandyopadhyay, 2020) and 

may not struggle with language difficulties. The findings of the studies above may not 

therefore be applicable to all international students.  

 

International students can initially have difficult emotional experiences as they try to 

adapt to a new sociocultural environment as well as an unfamiliar academic setup (Russell, 

Rosenthal & Thomson, 2010; Smith, Smith & Jelley, 2018).  There was observed to be a 

positive correlation between academic achievement and social performance (Wilcox, Winn & 

Fyvie-Gauld, 2005; Severiens & Wolff, 2008). Bai (2016) points out that international 

students are generally the best educated in their home countries and may have high academic 

expectations from their families. This is especially the case in Asian countries where there 

exists an unrealistic expectation of academic achievement and a greater fear related to 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ss.20191?casa_token=No7W4pg0ZQwAAAAA%3AdVZBKyMotclSrL9wOUecjRc1DTnKHDKvW5kt3BRTSYsdBcfDtHy61zVpOMumcMPv_UulRZxTVkHNWA#ss20191-bib-0013
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ss.20191?casa_token=No7W4pg0ZQwAAAAA%3AdVZBKyMotclSrL9wOUecjRc1DTnKHDKvW5kt3BRTSYsdBcfDtHy61zVpOMumcMPv_UulRZxTVkHNWA#ss20191-bib-0004
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academic failure (Wei et al., 2007; Liao & Wei, 2014). There can therefore be a pressure to 

succeed and maintain the same level of performance which could expose these students to 

various mental health problems (Bai, 2016). A major limitation in the study by Bai (2016) is 

that a number of students (34 out of 152) only answered a part of the questionnaire assessing 

acculturative stress. English proficiency was an obstacle that prevented some students from 

completing the questionnaire. 

 

On a positive note, it was also found that the stress experienced due to the new 

academic environment gradually decreased as a result of academic and cultural competence 

(Brown & Holloway, 2008). As can be seen, there was a correlation between wellbeing and 

adaptation to the new environment (Brown & Holloway, 2008). Minutillo, Cleary, Hills and 

Visentin (2020) contend that because most students are in the host country for a short period 

of time, they may not completely embrace integration and engage with cultural opportunities 

important to their mental and physical health. Conversely, I believe some students might be 

keener to make use of the limited opportunity and immerse themselves in a novel 

environment that offers diversity in culture and learning. This is supported by some of the 

findings in a study on international students in Australia (Tran, Rahimi, Tan, Dang & Le, 

2020).  

 

International students can also experience culture shock and have difficulties with 

social interaction and friendship development (Belford, 2017; Quach & Harnek Hall, 2013; 

Wong, Wang & Maffini, 2013). In this regard, social support plays a major role in the mental 

health and adjustment of international students (Jiang, 2018; Belford, 2017; Falavarjani, Yeh 

& Brouwers, 2019) and is negatively correlated with acculturative stress (Poyrazli, 

Kavanaugh, Baker & Al Timimi, 2004). Various studies in the US demonstrate that a higher 
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level of social support is related to a decrease in academic stress, better adjustment in the new 

culture and lower rates of depression and anxiety (Belford, 2017; Sullivan & Kashubeck-

West, 2015). Research also confirms that international students may experience feelings of 

homesickness, helplessness, self-disappointment, anxiety and depression (Bhochhibhoya & 

Branscum, 2018) as well as racial discrimination and financial problems (Smith, Smith & 

Jelley, 2018; Myers-Walls, Frias, Kwon, Ko & Lu, 2011). These difficulties might often 

manifest as physical symptoms such as fatigue, headaches, gastro-intestinal problems, 

insomnia and loss of appetite (Hamamura & Mearns, 2019; Selye, 2013). Some of these 

studies such as by Smith, Smith and Jelley (2018) and Sullivan and Kashubeck-West (2015) 

have used a quantitative methodology with surveys and questionnaires, they do not seem to 

give an in-depth picture of participantsô experiences. This is the case with a lot of the 

research on international studentsô experiences, which justifies a need for a more detailed 

picture. Further, the research by Sullivan and Kashubeck-West (2015) was conducted with a 

relatively small sample size, making it difficult to generalize the findings.   

 

As mentioned earlier, acculturation is a process whereby a personôs beliefs, values, 

behaviour and identity undergo changes due to coming in contact with a different culture 

(Lui, 2014). As seen previously, problems with acculturation can cause stress for individuals, 

also termed acculturative stress (Berry, 1970; Crow, 2012). This can include changes in 

lifestyle, diet or climate (Pendse & Inman, 2017). There are a few other factors linked to 

acculturative stress, and these include personality factors, discrimination, low English 

language proficiency and a lesser degree of social support (Zhu, Wang & Chong, 2016; 

Hansen, Shneyderman, McNamara & Grace, 2018; Jackson, Ray & Bybell, 2013). 

Additionally, the place of origin of an international student can also be associated with 

acculturative stress (Jackson, Ray & Bybell, 2013). This is because acculturative stress can be 



61 
 

greater depending on the degree of difference between the international studentôs culture and 

the host culture (Glass & Westmont, 2014). However, acculturative stress may reduce if the 

international student stays in the host county for a longer duration of time (Ching, Renes, 

McMurrow, Simpson & Strange, 2017). It also appears that the level of acculturative stress 

varies between international students and every student will not experience exactly the same 

degree of emotions (Brown & Holloway, 2008).  

 

A comparison between the mental health of home students and international students 

reveal very interesting and, at the same time, contradictory findings. Earlier research found 

that international students have more psychological difficulties and a greater prevalence of 

mental health problems when compared to domestic students (Janca & Hetzer, 1992; 

Toyokawa & Toyokawa, 2002). Similarly, East Asian students may struggle with their 

emotional wellbeing relatively more than domestic students, and this distress is linked with 

the challenges of acculturation (Hamamura & Laird, 2014). Clough, Nazareth, Day and 

Casey (2019) noted that knowledge of mental health and help-seeking attitudes were lower 

among international students. Similarly, Xiong (2018) conducted a study in the US 

comparing the mental health of Asian international students to other international students 

and American students. They noted that the Asian international studentsô mental health was 

similar to that of American students and other international students, however the Asian 

students reported a higher degree of suicidal ideation, self-injury and suicidal attempts as 

compared to the other students. These findings appear to be similar to those cited earlier on 

the comparison of suicide rates between Asian Indian people and native people as well as the 

socio-cultural reasons for this (Kudva et al., 2020; Snowdon, 2018; Forte et al., 2018). There 

are also findings quite to the contrary of those indicated above. Fritz, Chin and DeMarinis 

(2008) conducted a piece of research to see whether international students experience more 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
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stress, anxiety and irritability than students with permanent US residency. They found that no 

significant differences existed between these two groups. However, they concluded that there 

were sub-group differences between international students, for instance, Asian students 

struggled more with language difficulties, whereas students from Europe found it more 

difficult to cope with the stress of being away from their families.  

 

There are a few studies also suggesting that home students struggle more than 

international students, however these are very few in number. Jones, Lodder and 

Papadopoulos (2019) found that UK home students had much lower self-esteem, life 

satisfaction and mental health when compared to international students. Correspondingly, 

Khawaja and Dempsey (2008) conducted a study in Australia comparing the mental 

wellbeing of domestic students and international students. They found that international 

students had less social support, used poorer coping mechanisms such as repression, and 

experienced a greater discrepancy between expectations of life at university. Despite this 

being the case, international students experienced similar levels of emotional distress when 

compared to home students. To explain the differences in psychological wellbeing of 

international and home students, Bhochhibhoya and Branscum (2018, p. 250) state that it 

could possibly be due to the stigma of mental health, meaning that international students 

might rate their stress lower rather than admit to it (Misra & Castillo, 2004). This could be 

the case if the literature on stigma and shame related to mental health is considered. As can 

be seen, it can be quite challenging to directly compare the mental health and distress levels 

of international and home students due to the complex and subjective nature of the subject.  

 

The challenges faced by international students in the host country have been discussed 

previously. One should be careful not to generalise these problems and assume that every 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
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international student faces them. According to Fritz, Chin and DeMarinis (2008), 

international students come from diverse backgrounds and cultures, and therefore a specific 

stressor may or may not apply to all international students. Various stressors may impact 

different individuals in varying ways and degrees (Williams, Case & Roberts, 2018). 

Additionally, homogeneity within a group should not be assumed as there may be diversity 

present within a culture (Fritz, Chin & DeMarinis, 2008). As an example, individuals may 

have a different upbringing, a distinct set of values, expectations and experiences (Wagner, 

Hansen & Kronberger, 2014). Taking into account the challenges faced by international 

students, it is important to also consider the available support for them and their access to it.  

 

2.8 International studentsô attitudes towards help-seeking  

Previous research has indicated the existence of unmet mental health needs of 

university students and the lack of help-seeking in this group (Rayan & Jaradat, 2016; Storrie, 

Ahern & Tuckett, 2010; Wadman, Webster, Mawn & Stain, 2019). In the section above, the 

diff iculties faced by international students in particular have been discussed. Despite these 

challenges, it is reported that they underutilize counselling services (Hamid & Furnham, 

2013; Chen, Mak & Lam, 2020; Clough, Nazareth, Day & Casey, 2019). Some international 

students may be hesitant to rely on social support from people in the host country and would 

rather seek help from their own cultural group (Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015; Furnham, 

2004). International students might also be unaware of the mental health support provided on 

campus, therefore resulting in an underutilization of counselling services (Lee et al., 2014). 

Additionally, Thomson et al. (2015) noted that some were unaware of the option of using an 

interpreter to access counselling. In these studies, there seems to be an immense focus on 

international studentsô accessing counselling services, however not much research on other 

sources of support is seen. To foster a more holistic approach, various areas of support can be 
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considered, such as establishing friendship with local students (Arthur, 2017). Further, one 

should not assume that every international student needs personal therapy as many issues 

may surface as a part of learning and development (Arthur, 2017).  

 

Stigma has been found to be a major factor in impacting the attitudes of international 

students and home students in accessing mental health support (Chong, 2015). Lee et al. 

(2014) found that the stigma of acknowledging the need for emotional support could 

discourage international students from accessing help. In a study by Gilbert, Bhundia, Mitra, 

McEwan, Irons and Sanghera (2007), Asian students showed greater levels of shame and 

were more concerned about issues related to confidentiality while seeking psychological help 

as compared to non-Asian students. Similarly, some studies found that Asian international 

students were more reluctant to seek help from mental health services than American students 

and other international students (Xiong, 2018). International students may also be concerned 

about the result of having a mental health diagnosis due to shame (Hundley & Lambie, 2012). 

Furthermore, the issue of stigma related to mental health may be higher in cultures where 

accessing psychological help is recognized as a sign of weakness (Chen, Mak & Lam, 2020; 

Thomson, Chaze, George, & Guruge, 2015). This explains why some individuals may be 

hesitant to admit to the psychological factors impacting their health and therefore find it 

difficult to access support (Lee, Ditchman, Fong, Piper & Feigon, 2014; Kirmayer et al., 

2011). A recent study explored the relationship between mental health attitudes and 

symptoms, motivation, shame and self-compassion in UK business students (Kotera, Conway 

& Van Gordon, 2019). Ninety-seven participants were British and 40 were international 

students. Although this study explored concepts of shame, motivation and self-compassion 

among both home and international students, there was no comparison of the two groups or 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13674676.2012.718753?needAccess=true&instName=University+of+Manchester
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rating of the intensity of shame and stigma experienced. The findings therefore do not reveal 

much about the levels of shame and stigma in the international student population. 

 

It has been seen that the language barrier can have an impact on the mental health of 

international students. However, it can also act as an obstacle in accessing mental health 

support. This could be an issue if the mental health practitioner and client speak a different 

language, for instance (Liu, Wong, Mitts, Li & Cheng, 2020; Akinsulure & OôHara, 2012; 

Prieto Welch, 2016). Additionally, some international students may speak English as a 

second language and might therefore find it challenging to express their thoughts and feelings 

to the therapist, further impacting the process of therapy (Chalungsooth & Schneller, 2011). 

For example, some international students might struggle to articulate the difference between 

the terms ódepressionô óanxietyô and óstressô, which could limit a conversational approach in 

therapy (Minutillo, Cleary, Hills & Visentin, 2020). Some of these students may also 

perceive the therapist to be judging their English language fluency (Willis -OôConnor, 

Landine & Domene, 2016), leading to anxiety during the sessions (Chalungsooth & 

Schneller, 2011). International students might therefore be reluctant to receive help from 

counselling services due to the language barrier. 

 

It can be seen that international students face various challenges in the process of 

integration (Berry, 1997) and can struggle with their mental health due to many reasons. In 

fact, the process of integration can be difficult for international students as well as home 

students (Jones, Lodder & Papadopoulos, 2019). This is why researchers have proposed the 

creation of multicultural integration programmes by universities in order to foster integration 

and open-mindedness (Minzaripov, Fakhrutdinova, Mardakhaev, Volenko & Varlamova, 
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2020; Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland & Ramia, 2008). Research has shown that being 

open-minded to different cultures promotes international relationships between students 

(Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland & Ramia, 2008). It is therefore important that more 

university support is provided to both international students (Huang & Turner, 2018) as well 

as home students in managing the multicultural setup in universities.  

 

2.9 The psychological wellbeing of Indian international students 

Due to a dearth in literature on the psychological wellbeing, coping strategies and 

help-seeking attitudes of Indian international students, I will now present the available 

literature that I have encountered to date. Kaur (2006) did a study on the academic adjustment 

problems faced by six Asian Indian international students in the United States (U.S.), the 

strategies used to face problems, as well as the elements that aided or hampered their 

academic adjustment. Some of the challenges reported by participants in this study were 

relationships with tutors, time management, critical thinking and the English accent. The 

study also identified the coping strategies used by participants and their recommendations for 

educational institutions and future Indian international students. In another study in the U.S., 

the psychological, physical and behavioural adjustments of eight Indian international students 

was explored (Mukthyala, 2013). The study examined cultural differences and challenges 

relating to fostering relationships with domestic students, as well as adjusting to academic 

expectations. Protective factors identified were ópositive attitudesô, and the help and support 

from their families, tutors, as well as other Indian students (Mukthyala, 2013). Many of these 

studies have examined similar factors and issues such as challenges related to adjustment and 

mental health of Indian international students. For instance, Meghani and Harveyôs (2016) 

research study on 114 Indian international students investigated group-based differences in 

acculturation, depression, and enculturation and located predictors of depression trajectories. 
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The findings revealed that higher acculturation, more in-group sources of support, fewer 

concerns and worries about education and finance, and a lower degree of adjustment at the 

start of the study correlated with significant differences in depression trajectories. The 

greatest variation was seen between the low-improving group of students (who began with 

low depressive symptoms which decreased over the year), and high-declining groups (which 

had the highest depressive symptoms that worsened over time). Meghani and Harvey (2016) 

conclude that recognizing these patterns of acculturation and depression can have 

implications for support services for Indian international students in the U.S. In a research 

project by Kanekar, Sharma and Atri (2010), an internet-based intervention was pilot tested 

to improve the social support and acculturation of students of Asian Indian origin at a 

university in the U.S. However, these were not only specifically international students as they 

were students of Indian origin in general. Similarly, Atri, Sharma and Cottrell (2007) 

investigated the role of social support, hardiness (control over lifeôs problems), and 

acculturation in 185 Asian Indian international students in the U.S. Their findings revealed 

that greater social support, a clear sense of oneôs values, goals and capabilities, and a belief 

that they had a degree of control over lifeôs problems were all linked to better mental health. 

 

As can be seen, most of these studies were conducted in the U.S., some were 

quantitative in nature and none focused on the attitudes towards help-seeking of the 

participants. This creates a gap in literature, thus explaining the need for research on Indian 

international studentsô experiences and attitudes towards coping and seeking support in the 

U.K. After having reviewed the available literature on migration and the mental health of 

Asian Indians and international students, as well as their help-seeking behaviours and coping 

strategies, I will now examine the need for the research questions in context to the mentioned 

findings.  
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2.10 Research questions and rationale 

The literature shows that migrants can face a considerable amount of distress in the 

process of moving to a new place (Espin, 1987; Bhugra, 2004; Bhugra & Gupta, 2011). The 

existence of stigma and lack of help-seeking behaviours are also observed in certain 

populations such as the Asian community (Sun, Hoyt, Brockberg, Lam & Tiwari, 2016; 

Durvasula & Mylvaganam, 1994), leading them to underutilize counselling services 

(Takeuchi et al., 2007). Various researchers have grouped the Asian population together 

despite there being vast differences within sub-groups such as Indians, Pakistanis, Chinese, 

Bangladeshis, etc. (Durvasula & Mylvaganam, 1994; Parekh, 2001) and there is a dearth of 

research on the Asian Indian group of people (Atri, Sharma & Cottrell, 2007). This is also the 

case with Indian people, which is a heterogenous group with differences in cultural beliefs, 

language, religion, traditional practices, etc. (Hussain, 2017). Further, studies highlight the 

difficulties endured by university students, especially international students as they face the 

additional challenge of migrating to a new country (Lu, Dear, Johnston, Wootton, & 

Titov, 2013; Khawaja & Dempsey, 2008; Mori, 2000). The research documents that the way 

international students cope with psychological stressors has a great impact on their mental 

wellbeing (Khawaja & Stallman, 2011). There are also various obstacles to seeking emotional 

support among international students as noted above. As mentioned above, there is a gap in 

literature on the psychological wellbeing and attitudes towards help-seeking of Asian Indian 

international students in the U.K., thus explaining the need for research on this population. In 

regard to this, I have chosen to research the psychological wellbeing of Asian Indian 

international students and understand their help-seeking behaviours and coping strategies. 

Owing to the underutilization of counselling services by this population, I am also interested 

in understanding the reasons for using or refusing psychological services. The aim of the 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
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study is to give ear to an underrepresented group of people from a social justice perspective 

(Ratts, Singh, Nassar McMillan, Butler & McCullough, 2016; Lee, Baldwin, Mamara & 

Quesenberry, 2018). The topic is situated within the domain of counselling psychology as it 

also takes into account individualsô culture and background (Speight & Vera, 2004; Crethar, 

Rivera & Nash, 2008; Goodman, Liang, Helms, Latta, Sparks & Weintraub, 2004). Most 

research on international students and the Asian population is quantitative in nature, and does 

not allow for an in-depth exploration of their experiences. This explains the need for a 

qualitative study on the mental health of Indian international students. The literature also 

focuses mainly on challenges faced by these groups. I have therefore broadened the scope of 

the project to include both psychological wellbeing and distress experienced by Indian 

international students. In conjunction with this, I have developed the following research 

questions: 

1. What are the current experiences of psychological wellbeing and distress of Indian 

international (university) students in the UK? 

2. What impacts their wellbeing and what coping strategies do they use to manage any 

distress? 

3. What are the studentsô reasons for using or refusing psychological services in the UK? 

 

I am hoping these research questions fill a gap in literature and represent a group of 

people which has not been sufficiently researched with respect to mental health. The findings 

can inform educational institutions, mental health services and the political sphere in the UK. 

It also provides psychological therapists insights into the cultural differences between 

international student clients and helps them to promote help-seeking behaviour in this group 

of people. As noted in the introduction section, my interest in researching this area stems 
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from my own background as an Indian international student in the UK. My experience as a 

therapist also fuels my engagement with the topic of mental health and help-seeking.  

 

2.11 Summary 

In this chapter, I have reviewed the literature on the mental health of the Asian Indian 

population and focused on international students. One of my aims was to gradually unfold the 

reason for formulating the research questions through the process of the literature review. I 

started the chapter with the positioning of the research topic within the field of counselling 

psychology and how it relates to multiculturalism and a social justice agenda. I then went on 

to discussing the psychological impact of migration and how this relates to Asian Indian 

people. The possible factors linked to migrant distress and challenges experienced by this 

population were then explored. The focus then shifted to the available literature on university 

students and this was finally narrowed down to the mental health, coping strategies and help-

seeking attitudes of international students. I linked the two topics and discussed how 

migration and university life may interact with the experiences international students have. 

Lastly, I introduced my research questions and explained the rationale for them in 

conjunction with current literature.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter aims to discuss the methodology used for this research. I will elaborate 

on the rationale for the research, including the design and an explanation for the 

methodology. Subsequently, my philosophical positioning as a researcher will be explored 

and I will link this to my methodology and the aim of this research study. Following this, I 

will provide details of the participants included in the study, the recruitment process and 

place of the interview. Data collection will then be discussed, entailing the number of 

participants, rationale for the interview schedule, process of the interview and method of 

transcribing. The chapter will go on to explain data analysis, including the basis for the 

chosen method of analysing data (thematic analysis). I then include a section on reflexivity 

and trustworthiness by explaining how my assumptions could impact the study, as well as the 

ways in which I have attempted to minimise subjectivity. Finally, the importance of ethical 

considerations will be discussed, as well as aspects such as the process of gaining ethical 

approval, and the way in which participant data was stored.  

  

3.2 Design  

A qualitative design has been used in the study to explore the experiences of 

psychological wellbeing and distress, coping strategies and help-seeking behaviours of Indian 

international university students in the UK. The main objective of qualitative research is to 

understand, describe and explain experiences, events and actions of people (Willig, 2013; 

Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999; Harper & Thompson, 2012). McLeod (2011) states that the 
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goal of qualitative research is to understand how the social world might be constructed and 

viewed from different perspectives. This understanding can be through language, memory, 

institutions or rituals (McLeod, 2011). McLeod (2011, p. 1) further states that qualitative 

approaches offer óa set of flexible and sensitive methods for opening up the meanings of 

areas of social life that were previously not well understoodô. A qualitative methodology is 

often viewed as commensurate with the philosophical and humanistic basis of counselling 

psychology, which considers the subjective ways in which people interpret and experience 

the world, as well as deal with specific situations (Willig, 2013; McLeod, 2011; Woolfe, 

Strawbridge, Douglas & Dryden, 2010).  

 

According to Smith, Harrè and Langenhove (1995) qualitative research is concerned 

with individuals rather than variables and statistics and is regarded as research conducted in 

the real world with a series of dynamic interactions. Quantitative methods usually involve 

testing hypotheses or causal relationships and measure generalisability, while also assessing 

reliability and validity (Elliott, 1995). Qualitative methods, however, focus on gaining an 

understanding of participantsô perspectives through the meanings they make of their 

experiences (Elliott, 1995). A qualitative approach was therefore used as it can give a rich 

account of the experiences of the participants in this study. Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, 

Guest and Namey (2005) contend that qualitative research has been regarded as effective in 

gaining information about the opinions, behaviours, values and social contexts of specific 

populations. This is especially relevant to this piece of research as the focus is on Indian 

international students and taking into account their varied opinions and socio-cultural 

backgrounds might be relevant. Further, qualitative research can give ear to individuals which 

might be marginalised such as minority groups (Willig, 2013), as they produce ónuanced 

accounts that do justice to the experience of all those participating in the researchô (McLeod, 
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2011, p. 1). This seems both important and relevant in the case of an ethnic minority of 

Indian international students in the UK.  

 

In contrast to quantitative research which values objectivity and possibly considers it 

as a goal, the data gathered and analytic processes in qualitative research are based on 

subjectivity (Morrow, 2005). The issue of subjectivity in qualitative research is addressed in 

various ways, including making the researcherôs assumptions overt and engaging in 

reflexivity and trustworthiness (Morrow, 2005). This process of becoming aware of oneôs 

assumptions and attempting to put them aside to avoid their impact on the research process is 

called bracketing (Husserl, 1931). Although one might not be able to completely avoid 

assumptions, I have a degree of awareness of my own biases and their influence on the 

research study. These have been discussed in more detail under the sub-sections 

ótrustworthinessô and óreflexivityô which can be found towards the end of this chapter.  

 

Polkinghorne (1983) mentions that quantitative methods agree with positivism and 

natural sciences, in that the one being researched is treated as an entity or object that can be 

generalised (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999). Qualitative research, on the other hand, is 

derived from various hermeneutic and postmodernist traditions wherein the focus is on 

human experience and knowledge is relative as oneôs context, language and history are taken 

into account (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999). Thus, the aim is not on drawing 

generalisations or universalizing participantsô experiences (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999). 

The aim of this research was not to compare the Indian students with another group or 

formulate a hypothesis and test it based on my assumptions. Rather, the idea was to 

understand the in-depth experiences of Indian students, the possible challenges faced by them 

and their attitudes towards seeking support. With this in mind, I found a qualitative research 
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methodology as the most relevant to understand the experiences of Indian international 

students in detail. I will now go on to discuss my philosophical positioning as a researcher 

and how it relates to the qualitative design used in this study.  

 

3.3 My philosophical positioning 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 105), questions related to oneôs paradigm 

are more important than those of method, because the former refers to a personôs óbasic belief 

system or world view that guides the investigationô. This is the case with respect to the choice 

of methodology, and it is also important in óontologically and epistemologically fundamental 

waysô (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 105). Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) state that the 

research philosophies people adopt tell us the ways in which they view the world and the 

assumptions they might hold about it. Further, these assumptions influence the research 

methods used, and the way people believe knowledge is obtained and developed (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). It can therefore be seen that it is crucial to reflect on oneôs 

theoretical and epistemological positioning as a researcher, which also reflects question two 

of Etheringtonôs (2004) model: What are my presuppositions about knowledge in this field? 

On this note, McLeod (2011) describes the importance of discussing oneôs philosophical 

ideas which underpin qualitative research in the following ways:  

1. Reaching a deeper understanding of the process of enquiry: An awareness of oneôs 

philosophical stance can enable researchers to understand what they might be 

trying to achieve with respect to their research.  

2. Choosing between various qualitative methods: The choice of methodology 

depends on the goal of research, role of language, etc. The ability to differentiate 

these with respect to oneôs underlying philosophical orientation helps researchers 

choose a methodology that resonates with them. 



75 
 

3. Making an informed response to qualitative work: An understanding of oneôs 

philosophical assumptions enables researchers to have an appreciation for, or 

critically evaluate the work of other researchers and understand their unique 

perspectives 

4. Explaining and defending the importance of qualitative methodologies: Taking 

into account the debates concerning the validity and reliability of qualitative 

research, an understanding of the researcherôs philosophical positioning allows 

one to have a balanced view of the benefits and disadvantages of qualitative 

methods. 

 

With this in mind, as well as Etheringtonôs approach to engage in reflexivity, I 

consider it important to discuss my philosophical positioning in detail, so as to inform readers 

about my assumptions and notions about the world. Since oneôs assumptions influence the 

research methods used, I will now go on to discuss the terms Epistemology and Ontology and 

state my positioning in relation to these. Epistemology is a branch of philosophy, which is 

concerned with what constitutes knowledge in a field of study, as well as information about 

the reliability of these claims to knowledge (Willig, 2008). Researchers may hold different 

positions regarding the field of knowledge based on their epistemology (Willig, 2008). For 

example, a positivist position would possibly entail a belief in natural sciences, and the aim 

of research would be to make generalisations similar to laws in the world (Remenyi, 

Williams, Money & Swartz, 1998). Realism states that what the senses show us is truth and 

reality. In other words, objects exist independent of the mind (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 

2009). Interpretivism or Constructivism, on the other hand, is an epistemology that believes 

reality is constructed in the individualôs mind, rather than there being a universal reality 

(Hansen, 2004). It therefore assumes that there are multiple, equally valid realities 
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(Schwandt, 1994) and that it is important for researchers to understand the differences 

between people (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). It states that one interprets things 

dependent on the meaning they give to them (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). In this 

regard, my epistemology closely fits with Interpretivism/Constructivism because I believe 

that every human being makes sense of the world based on their own experiences, and there 

are therefore differences in how one perceive things. This relates to this research study which 

explores the subjective experiences of participants and takes into account that people will 

have both varied and valid experiences. The meanings we give to events can become explicit 

by engaging in a dialogue with the participant and these meanings are jointly created by the 

researcher and participant (Ponterotto, 2005). Ponterotto (2005) states that a dynamic set of 

interactions between participants and researcher is important to capture participantsô lived 

experiences. An interpretivist stance also postulates that researchers cannot completely 

eliminate biases in their work; however they might attempt to be aware of their assumptions 

and their impact on the research study (Ponterotto, 2005). This has been discussed towards 

the end of this chapter in the section on Trustworthiness and Reflexivity. In a nutshell, I have 

taken into account that my assumptions as a researcher might impact the research findings 

and analysis. In relation to this, I aim to establish trustworthiness in my research by following 

the seven guidelines by Elliott, Fischer and Rennie (1999) which are also discussed in this 

chapter. 

 

Ontology concerns the nature of reality and the ways researchers believe the world 

functions (Ponterotto, 2005; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). There are two aspects to 

ontology, objectivism and subjectivism (Diesing, 1966). Objectivism states that there is one 

single reality which is external to social factors (Diesing, 1966). Subjectivism asserts that 

social phenomenon arise from the perceptions and actions of people (Yu, 2020). Critical 
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realists, however, aim to move away from the position of odd dualism of objectivism and 

subjectivism (Vincent & O'Mahoney, 2018). Critical realism uses aspects of both positivist 

and constructivist paradigms and posits that there is a real world, or a reality that is agreed 

upon while acknowledging that a person can also experience their subjective reality (Bhaskar, 

2020; Brown, Fleetwood, & Roberts, 2002; Maxwell, 2012). Critical realism states that 

reality is layered in three levels, one of them being the empirical level, according to which 

objects or experienced events are measured empirically (Fletcher, 2017; Roberts, 2014). 

Since this study was mainly concerned with the subjective experiences of participants and not 

with the measurement of events, it does not align with a critical realist perspective.  

 

Remenyi, Williams, Money and Swartz (1998) have mentioned the need to 

understand the details of a situation in order to gauge the reality of it, and this is closely 

associated with the term social constructionism. Social constructionism asserts that human 

perception and experience is dependent on various factors, including historical, linguistic and 

cultural aspects (Willig, 2008). Our perceptions are therefore a result of the influence of 

environmental conditions and events (Willig, 2008). An event can be described in various 

ways, and neither is right or wrong, as they are different ways of viewing the situation 

(Willig, 2008). According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009), social constructionism 

follows from the interpretivist position about exploring subjective meanings for the 

researcher to understand participantsô views. I can relate to subjectivism and social 

constructionism in particular as I believe in subjective realities and that reality is constructed 

in a social and historical context (Ponterotto, 2005). This links with the aim of this research 

which is to understand the in-depth views of the participants and the ways in which they 

perceive and understand their world in a way that is meaningful. The study has focused on 

the subjective experiences of participants by taking into consideration their backgrounds and 
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experiences. My philosophical positioning also fits with my choice of a qualitative 

methodology as the latter is concerned with meaning, for example, how participants interpret 

their world and experience situations (Willig, 2008). In this sense, qualitative research is 

interested in understanding the quality and description of experiences rather than determining 

a cause and effect or aiming to predict these factors (Willig, 2008).  Further, the interpretation 

given by both participants and the researcher is involved in this process of meaning-making 

(Willig, 2008).   The next section of this chapter will focus on the nature of these participants 

and the methods used to recruit them for the purpose of the interview.  

 

3.4 Participants  

The study aimed to understand the experiences of Indian international students in the 

UK. Purposive and snowball sampling was used to recruit participants. Purposive sampling, 

or criterion-based sampling, is used to select participants that suit the purpose of the study 

(Etikan, Abubakar Musa Alkassim, 2016; Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013). 

Participants are selected on the basis of certain characteristics, such as demographics, gender, 

age, etc. which are relevant to the research study (Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls & Ormston, 2013). 

The criteria for selecting participants in this study was that they be of Indian nationality, 

currently studying at a university in the UK at undergraduate, postgraduate or doctorate level. 

I excluded participants who were British-born as they would not fulfil the criteria of being 

international students. Further, I only recruited students who were currently studying at 

university in order to get rich accounts that were recent and accurate. All the participants 

were of Indian nationality, they were born in India and had moved to the UK for the purpose 

of study (See Table 1: inclusion and exclusion criteria). There were five males and six 

females.  Eleven research interviews were conducted with these participants. One participant 

was doing a PhD, three were undergraduate students and seven were doing their Masters at 
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the university. A list of participantsô gender and course of study can be found in Table 2 

below. I have used a pseudonym for each participant and their actual names have been 

anonymised for confidentiality purposes. 

 

Table 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Inclusion criteria  Exclusion criteria 

Current university students Indian students born in the UK 

Students studying at the two universities 

specified 

Ex-students  

International students of Indian origin  

 

Table 2 Participant characteristic table  

Name Gender Course Reason for 

migration  

Hasan Male Undergraduate Study 

Varun Male Masters Study 

Priyanka Female Masters Study 

Ravi Male PhD  Study 

Reshma Female Undergraduate Study 

Seema Female Masters Study 

Samraj Male Masters  Study 

Dipika Female Masters  Study 

Neel Male Undergraduate  Study 

Maya Female Masters  Study 

Anita Female Masters Study 
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Snowball sampling is a method to facilitate the study of populations that are 

potentially difficult to access, or groups that may not be reached through other sampling 

methods (Goodman, 1961; Heckathorn, 1997; Biggerstaff, 2012). The participants who took 

part in the study were asked to inform others about the research, who were from a similar 

background and situation. The goal was to inform as many people as possible, in order to 

recruit them for the study, while taking the inclusion and exclusion criteria into account 

(Frank & Snijders, 1994). Snowball sampling enabled me to recruit participants who initially 

seemed wary about the research or had concerns about confidentiality. The positive feedback 

received from their peers helped them engage in the research project and establish a level of 

trust in me as a researcher.  

 

Two universities in the north of England were specifically targeted for advertising. 

The participants were recruited via social media, for example, research advertisements were 

posted on Facebook in the Indian societyôs group (Appendix 1) with an aim to gather interest 

about the research topic. Email invitations were sent to the representatives of the Indian 

student societies at universities containing the above-mentioned research advertisements 

containing a poster. Seventeen participants responded via Facebook and an invitation to 

participate in the study was emailed to them (Appendix 2), however only eleven finally 

agreed to participate in the interview. I therefore recruited eleven participants in this study.  

 

Various authors have commented on the recommended sample size in research. For 

example, Pollio, Henley, Thompson and Thompson (1997) assert that the number needed to 

identify thematic patterns can be achieved by three to five interviews to hundreds. Morrow 

(2005) contends that twelve participants is a good number, and data can be gathered until 
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redundancy is achieved, meaning that there is no new information gathered from the new data 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Similarly, Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) propose that twelve 

participants are sufficient to reach data saturation. Patton (1990, p. 185), however, believes 

that the ñvalidity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry have more 

to do with the information-richness of the cases selected and the observational/analytical 

capabilities of the researcher than with sample sizeò. Morrow (2005) also states that sampling 

procedures such as the duration, depth and quality of interview data and the variation in 

evidence are more important than sample size. It can therefore be seen that researchers have 

varied views on the topic of sample size. As mentioned earlier, I recruited eleven participants 

in my study. I initially aimed to recruit twelve, however due to limitations on time, this was a 

difficult task. Further, I found that a few potential participants were hesitant to take part in the 

study, and it therefore did not prove possible to recruit more than eleven. I will now discuss 

the way I collected the data from these participants, including the structure and format of the 

interviews conducted.  

 

3.5 Data collection 

There are various forms of interviews (Miles & Gilbert, 2005), and for this study, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather data from the participants. The aim of 

semi-structured interviews is to gather descriptions of the intervieweeôs life, in order to 

interpret and understand the meaning of the phenomenon (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008). Semi-

structured interviews consist of a set of open-ended and predetermined questions, with a view 

to obtain data (Miles & Gilbert, 2005). As opposed to a structured interview format, the 

interviewer has the option to modify the order of the questions or word them in a way that 

suits the participant (Kallio, Pietilä, Johnson & Kangasniemi, 2016). Such interviews can also 

be described as conversations with an aim and some structure (Miles & Gilbert, 2005). In 
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contrast to unstructured interviews, there is a focus on the topic of discussion as well as some 

structure to the interview list (Kallio, Pietilä, Johnson & Kangasniemi, 2016). Further, semi-

structured interviews are non-directive because although the interviewer has an idea of the 

topic of discussion, the interviewee is free to answer in the way they choose and what they 

consider important (Miles & Gilbert, 2005). The answers can therefore differ from one 

participant to another (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008) and as a result, such interviews can 

generate rich data (Robson, 1993). There is, therefore, a degree of flexibility in tailoring 

questions to participants as taking into account their context is crucial for qualitative research. 

The interviewer can also facilitate further exploration of certain questions or issues due to the 

nature of the approach (Kallio, Pietilä, Johnson & Kangasniemi, 2016). 

 

I chose this approach to interviewing as it is appropriate to the aims of this study, 

which is to understand the experiences of Indian international students. It also fits in well 

with the humanistic basis of counselling psychology, as semi-structured interviews allow for 

participants to generate their own meaning of the questions and data (Stuckey, 2013). 

According to Turner (2010), semi-structured interviews permit a personal approach which 

facilitates rapport-building between the researcher and participant. This, again, seems to be 

most applicable to this study as it can assist participants to open up and share their 

experiences.  

 

I have attached the interview schedule in Appendix 3 to give an idea of what it 

consists of. The questions are divided into two categories; the first four questions are to 

facilitate rapport-building and provide context to the research questions that follow. The last 

five questions attempt to focus on the research questions about the experiences of 

psychological wellbeing and distress, coping strategies and help-seeking behaviours of Indian 
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international students in the UK.  There were therefore nine questions in total. The questions 

aimed to provide a structure and focus on the topic and were reviewed to check that the 

language was appropriate and understandable to participants. In addition to these questions, I 

also used follow-up questions, or probes (Roulston & Choi, 2018) based on what 

interviewees had said. This helped to gain clarity on their views and allowed for more in-

depth understanding. 

 

Interviews were conducted in a room in the university premises. I ensured that the 

place was secure, quiet and confidential to facilitate participants to open up about their 

personal experiences. I gave participants an information sheet (Appendix 4) before we 

started, detailing the purpose and structure of the interview. I also handed them a consent 

form (Appendix 5) which they signed and returned to me. Participants were encouraged to 

ask questions before commencing the interview. Interviews lasted about an hour to an hour 

and a half, they were audio recorded using a digital recorder and were later transcribed. I used 

an interview guide to ask questions and encouraged participants to share their subjective 

experiences. In case they gave brief answers, I occasionally used prompts to elicit more 

information where required in order to obtain richer answers. Towards the end of the 

interview, participants were thanked for their participation and provided a sheet with useful 

contacts including a short debrief (Appendix 6). The contact sheet contained details of 

various local organizations for emotional support and this was provided in case the interview 

evoked any distress or difficult feelings.  

 

3.6 Transcription  

 The interviews were recorded on a digital recorder and then transcribed manually by 

me. According to Bazeley (2007), transcription of data is useful in preparing for analysis. The 
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term óinterviewerô was used for the person conducting the interview, or the researcher, and 

the term óintervieweeô was used for the participant. All the interviews were transcribed. 

Transcription entailed repeated listening of the audio recordings and familiarization with the 

data to understand what the interviewee was trying to say. According to Bailey (2018), 

transcription is not a neutral account of events, as it mirrors the ways in which the researcher 

has interpreted the data. It is therefore essential that the transcript voices participantsô views 

rather than that of the researcher. Considering this, I sent the transcripts to interviewees 

within two weeks of the interview and requested them to go through it and suggest any 

corrections, if any. In this manner, participants checked the reliability of the transcripts. 

Although most participants replied to the email confirming their approval of their transcript, 

three out of eleven did not respond.  

 

 With respect to the method of transcription, I used a naturalized method. In 

naturalism, every utterance is noted in great detail and it is a verbatim account of the speech 

(Schegloff, 1997), however in denaturalism, pauses or stutters are removed and the grammar 

is corrected (Oliver, Serovich & Mason, 2005). I used naturalism while transcribing as 

participants were sharing personal experiences and it was important to capture how they 

spoke of them. I also noted non-verbal communication during the interview, for example, 

when the participant paused between words, had a change in tone of voice, when they 

laughed, or made certain facial expressions. Powers (2005) mentions the importance of 

noting different kinds of pauses, for example, longer pauses may denote that the participant is 

engaging in some kind of reflection, whereas short pauses might suggest broken sentences. 

Such a difference can give rise to more meaning and thus create a rich analysis of data. I will 

now discuss how I analysed the data as well as the reasons for the chosen method of analysis.  
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3.7 Data analysis  

 The process of data analysis is important, specifically the way in which the researcher 

has analysed it, as it aids in assessing the research as well as comparing it to other studies in a 

similar area (Attride-Stirling, 2001). I will analyse the data using thematic analysis, a method 

of qualitative analysis, which enables recognizing and analysing patterns or themes in data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2012). Thematic analysis is regarded as a flexible research tool, which can 

be used to interpret and explain different aspects of the topic (Boyatzis, 1998). It provides a 

set of tools for analysing qualitative data, for example, deciding the theoretical assumptions 

that will guide the research, the type of data that will be collected and the way in which the 

analysis will be implemented (Clarke, Braun & Hayfield, 2015).  

 

According to Braun and Clarke (2012), thematic analysis is more flexible than other 

methods such as discourse analysis or grounded theory and can hence be used in different 

contexts or frameworks. For instance, thematic analysis fits in with various theoretical 

approaches, it can be used to answer most types of research questions and analyse many types 

of qualitative data (Clarke, Braun & Hayfield, 2015; Braun & Clarke, 2006). I used this 

method of analysis as I was interested in understanding the subjective experiences of the 

participants in depth.  I did not use a Grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 2017) as I 

was not focusing on the construction of a theory and comparing the process of data analysis. 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012) would have been 

more appropriate had I been interested in understanding how the participants created the 

meaning of their experiences. Discourse analysis (Parker, 1994; Potter & Wetherall, 1980) 

might have been used if my aim was to understand their narratives related to the usage of 

language (Harper, 2006). I chose thematic analysis as it offers flexibility and can be used 
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with a range of epistemologies. In addition, my interest lies in understanding how participants 

interpret experiences and make sense of them. In comparison to quantitative methods, 

thematic analysis has received criticism for being too simplistic as it is non-technical (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). Nonetheless, the method provides a framework to generate detailed account 

of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

 Themes can be analysed in two major ways in thematic analysis, an inductive (Frith & 

Gleeson, 2004), or deductive approach (Boyatzis, 1998). An inductive approach involves 

coding the data without attempting to fit it into an existing framework, such as the 

researcherôs theoretical positioning or interest in the area of research (Clarke, Braun & 

Hayfield, 2015). In other words, the coding is driven by the data and participant discussions 

(Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) and is therefore grounded in the data and not in concepts 

or theories (Clarke, Braun & Hayfield, 2015). The analysis is influenced by the researcherôs 

training, experiences, assumptions and views which is of a latent deductive nature (Clarke, 

Braun & Hayfield, 2015). It may therefore have little significance to the interview questions 

(Patton, 1990). A deductive approach, on the other hand, consists of an analysis which is 

driven by the researcherôs interest and knowledge of the topic (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It 

captures the data through a lens which is more theoretical, for instance, current literature on 

the topic might guide this analysis (Clarke, Braun & Hayfield, 2015; Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Some authors (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009; Clarke, Braun & Hayfield, 2015) have 

mentioned more ways of classifying thematic analysis such as reflexive TA, however for the 

time and purpose of this research study, I will not be including these in my discussion. 

 

I have used both an inductive approach and deductive approach to data analysis, and I 

will explain this below. In terms of the deductive approach, this was used to describe the 
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themes in detail, particularly those connected to the research question.  For instance, in the 

discussion section, I highlighted themes in the analysis which attempted to answer the 

research questions and those that linked to available literature and theories on the topic.  

 

However, while formulating themes and analysing the data, I included all themes that 

appeared to me. This is evident in the findings chapter of the thesis. In this manner, an 

inductive approach was employed to bring forth ideas which are not necessarily linked to my 

research question. Such an approach can also provide a lot of depth and complexity to the 

themes (Frith & Gleeson, 2004). This was especially important as I was interested in 

understanding the subjective experiences of participants. However, it is very difficult and 

almost impossible to completely avoid the influence of the researcherôs theoretical 

assumptions and prior knowledge of the area of research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I 

acknowledge that I did have certain pre-conceived ideas and notions about the research topic, 

which led me to formulating the research questions. With this in mind, I used the guidelines 

by Braun and Clarke (2006) to analyse the data and lessen the chances of making 

assumptions while interpreting it. This enabled me to stay grounded in the data and increase 

trustworthiness. I will now outline Braun and Clarkeôs (2006) model below: 

1. Familiarization with the data 

This entails reading the data a few times to search for patterns and is an important step 

because it is the foundation of the process of analysis. It also involves making notes or 

transcribing the data and checking for accuracy.  

 

2. Generating initial codes 

Codes refer to óraw dataô (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 63) that seems to be interesting to the 

researcher, and is usually generated by meaningful grouping (Tuckett, 2005). The process of 
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coding involves developing these groups, however codes differ from themes in that the latter 

are broader. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest working through the entire data set by paying 

equal attention to all data, and then identifying interesting patterns that could form the 

foundation of a theme.  

 

3. Searching for themes 

A theme is a repetition of patterns in the data which can be found by grouping a list of codes. 

In other words, various codes can merge to form a theme. Some codes might form sub-

themes and others may be not even be used (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

4. Reviewing the themes 

The next step involves refining these themes. Some themes might be separated, merged into 

other themes or result in a development of a new theme. For example, data within a theme 

should blend in a meaningful manner, and there should be clear differences between themes. 

Reviewing themes also means that the researcher checks whether the themes fit with the 

entire set of data, because it is crucial that they are of significance and meaning (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). 

 

5. Naming and defining themes 

This entails creating an analysis of the themes by ensuring they convey a story and fit the 

broader context of the research questions. It also involves reviewing sub-themes, as well as 

concisely naming the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

6. Writing the report 
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The write-up contains evidence of themes, such as data extracts, and is logical and coherent 

so as to prove its validity. This not only includes a description of the data, but also various 

arguments with respect to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

I will now go on to explain how I conducted this analysis by using the model by 

Braun and Clarke (2006). I first listened to the audio recordings and started transcribing the 

interviews (sample transcript in appendix 7). I tried to familiarize myself with the transcript 

by reading it a few times. I then read the transcripts back and compared them to the audio 

recordings to check for accuracy (Braun & Clarke, 2006). During transcription, I mentioned 

when the participant paused between words or displayed non-verbal cues such as smiling or 

looking in another direction. I did so to more fully understanding the interpretation and 

meaning of the data (Knox & Burkard, 2009). After transcribing each interview, I made a 

note of my initial thoughts and completed this process in various settings such as the library 

and at home which helped me review the data from different viewpoints as there was a 

change in environment. This felt like an intense and exhausting process in time, energy and 

effort.  

 

I then started coding the data manually using pen and paper as I wanted to get a feel 

for the data (example of the coding process in appendix 8). It was a reflexive process which 

involved journaling my thoughts and feelings about the process. In order to code data which 

was close to participantsô meaning, I discussed the coding process and some examples in 

research supervision. The coding was an inductive process, meaning that I coded all the data 

even if it did not relate to my research questions. However, I acknowledge that there was also 

a deductive element to the coding (latent coding) as the process was subconsciously driven by 

my training, experiences and worldview (Braun & Clarke, 2006). For example, my training 
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as a psychological therapist and the literature I have read on the topic might have impacted 

the generation of certain codes related to the stigma of mental health. My background as an 

Indian and implicit knowledge about cultural issues such as the need to appear strong and 

dismiss emotions could have influenced the generation of these themes. The deductive 

element to the coding process also related to the association with the research questions 

which I have highlighted below.  

 

Next, I annotated the codes manually and started organizing the data into groups 

(please see example in appendix 9). I used different coloured pens and post-it notes to group 

the data. While grouping the codes, I discussed them with my research supervisor for any 

gaps or codes that I might have missed. These groups of codes formed themes. After manual 

grouping of these codes, I reviewed the themes again to check for internal and external 

homogeneity. In other words, I checked whether the codes from each theme fit together 

internally and whether they externally demonstrated a link to the theme and fit with the data 

set. For example, appendix 9 shows that ósocial mediaô was a theme, however when I 

reviewed the codes again, it appeared to me that only one participant spoke about the 

influence of social media, and the discussion was related to portraying she was ófineô and 

needing to be óstrongô. I therefore coded this data under the theme óexpectations to be 

strong/a warriorô. I retained this image in appendix 9 to demonstrate that I went back and 

forth while coding and grouping the data and it was not a linear process. Further, I used mind 

maps to organize these reviewed codes and groups for the purpose of an audit trail (example 

in appendix 10a). This mind map shows the sub-themes under óexpectations to be strong/a 

warriorô and the removal of the sub-theme ósocial mediaô due to the reason stated above. 
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The next step consisted of finding patterns in the data, which were related to the 

research question. During this process, I checked whether the coded data formed coherent 

patterns and was connected to the research questions.  I started searching for names for the 

themes and checked whether these names reflected participant accounts and their narrative. 

For example, in appendix 9 some themes outlined are óexerciseô, ósocializingô, ófocusing on 

positivesô, óadjusting to situationô and óspending time aloneô. These themes were grouped into 

the main theme of ócoping strategiesô as they appeared to fall under this theme which was 

later renamed óthese things help me copeô. I renamed the theme as this phrase was used by a 

participant and my aim was to capture meaning through their own words. The themes 

ódifficulty admitting a problemô, óyou are crazyô, and ósocial mediaô were grouped into a 

main theme óyou are expected to be a warriorô as they seemed to fit this overarching theme 

(see appendix 10b). As identified earlier, a few other themes were renamed, for example, 

ósteps to accessing counsellingô was called óI would rather talk to my friends than go to a 

psychologistô to communicate clarity and the contents of the theme. The theme óexpectations 

to be strong/a warriorô was renamed ópsychological distress as a sign of weaknessô to make it 

concise and explain what the theme meant. This led to a process of refining these themes and 

eventually the creation of a final set of themes (appendix 11).  

 

There were a total of 17 themes which were then grouped further into three main 

categories for the purpose of organization. These categories were ópersonalô which reflected 

participantsô experiences, ópoliticalô related to issues in the political domain such as 

academia, discrimination and cultural differences, and ópracticalô which encompassed coping 

strategies and help-seeking attitudes. Once I grouped the sub-themes with these overarching 

themes, I found that they resonated with a theory I had come across, Bronfenbrennerôs model 

(1979). Although the model was not used to analyse or group the findings, it was only post 
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analysis that I saw a similarity between Bronfenbrennerôs theory and main themes (called 

personal, political and practical) in this study. The various layers of Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) 

model seemed to denote the interaction between the student and various elements in the 

environment, including the political sphere and help-seeking behaviours (practical). I 

therefore planned to discuss my findings in conjunction with the model and this has been 

done in the Discussion chapter of the thesis. In this manner, a deductive element was used to 

make sense of the findings. Although the research questions primarily related to participantsô 

experiences, impact on wellbeing, coping strategies and help-seeking, I also included themes 

such as ómedical help in Englandô which did not seem to be directly related to the research 

question but did have an impact on participantsô wellbeing. This was a part of the inductive 

process used in data analysis where I included data which did not directly link to the research 

questions. However, as mentioned earlier, I also used a deductive process by highlighting the 

findings related to the research questions. I aimed to capture this through the three main 

categories ópersonalô, ópoliticalô and ópracticalô. The ópersonalô included participantsô 

experiences which was part of research question 1, the ópoliticalô included the impact on their 

wellbeing and their experiences (research question 1 and part of research question 2), and the 

ópracticalô included coping strategies and help-seeking behaviours which was research 

question 2 and 3.  

 

I then wrote a detailed analysis of each theme including the sub-themes, while 

checking that they fit with the overarching narrative about the data set. I provided various 

examples from the interview transcripts in order to explain the themes more clearly. 

Following this, I started writing a report of the thematic analysis conducted, while reading it 

to ensure it was non-repetitive, logical and understandable to the reader.  Apart from 

following the above-mentioned guidelines for data analysis, I consider is important to reflect 
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on various ways I employed to increase trustworthiness of the data and therefore reduce 

subjectivity. These methods are outlined in the section below. 

 

3.8 Trustworthiness 

Qualitative methods have slowly gained approval in psychological research (OôNeill, 

2002), as well as research in counselling and psychotherapy (Ponterotto, 2005; Morrow, 

2007). However, there still exists a concern that qualitative methods do not have a firm 

scientific grounding (Williams & Morrow, 2009). This is the case even in counselling and 

psychotherapy research communities (Williams & Morrow, 2009). Further, considering the 

role of the researcher and their impact on the research, qualitative methods have been viewed 

as being majorly subjective (Willig, 2013). In a bid to promote validity and credibility, 

various researchers have attempted to justify the diligence of conducting qualitative research 

(Willig, 2013). Trustworthiness is a process that enables a researcher to do so (Willig, 2013).  

 

All research is subject to some form of researcher bias (Morrow, 2005) and both 

qualitative and quantitative methods have different approaches to establish trustworthiness or 

validity of research (Williams & Morrow, 2009). Quantitative research uses terms such as 

validity, reliability and statistics, however these terms may not apply to qualitative research 

because the process of research, epistemological positioning and procedures differ (Williams 

& Morrow, 2009). For example, in this research study, I have not aimed to generalise my 

findings to all Indian international students in the UK. Instead, I am interested in the 

subjective experiences of these students because I believe this will capture the essence of 

their life in the UK and offer an in-depth view. In this section, I will elaborate on how I have 

tried to establish trustworthiness in my research by following the guidelines set by Elliott, 

Fischer and Rennie (1999). I acknowledge that my perceptions, assumptions and worldview 
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as a researcher influences my findings and analysis, and I will therefore reflect on where and 

how this might be the case. Elliott, Fischer and Rennie (1999) have put forth seven guidelines 

for establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research, which they describe as evolving and 

suggest researchers to use them flexibly. These guidelines are as follows: 

 

1. Owning oneôs perspective. 

Elliott, Fischer and Rennie (1999) suggest that authors disclose their theoretical and 

personal orientations, anticipations, academic training, personal experiences, values and 

beliefs related to the topic of study as these can have a significant impact on data 

interpretation and analysis. I have described and disclosed my theoretical positioning and 

reflected on my experiences, values and training to help the reader gain an understanding of 

the possible impact of this on the study. To illustrate, I can relate to interpretivism and social 

constructionism as I believe in subjective realities and I am interested in understanding 

participantsô lived experiences in depth. To facilitate this, I attempted to provide a warm, 

empathic space for participants to share their views without fear of judgement. I believe my 

academic training as a psychological therapist helped to offer this to participants. In this 

study, I have also considered and explained how my experiences as an Indian student could 

have influenced my interpretation of the data. For instance, I believe this insider experience 

could be enriching to understand their lived experiences (Hayfield & Huxley, 2015) and 

reflect this back to participants by showing an understanding towards them during the 

interview process. At the same time, since I had primarily positive experiences as an 

international student, this could have led me to minimise their negative experiences. During 

the process of interviewing and data analysis, I tried to be aware of this so as not to influence 

their experiences with mine. I did so by aiming to focus on the participantôs story and 

experience. For example, I took care to also include sub-themes that did not resonate with me 
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eg. racism, academic difficulties and challenges with seeking support. Such reflexive practice 

can facilitate reasons for other plausible interpretations to the data. I have elaborated on this 

in the reflexivity section of my thesis. 

  

2. Situating the sample. 

This relates to the participant sample being described in terms of their background 

and context. I have provided details regarding the participantsô gender, course of study and 

reasons for migration. The aim is to provide the reader with a context to the data, which could 

impact the final interpretation. For example, a pattern might (or might not) be observed 

within a certain gender. Participant details have been included in the earlier section on 

óparticipantsô in this chapter, as well as in my ófindingsô section of the study where I have 

discussed participant names which contributed to certain sub-themes.  

 

3. Grounding in examples. 

This comprises giving specific examples from participant data to demonstrate the 

analytical procedures used, the reasons for certain inferences as well as the understanding 

developed as a result.  Such examples are useful as they illustrate the fit between them and 

data interpretation, while also providing the reader with a choice of alternative explanations. 

In response to this, I have provided a few participant quotes from each theme arising from the 

interviews, which can be found in the ófindingsô chapter of the study.  I believe this can help 

the reader come to their own conclusions and interpretations regarding the quotes, instead of 

solely relying on my subjective interpretation of them.  

 

4. Providing credibility checks. 
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This entails checking the credibility of the themes or accounts and can include 

verifying the understanding of the information with the participants or those similar to them, 

as well as including more than one researcher to analyse the data. This step minimises the 

subjectivity of the data analysis. After each interview, I transcribed it and sent an overview of 

themes to each interviewee to go through for approval. Out of the eleven participants in the 

study, three did not respond to the email, and eight were content with the findings and my 

interpretations. I also presented my research at a few conferences where other academics 

formed a part of the audience. They were present to hear about my findings and analysis and 

were offered the opportunity to ask questions about it. I took into account their views and 

reflected on my interpretations of the findings. This was especially in relation to the section 

about giving a ear to vulnerable populations and the criticisms around the concept of ógiving 

a voiceô which is explored in the  literature review chapter. Lastly, I discussed my 

interpretation of my findings with my supervisor who challenged some of them and helped 

me view a few points with a new perspective.  

 

5. Coherence. 

This guideline encourages authors to present the information in a way that is coherent 

and understandable, while retaining any subtle differences in the data.  Keeping this in mind, 

I have used tables to illustrate details regarding the participants, divided the themes into sub-

themes and ordered these appropriately.  My research supervisor has also reviewed some 

themes from the transcripts with me. Presenting the data in this fashion can enable readers to 

understand the information better. 

 

6. Accomplishing general vs. specific research tasks. 
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This relates to specifying the limitations while generalising the findings of the study. 

As mentioned earlier, the aim of this study was to understand the subjective experiences of 

the participants rather than generalising the findings to the entire group of Indian 

international university students in the UK. Willig (2013) asserts that qualitative research 

provides a small sample of participants and this usually cannot be generalised to a broader 

population. I believe it is important to be clear about oneôs aims of the study so as to clarify 

what the reader might expect to gain from it and in what manner the study is applicable. 

Qualitative research, however, also recognizes that if a particular phenomenon occurs within 

a sample, it might be found outside the research settings. Lincoln and Guba (1985), for 

instance, have discussed the concept of transferability, which refers to using the findings 

from an inquiry to a very different situation or group of people. Therefore, in order to make 

the sample more heterogeneous, I attempted to recruit both females and males studying 

different courses and those with varied personal experiences. I have also elucidated the 

limitations to the research findings in the ódiscussionô section of this study and I believe this 

is an important part of transparency of a piece of research.  

 

7. Resonating with readers. 

This guideline refers to the material being presented so that readers feel that it 

accurately represents the topic, or it has increased readersô knowledge and appreciation of it. 

It also includes the language used by the researcher and the accuracy of the findings. To keep 

to this guideline, I have tried including language used by the participants in quotes to make 

the research more understandable to the reader and also to capture the experience of the 

participants. This, in turn, might help in reducing my own personal biases and assumptions in 

the research study. To conclude, I intended to apply the above-mentioned guidelines to 
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increase the credibility, dependability and confirmability of the qualitative research study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 2000). 

 

3.9 Reflexivity 

 

Keeping in mind the guidelines related to reflective practice, I have added a reflexive 

element to my research by writing a reflexive journal (appendix 12) after interviews with 

each participant. For example, at times, I experienced a myriad of different emotions from 

frustration and sadness, to confusion and questioning my role as a researcher. During the 

interview process, I sometimes saw my role as a researcher having an overlap with my 

experience of being a therapist. When participants shared distressing experiences, I was 

tempted to reflect back their stories in an empathic manner. However, I was aware that I was 

a researcher during the process and was unsure of the way I should have shaped my 

responses. In a therapy setting, I might have explored their stories in more depth. In this 

regard, Dickson-Swift et al. (2006) state that when exploring sensitive topics, the boundaries 

between researcher and participants can become blurred. Although some researchers argue 

against dual relationships in research settings (eg. Kitchener, 1988) others such as Gabriel 

and Casemore (2009, p.15) and Fleet, Reeves, Burton and DasGupta (2016) recommend a 

órole-fluencyô approach by keeping in mind the ethics and obligations of both roles. Although 

I believe it is important to have a demarcation between both roles as they are separate from 

each other, I am now more comfortable accepting my identity as a researcher and therapist. 

Further, I tried to become aware of not only my feelings related to the research process, but 

also other aspects such as the bodily, cognitive and experiential horizon of the investigation 

(Binder, Holgersen & Moltu, 2012). This included my thoughts and worries and the 

accompanying physiological sensations experienced in my body. I documented these in my 
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reflexive journal and explored the salient aspects in research supervision. This helped me to 

consider how my óselfô (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 697) could impact the research process and enable 

me to be more transparent about this during the writing phase. I have discussed these areas in 

terms of my own feelings towards shame and stigma as well as my acculturation process (my 

identification with a more individualistic culture) in the óintroductionô and ódiscussionô 

chapters.  

 

The differences and similarities between me and the participants could have coloured 

my perspective on their experiences. The usage of reflexive journals (Meyer & Willis, 2019) 

can enable researchers to record decisions regarding the methodology, as well as to note their 

reflections on their values or any insights they gain during the research process (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). I believe this is especially important considering my own background as a 

migrant to the UK as well as an international student, as I might be sharing similar 

experiences as those of the participants in the study. In such cases, there might be a 

temptation to highlight themes that resonate with me. I tried to be aware of this process and 

include themes that both did and did not fit with my experiences and worldview, such as 

possible racist encounters experienced by the participants. To conclude, I discussed my 

theoretical orientation and epistemological positioning in this chapter and how it influences 

the research process including the methodology and methods used. In this manner, I aimed to 

increase data trustworthiness by disclosing my theoretical positioning and personal 

experiences related to the study (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999; Willig, 2013). 

 

3.10 Ethical Considerations 

It is crucial for researchers to respect the rights and dignity of participants as well as 

the stakeholders involved in the study (British Psychological Society, 2014). There are 
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various reasons why ethical behaviour is an important issue and some of these have been 

stated by the British Psychological Society (2014). Firstly, participants should be able to trust 

researchers, as a good relationship between the two promotes more openness and therefore 

good psychological research. Secondly, ethical guidelines can help clarify the conditions 

under which research can take place. This is especially the case when human behaviour is 

involved. Human research can involve participants who are vulnerable, or there might be 

research that is high-risk and involves sensitive topics. During the interviews, I was observant 

of any distress experienced by participants and checked whether they would like to elaborate 

on the points raised. In case they seemed uncomfortable (denoted by non-verbal cues such as 

looking away, or a change in voice tone), I did not probe further. I aimed to take into account 

the context of the interview which was for research purposes rather than a therapeutic setting.  

Human research might also cross national and professional boundaries. The development of 

guidelines to cover certain eventualities is therefore deemed necessary. In this respect, 

various organizations and professional bodies introduce principles to inform research and 

practice, for example, the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC, 2020) and the British 

Psychological Society (BPS, 2014). 

 

This study was conducted according to the research guidelines by both the Health and 

Care Professions Council (HCPC, 2020) and the British Psychological Society (BPS, 2014). 

Ethical approval was gained from the University of Manchester Research Ethics Committee 

(Appendix 13a & 13b) prior to commencement of data collection. The risk and ethics forms 

were submitted to the Manchester Institute of Education at the University of Manchester as a 

part of the ethics procedure. Therefore, ethical issues were attended to in adherence with the 

guidelines stating that researchers should protect participants from loss or harm, as well as 

safeguard their dignity and promote their psychological wellbeing (Willig, 2013).  
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The participants were given information about the interview through information 

sheets (appendix 2) which were emailed after they expressed interest in the study. They were 

given a chance to ask any questions regarding the aim and process of the research study. In 

addition, participants were informed that they had a right to withdraw from the study at any 

point during the process if they wanted to. This was mentioned in the information sheet. In 

case a participant withdrew from the study, all their data would be deleted. There was no 

means of deception used in the study; participants took a fully informed decision to take part 

and were told that they had a choice not to answer certain questions if they felt 

uncomfortable. Further, they were given the option to ask questions in case of a lack of 

clarity. Taking into account the ethical guidelines on confidentiality (Elmes, Kantowitz & 

Roediger, 1995), participants were assured about their information remaining confidential as 

well as the exceptions to it, for example, the involvement of other researchers or the 

publishing of anonymised data. There was no identifiable information on any forms apart 

from the consent form, which was signed by them. Pseudonyms were provided for all 

participants while referring to them or when quoting them. The consent forms were scanned 

and securely stored on a password protected computer and external drives, and the hard 

copies were then destroyed. In addition, all forms will be deleted five years after data 

collection.  

 

In order to manage risk, the interviews were held in a safe, public location in the 

university premises and were recorded using a digital recorder. The interview recordings 

were transferred to the hard drive of a password protected computer, which was only 

accessible to me as the researcher. Data stored on the digital recorder was deleted as soon as 

this transfer was complete and the device was later returned to the university. The recordings 
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were then transcribed and the transcripts were password protected and stored securely on the 

same hard drive.  After the interviews, participants were debriefed and useful contact 

information was shared with them in case of any discomfort caused by the research 

(Appendix 6). The sheet included details of various local support services and counselling 

organizations.  

 

Ethics with respect to the researcherôs self-care is also an important consideration as 

researchers can be psychologically affected by research which is emotionally or physically 

demanding and impacts researchersô well-being (Kumar & Cavallaro, 2018; Rager, 2005). In 

this regard, traumatic experiences and sensitive issues could be emotionally demanding on 

the researcher, and the need for self-care is very relevant due to this (Kumar & Cavallaro, 

2018). In order to manage my own psychological health, I took breaks after each interview 

and had debriefing sessions with my supervisor when I had an emotionally challenging 

interview. I attended to my self-care by engaging in activities and hobbies which I find stress-

relieving. This was especially important given I had 11 interviewees and I was transcribing 

and reviewing the content several times for the purpose of analysis.   

 

3.7 Summary 

This chapter has discussed the philosophical positioning of the study and why a 

qualitative methodology was employed to answer the research questions. This was followed 

by an explanation on the recruitment of participants and the process of data analysis. Ethical 

issues were taken into account and the trustworthiness of the study was considered. In the 

section on reflexivity, I aimed to be transparent about my potential impact on the research 

process so that readers can reach their own interpretations and conclusions about the findings.  
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Chapter 4 

             Findings 

 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter discusses the findings from the data collected in the research study. The 

data from the semi-structured interviews was analysed using thematic analysis. The main 

themes and sub-themes following analysis are outlined in Table 3. The three major themes 

were ópersonalô, ópoliticalô and ópracticalô. The ópersonalô refers to participantsô personal 

experiences, the ópoliticalô aspect denotes the differences between the UK and India as 

perceived by the participants, and the ópracticalô encompasses their help-seeking attitudes and 

behaviours. In order to ground the research in the data, I have included extracts from 

participant data as examples under each sub-theme and italicised them to differentiate them 

from the main body of the writing. I am hoping this will explain the rationale behind 

categorisation of the sub-theme headings. The quotes from participants contain the letter óPô 

whereas the quote from the interviewer/researcher is denoted by the letter óIô. Further, the 

number of participants who contributed to each sub-theme have been mentioned in brackets, 

along with their respective pseudonyms are denoted in each of the tables. As mentioned 

earlier, their actual names have been anonymised for confidentiality purposes. As can be seen 

from the table, the number of participants for each theme ranges from three to eleven. In this 

regard, I would like to mention that I have selected the themes not only based on the number 

of participants who contributed to it, but also dependent on the length of time participants 

spoke about the theme. This explains why a sub-theme was included even if the number of 

participants was a ósmallô number such as three. I observed that the findings of this study do 

not neatly fit the research questions and I consider it important to address the research 

questions as well as explore some of the findings in sufficient depth. This has been elaborated 
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on in the ódiscussionô chapter. Lastly, I have concluded the ófindingsô chapter with a 

summary.   

 

Table 3 Themes and sub-themes 

 

Personal  Expectations vs. reality 

Need for ósocial warmthô 

Loneliness: when the mind talks to you 

 Sense of independence from living alone  

óIt feels so gloomyô 

Political  Cultural differences and inclusivity  

óIôm an outsiderô 

The education system 

Medical help in England 

Financial pressure: óIt pinches the walletô 

Practical  óI know how important counselling isô 

Psychological distress as a sign of weakness 

What will people think? 

Therapeutic relationship with professionals 

Practical barriers to counselling 

óThese things help me copeô 
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4.2. Personal 

The ópersonalô refers to participantsô personal experiences as reflected in the 

interviews. The theme includes their initial experiences of settling in a new country, the need 

for some form of connection to oneôs home country, as well as the lack of social support and 

the impact of this on their wellbeing. Although some participants did describe feeling lonely, 

they also mentioned how living on their own had enabled them to be independent. Finally, 

the section ends in some participants speaking about the negative impact of the weather on 

their overall sense of wellbeing. The sub-themes under this section and the participants who 

contributed to them are summarized in Table 4. 
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Table 4 Personal: Participant contributions 

 

4.2.1 Expectations vs. reality 

A few participants shared that being prepared for what it would be like to live in the 

U.K. helped them adjust to life in the new country. They explained that it gave them an idea 

of what to expect and therefore made them ready for challenges. These views are expressed 

below by one of the participants, Anita.  

Sub-themes Participants 

Expectations vs. reality 

(10) 

 

Need for ósocial warmthô 

(8) 

 

Loneliness: when the mind 

talks to you (8) 

 

Sense of independence 

from living alone (5) 

 

ñIts so gloomyò (11) 

 

Seema, Neel, Varun, Ravi, Samraj, Reshma, Maya, Dipika, 

Priyanka, Anita 

 

 

Seema, Maya, Reshma, Priyanka, Hasan, Neel, Samraj, 

Dipika 

 

Samraj, Priyanka, Maya, Neel, Hasan, Seema, Reshma, 

Dipika  

 

Seema, Samraj, Reshma, Priyanka, Maya 

 

 

Varun, Samraj, Neel, Ravi, Hasan, Seema, Reshma, Maya, 

Anita, Dipika, Priyanka 
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I: ñIt seems like you have had a lot of positive experienceséso has anything helped you cope 

apart from the age factor?ò 

P: ñI think it was my anticipation.  Even before I came here I knew I had to adjust to a lot of 

things like the weather, a whole new pattern of life, meeting new people and getting out of my 

comfort zone and all thaté so it didn't really hurt me when I came here. So if I didn't 

anticipate anything, I think the changes would hit me on my face.  I expected things, I 

anticipated thingséò 

In line with these findings, two participants who talked about their expectations said 

that not having much prior knowledge of the country made things more difficult for them. 

The converse was therefore true as well. Many compared their initial expectations to what 

they actually experienced after moving. Ten participants, for instance, talked about having 

different experiences in contrast to their initial expectations of the U.K. They spoke about 

having a certain perception of England from what they had heard or seen and reported being 

surprised as they had encountered something quite different. Seema, for instance, spoke about 

being treated by people in ways that were unexpected from what she had imagined:  

ñMy experience here has been fairly good. I was expecting to meet colder people. Iôve 

had mostly good experiences.ò 

Neel, on the other hand, spoke about the initial image of England in his mind and how 

he was looking forward to experiencing what the country was like in reality: 

I:ò Okésoé how did it feel coming here to the U.K.?ò 

P:  ñSee the thing is that, you know, I was very excited. I always had that cognitive 

dissonance in mind.. is England like which we see in the moviesé is it really that niceélike 

its portrayed in the movies? It may have its own dark side.. I always thought it has a dark 

side but felt it is also good so I was excited for it both ways and wanted to see how it goes.ò 
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In this sense, participants were comparing their ideas of what England would be like 

with their current experiences of living in the country. Some also reported having a sense of 

belonging in the U.K. and feeling óat homeô in the new city. Seema expressed it as follows: 

ñThe city hasnôt given me an alien feeling as yet. I donôt feel completely at loss of 

homely surroundings. I look forward to going back to my room. I have started calling it home 

now. I didnôt think I would be able to do that in a completely new city within 1-2 months so I 

have reached a point of extreme comfort. I was never uncomfortable to begin withé it was 

new but never uncomfortable. I feel at home.ò 

These findings demonstrate the differences in their initial expectations and their actual 

experiences after moving to the U.K. However, since they did not expect to have good 

experiences, I am curious if that impacted how they later felt towards the U.K. and whether 

they would feel as positive about it if they had neutral expectations, for instance.  

 

4.2.2 Need for ósocial warmthô 

A few participants said they were homesick as they were away from their families, 

and indicated the need for a social connection with friends or family. They expressed missing 

this connection while living away from óhomeô. One participant, Seema, termed this as 

ósocial warmthô which she thought could be a replacement to the cold weather: 

I: ñSo thereôs also the social sideéò 

P: ñIôm craving for it more now because of the weatheré you should get warmth from 

somewhereé whether its social warmth or warmth from the weather.. I donôt knowé the 

weather is so lacking.. I feel like meeting more people and going out but there are restrictions 

because everyone has classes...ò 
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It is interesting how the cold weather enhanced the need for social warmth for Seema. 

The interviews were conducted during autumn and winter and I was curious whether the 

participants would have felt slightly differently had they shared their experiences during the 

warmer months. Similarly, a few other participants also voiced the need for more social 

contact and interaction with people, such as Priyanka: 

ñWhen you are away from your family and friends, you look for some social 

connection, you want to make new friends, you miss Indian food, the comfort of home.. some 

connection with home. It can be very alienatingô.  

This need for social warmth was combined with a wanting to have a connection with 

óhomeô. In other words, they wanted to feel like there were similarities between India and the 

U.K. While Priyanka was talking, I noticed that she was talking in the third person when she 

used the word óyouô instead of óIô. I observed a few other participants also talking in the third 

person while describing their feelings and experiences. I sensed a need for a distance from 

their emotions and therefore did not probe further. For instance, when Priyanka said óit can be 

very alienatingô she looked away and it seemed as if she was trying to control her feelings at 

this moment. It appeared to me that her need for social connection was not being met and the 

feeling of loneliness was possibly overwhelming. This brings us to the next sub-theme on 

loneliness. 

 

4.2.3 Loneliness: when ñthe mind talks to youò 

Many participants described feeling lonely in a new place, far away from their family 

and friends. Priyanka, for example, mentioned how being alone without having any 

distractions led to her becoming ónegativeô: 
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P: ñI think when you are 21 you think about a lot of things at once. When you are with your 

family and friends, things stay in your subconscious mind you donôt really think about them 

because there are people around, distractions... but when you are alone, the voices in your 

head start playing a major role. These things become dominating and you start thinking 

about it constantly. When I was in India it was there but I wasnôt doing it constantly. I just 

didnôt act upon them. I thought it will get better, here there was nobody else, nothing 

happening around me. I became really negative in that periodéò 

I: ñYeah... so being alone and having those thoughts without any distractions..ò 

P: ñExactlyò 

In this example, Priyanka mentioned having thoughts or óvoicesô in her head that 

came to light when she experienced being alone for a period of time. This possibly indicates 

that having no distractions only brought an already existing problem to the surface. Another 

participant, Samraj, expressed the effect of not being busy or engaged with something as well 

as how being alone could lead to the fragile mind talking to oneself. His views are expressed 

below: 

I: ñDo you think being in the U.K. impacts the psychological wellbeing of Indian students?ò 

P:  ñOnly if you are alone.  The moment you sit alone for at least the week like if you sit for 

half an hour, 1 hour, 2 hours at a time..  At least for me, the mind is fragile so it talks to you 

as welléLike you shouldn't do this, you shouldn't do that, you should do this.. Somewhere 

that also and psychologically.. Loneliness is a very big thing here in the U.K.. You have 

friends and you go out, you go out for movies, but again, when you come back to your room, 

that time is very crucial.  You need to keep yourself engaged if family is not here.ò 

Samrajôs experience of being alone was akin to that of Priyanka and a few other 

participants. I have inserted two very similar quotes for this sub-theme because it reflected 



111 
 

the experiences of many others. The interviews were conducted a month or two after the new 

academic year began and this might have influenced how lonely participants felt at the 

beginning of their stay in the U.K. I assume they had many changes to adapt to in these initial 

stages and an absence of distractions seemed to make the situation more difficult for both of 

them. Yet, they mentioned that spending some time alone was also productive, as outlined 

below.  

 

4.2.4 Sense of independence from living alone 

As mentioned in the earlier sub-section, participants said they missed having social 

interactions with people. This section discusses their feelings of loneliness being in a new 

country away from their social support. However, participants said this also gave them a 

chance to be more independent as they were away from friends and family, and had to do 

most of the chores on their own. For instance, Maya noted the following: 

ñWe are expected to do a lot more as individuals here. Most students who can come 

here and pay for education have access to it. Here you do a lot of things on your own and you 

are very tight with finances and costs.ò 

When asked how it felt to move to the U.K., Samraj focused on the aspect of doing 

everything on oneôs own and how this is very different from how Indian students are brought 

up: 

ñI went about two or three times to mostly the South Asia region for family trips and 

stuff but moving directly to another country like the U.K. and living on your own very 

independently is a different story altogetheréyou are on your own from everything... do 

everything on your own and manage everything.ò 
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Samraj said he had travelled to other countries but living alone was a completely 

different experience for him. Priyanka spoke about how being alone had helped her gain 

clarity on her life and goals: 

ñIn India, we are so used to being surrounded by people all the time. For the first 

time in my life, I was alone here. Although it was really difficult, I then started to be ok with 

it. It helped me think about things I never thought about. I thought about what I wanted to do 

with my life and where I wanted to go. Everything came back, my emotions, past experiences 

and also my future. So I think it helped although it was so hard..ò 

The participantsô experiences show the transition from being amongst people and 

depending on others to independence and the potential benefits of being alone. Although the 

participants had mixed feelings and views about this, both the positives and negatives can be 

observed. I noticed that the participants who were younger in age and had lived with their 

families seemed to find living alone more difficult than those who were slightly older and had 

some experience living alone in India. I believe age and prior experience of living alone 

could also have impacted how lonely they felt in the U.K. and the impact this had on their 

wellbeing. 

 

4.2.5 ñIt feels so gloomyò 

The weather was a major sub-theme as all eleven participants talked about it. They 

said the absence of sunlight and the gloomy weather being ódepressingô had an impact on 

their motivation and energy levels. Some said it led them to withdraw from socialising or 

going out and had a negative impact on their studies. Neel expressed this as follows:  

P: ñThe seasons and the daylight cycle is very depressing not in the psychological sense of 

clinical depression but it is very gloomy in the winter and the day starts at eight in the 
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morning and it finishes at four so it gives very little time to work. In India I can do work 

during the daytime when there is sunlight so I think that affects meéò 

I: ñYeahé how do you think it is affecting you?ò 

P:  ñIt feels so gloomy. It is cold and I do not feel like I should get out of my room...you don't 

feel motivated and it transfers onto everything else that I am doing so it is in cooking or 

studying.  I just keep scrolling on Facebook or random videos which are not understandable 

but I keep watching them so that is a loop that you watch this and feel frustrated and keep 

watchingéò 

Similar to Neel, many participants said how it keeps them óstuckô in their rooms or 

houses. This is similar to Seemaôs quote regarding the need for ósocial warmthô in the 

absence of warm weather. Two others commented on being attuned to daylight and how not 

waking up to the sunrise affected their day. In sum, they all said it decreases motivation, thus 

impacting their personal, academic and social life. Interestingly, most participants used the 

word óIô when talking about the weather and my assumptions about this are that it was easier 

talking about an external cause for their emotions. I will now go on to discuss the second 

major section of this chapter, the ópoliticalô aspect of the research findings.  

 

4.3 Political 

The ópoliticalô section focuses on differences between the UK and India as perceived 

by the participants, especially variation in culture or the established system (academic, health, 

currency conversion etc.). The sub-themes include cultural differences experienced by the 

participants, as well issues related to discrimination, the U.K. education system and the 

National Health Service (NHS) as well as financial concerns. To elaborate, a few participants 

spoke about misunderstandings between them and people of other cultures, as well as the 
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positives of mixing with individuals from all over the globe and gaining new perspectives. 

Some participants expressed feeling excluded and confused, and believed they were not being 

trusted. A few went on to talk about the education system in the U.K., academic pressure and 

university support. Finally, the participants also shared their thoughts and feelings towards 

the healthcare system, specifically the NHS, and their concerns about the job market and 

financial problems. The sub-themes under this section as well as the participants who 

contributed to them are summarized in Table 3. 

Table 5 Political: Participant contributions 

 

Sub-themes Participants  

Cultural differences and 

inclusivity (9) 

 

óIôm an outsiderô (9) 

 

The education system (8) 

  

 

Medical help in England (7) 

 

Financial pressure: óIt 

pinches the walletô (6) 

Dipika, Priyanka, Reshma, Neel, Seema, Varun, 

Samraj, Hasan, Maya 

 

 

Neel, Dipika, Varun, Reshma, Seema, Samraj, Anita, 

Ravi, Seema 

 

Maya, Hasan, Anita, Neel, Priyanka, Seema, 

Reshma, Varun 

 

Reshma, Dipika, Neel, Seema, Varun, Samraj, Maya 

 

Varun, Seema, Hasan, Samraj, Neel, Maya 
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4.3.1 Cultural differences and inclusivity  

Cultural differences between some participants and people they had met resulted in 

the former feeling misunderstood by people from other countries. Participants also mentioned 

questioning their academic and cultural identity. A few spoke about the differences between 

Indian and British culture, as well as the benefits of meeting people from new cultures and 

understanding new perspectives.   

Five participants spoke about incidents wherein they felt misunderstood by people 

mainly due to cultural differences. Neel, for example, shared an incident where he asked a 

male friend out for coffee, but the person thought he was being asked out on a date: 

ñSo I asked my guy friend if he wants to come out with me for coffee.  He thought it 

was a date and I said óno why would you think that?ô and he said óI am straight and you are 

asking me for a dateô and I said óno, I could have asked you for tea but you guys don't drink 

tea much so I asked for coffeeô. In India how casually we say we'll go to have tea and that 

kind of thing.ò 

In this example, Neel tried to engage socially with people but a misunderstanding 

based on cultural differences made him withdraw from the situation. Similarly, Reshma said 

a difference in the loudness in oneôs voice could be misunderstood: 

ñIf Iôm talking loudly, Iôm talking normally, but the British would misunderstand me 

as being loud or rude and that matterséò 

Reshma also alluded to how being misunderstood by people could result in finding it 

difficult in óbeing yourselfô. She said the following in response to being asked whether she 

felt misunderstood: 
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P: ñYeah, exactly, Iôm being misunderstood...Iôm not trying to harm you.. just getting to know 

you.ò  

Oneôs cultural identity can therefore have an impact on how these participants 

perceived and integrated with the environment. Their struggle with blending their identity 

with the new culture and system is apparent. However, some mentioned the positives in 

learning about new perspectives from various people. They believed this was an enriching 

experience. Further, some participants compared and contrasted the variation between Indian 

and British culture, for example, the connection and distance between people, independence 

and interdependence, as well as the concept of doing things together. Dipika spoke about the 

difference between individualistic and collectivistic cultures when she stated the following:  

ñIn India, people are very homely, we care a lot about each other, we are a 

collectivistic societyé but if you see here in the UK, people want toé first its them... and I 

like people who care for each other.. when I came here and I wanted to interact with people 

from different cultures but at the end of the day, I end up being with my Indian friends 

because I feel more homely with them. They look out for each other. Others are like óIôm 

going back homeô... they take care of themselves and wonôt ask others. In India, a lot of the 

times, we first think of others and then ourselves.ò 

Another participant, Priyanka, said: ñI was so excited to come here.. but after coming 

here Iôve met people and realised that people donôt look out for each other and they are just 

concerned for themselvesémakes me sad. Its about ólets do thisô rather than óIôm doing thisô. 

I have been brought up in a different way...ò 

In the same vein, Neel also said that people in the U.K. were more respectful. 

However, he felt that there was a degree of superficiality to people smiling at others: 
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ñPeople are respectful even when I am driving my cycle, the bus stops to let me pass 

by and I never see this happening in Indiaéhere people smile a lot and are welcoming. But 

somewhere I feel that is very superficial because even the respect and smile... It is up to them 

whether they want to welcome you or not... and the welcoming is not the way we usually do in 

India because I can sense that it's a fake smile. In India they are really happy that I came to 

their house but not hereéò 

There therefore appeared to be slightly differing views about how the participants 

perceived the culture and people in the U.K. While some reflected on the collectivistic and 

individualistic aspect of the difference, others believed the ókindnessô of people in the U.K. 

was a distinguishing factor.  

 

4.3.2 ñIôm an outsiderò 

In this section, participants describe certain incidents where they felt ignored and 

excluded from the local population. They also mention segregation of cultures and 

nationalities, as well as feelings of confusion and distrust. Finally, they speak about having 

minimal or no discriminatory or racist experiences whilst in the U.K. Three participants 

described feeling a sense of rejection from people from other cultures which led to feeling 

confused about why this might be so. Participants mentioned these experiences took place 

during the initial phase of moving to the U.K. Neel, for example, narrated an event in which 

he felt particularly excluded from a group of people: 

ñThe very first week we had a postgrad nighté we made a circle of students and we 

were talking and we played games till late in the night and I assumed since we did all this we 

are all friends now. The next day I saw 2 of them and I said hi and they were ignoring me! It 

was almost like, excuse me do you know me, that kind of thing. Both of them.. one from 
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Scotland and Wales so both were British. That was so demoralizing that why do the British 

not want to be friends with me? Is it with me or in general with Indians or someone who's not 

of the white race? Iôm an outsider? That kind of thing...ò 

It seems as if the reason for being excluded was turned inward and Neel believed 

something about him was the causal factor. Neel was also questioning whether this was the 

case because of his nationality or skin colour. A few participants experienced not feeling 

accepted even after making an effort to make conversation and be included in a group. It is 

interesting, however, that this contrasts with the experience of participant Varun who 

mentioned that students in his classroom usually integrate very well despite being from 

different cultures and nationalities.   

Interestingly, none of the participants were asked direct questions pertaining to 

discrimination, however four did bring the topic up. The participants said that they had had 

no racist experiences whilst being in the U.K. They found the country welcoming and 

accepting. Ravi, for instance expressed that although he had heard many stories related to 

discrimination, he did not have any negative experiences. He also went on to say that his 

friend was subjected to racist chants at one time however he did not experience this: 

P: ñI mean something which I have found pretty interesting is that we often hear stories or 

incidents about  anti-immigrant bias.. I have had some acquaintances who have suffered from 

it and I have not had any bad experience while door knocking.ò  

I: ñAre you referring to racist experiences?ò 

P: ñNot just racismé it can be discrimination.. Something larger like anti-immigrant bias.  It 

is a feeling that immigrants donôt mix with people. That is something I have not felt in my 

experience with people. There were few negative experiences but it was positive overallò 

I: ñOk.. do you feel comfortable sharing what negative experiences you had?ò 
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P: ñThe negative experiences were just initially sort of adjusting but nothing in the lines of 

making me feel uncomfortable or anything like that.  In those lines I have no experiences as 

suchò. 

Ravi used the word ójustô while describing his negative experience which showed that 

he possibly did not give much importance to them or did not want to share. Since he did not 

elaborate on the question, I got a sense that he did not feel comfortable sharing and therefore 

did not probe further.  

Varun mentioned he had no racist encounters and believed such cases were only 

exceptional ones and he considered racist people to be óoutliersô rather than the norm:  

I: ñYou mentioned racism. Is that something you were apprehensive about?ò 

P: ñI mean I lived in America which is a lot more racist than the UK. I mean you do get a 

stray incident where.. I mean its not like racism is in your face.. but the way they talk to you, 

the way they deal with you is a little different and then you see them interacting with 

somebody of their own race and its.. the interaction is a little different.. but, thereôs nothing 

really to talk about. You find people like that all over the world. You just look at them as 

outliers and not the majority and just move on with lifeéò 

I: ñOk, so you probably had some indirect experiences of racism maybe but you are saying 

they are exceptionséò 

P: ñYes, they are definitely exceptions like on the whole, most of the people Iôve met here 

from the dominant race have been very friendly. I mean you do get the stray incident.. you get 

that in India also.. you get it anywhere in the world. But thereôs nothing really bad thatôs 

happened to me. I think England as a country is a lot more accepting than people from other 

countries than say America where I lived for 4 years..ò 
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Varun spoke about having ódifferentô interactions with the ódominant raceô in how 

they talked or dealt with him. However, since most of his interactions had been positive, he 

considered the ódifferentô experiences to be exceptions to the norm. He also compared these 

experiences to those he previously had in another country (America), and since they were not 

as óbadô, he regarded them as óstray incidentsô. It is interesting to note that the participant 

then said óthereôs nothing really to talk aboutéô. It was as if his experiences were not 

important enough to elaborate on or discuss further. I also noticed that he had a smile while 

saying this, which led me to think there was an incongruence between his verbal expressions 

and how he really felt. I felt a bit uncertain about his ópositivityô with respect to his 

experiences and felt as if both he and Ravi might be either minimizing their experiences or 

feeling uncomfortable to share them with me. Other participants mentioned having no racist 

experiences or discrimination in the U.K. I will now discuss the next theme of the political 

aspect, which is participantsô comments about the education system in the U.K.  

 

4.3.3 The education system 

Since the research study interviewed university students, it seemed likely that they 

would speak about academics in some manner or the other. They were, however, not asked 

any direct questions regarding the academic system without them speaking about it of their 

own accord. Participants mentioned the similarities and differences between the education 

system in India and England. They were appreciative of support from their tutors in both the 

academic sense as well as more broadly for mental health issues. Participants also shared 

feeling under pressure to perform well academically and expressed doubting themselves and 

having self-critical thoughts, which links to an impact on their psychological wellbeing.  
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Six students spoke about the comparison between the academic system in the U.K. 

and in India. Four believed there were differences whereas two said there were a few 

similarities. To summarise, some participants were confused with the new system especially 

with respect to referencing and plagiarism, whereas others spoke about the theoretical vs. 

practical differences in the system, critical thinking, and independent learning. Seema, for 

instance, believed referencing was a major difference and felt that there should be more 

training from the university with respect to this: 

ñIôll tell you one specific thing. We arenôt used to referencing a lot. I think any course should 

have a mandatory training for international students. You donôt want to be caught for 

plagiarism. Thatôs the pressure while submitting assignments. Iôve tried my best to source 

everything but havenôt been trained so I donôt know what to expect and those things add a lot 

of pressure. You donôt want to be accused of something you arenôt even aware of. Iôm sure 

the uni tries but..ò 

Priyanka said the syllabus was different and in the U.K., there was a focus on more 

independent study:  

ñThe syllabus here is different from India and my uni focused on applied physics so 

there were differences in the approaché and there are similarities as well in the education 

system... here it is more independent work. It was difficult because you arenôt used to it.ò 

Similarly, Anita spoke about the difference in independent learning and study. She 

said that in the U.K., one is expected to be more autonomous as a learner: 

ñIn India you're slightly used to being spoon-fed but here you are expected to do 

everything by yourselféò 

Hasan believed that ñthe type of teaching is similar but evaluation is different.ò 
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There were therefore slightly differing but similar views on the comparisons between 

the Indian and British education system. Additionally, two participants expressed the need to 

combine prior and new learning. Maya, for example, mentioned: 

ñWhatever I have learnt, I try to amalgamate with what I'm learning right now, which 

is why I am here to actually learn advanced stuff but to also find your own connection from 

your roots to finding something that is going on here and how you make it your own 

language.. How you make it original.ò 

Her comment is similar to what Neel mentioned earlier about finding a common 

ground between oneôs identity and integrating it with new learning. The focus on independent 

learning in the U.K. also seems to resonate with the idea of individualistic culture as stated 

earlier by a few participants. The differences in the academic system created further 

challenges for some participants, for example, they began doubting their abilities and were 

self-critical of themselves. Three participants reported feeling a loss of confidence after 

moving to the U.K. For example, they said they were doubting themselves due to suddenly 

being immersed in a new academic system and were criticising themselves for not 

understanding it. Priyanka said she initially found it very challenging to settle into the new 

system:  

ñInitially its very difficult to cope but now I feel more confident now that Iôm done 

with that degree. I can try something else and I will succeed. Initially, I was insecure because 

I felt my background wasnôt adequate...am I doing well? Do I know anything? I feel confident 

nowò 

Maya also said she was blaming herself a lot as she struggled with understanding her 

professorsô accents as well as English as a language: 
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ñInitially even understanding English as a language like the accent, understanding 

what people are talking, the phrases, starting from the basicsé I had to cope.  In November, 

I was just sitting down and thinking óI can't do anything, I'm too dumb to understand thisô... 

just blaming yourself for no reason.  Academically now I'm fine, I sorted things out, it took 

one semester for me to adapt to everything.ò 

These participantsô accounts show the difficulties in adapting to a new academic 

system as well as the English language and accents used. However, they were able to adjust 

over a period of time and things became easier for them. These self-critical thoughts were 

accompanied by academic competition and pressure to perform, as suggested by a few 

participants. For example, while talking about the academic system and the internal doubts 

participants had, four participants also spoke about feeling pressurized to perform well 

academically. Three out of the four participants said the pressure was from parents and 

society whereas one said it was also from the university. Additionally, they mentioned 

competing for a good result. Priyanka, for instance, said: 

I: ñOk, so you mean the academic pressures of performing?ò 

P: ñYeah its always there especially when you are from India. Thereôs so much competition... 

we keep thinking I have to perform really good. Its not about somebody else should perform 

badly. Its just that you should perform well so that you are satisfied with your result.ò 

While Priyanka talked about competition, Reshma shed light on what impacts the 

psychological wellbeing of students in the U.K. She replied that the pressure to óbe the first in 

everythingô affects students: 

I: ñOk, do you think anything else can affect the psychological wellbeing of Indians here?ò 

P: ñWe are always taught that we have to be the first in everything. At the top... and 

academics arenôt considered as much here. So here, if Iôm lagging behind in something and 
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Iôm not volunteering or doing something, I would feel disappointed that Iôm not doing as 

much as others or taking advantage... this actually happened.ò 

I: ñAre you talking about the pressure of being at the top?ò 

P: ñIts that... pressure from my family that you have to be academically excellent and 

pressure from the university that you need to put something on your CV to get a good jobé 

now and after I finish my course..ò 

Many of the participants who spoke about competition and pressure in academic 

settings, said this comes from Indian society and the expectations to be óat the topô. However, 

despite experiencing these challenges with respect to academics, participants mentioned 

receiving support and assistance from the university. Five participants said they had positive 

experiences from university staff including academic advisors and tutors, and perceived them 

to be very helpful and supportive. Three participants out of the five also reflected on the 

relationship between students and academic tutors and professors. Neel spoke about the 

comfort level and openness while speaking to tutors and reflected on the presence of a more 

equal relationship between students and teachers: 

ñI am not very surprised with academics because this was the system in my undergrad 

as well so we had a similar system in undergradéSomething which is good here is that all 

the professors are very open minded.  I remember the first lecture the lecturer told us that we 

are students and he is a teacher but please do not feel any barrier because I am only one 

level away from you because I have a PhD and you have a masters so feel free to talk to me 

and you have all the right to criticize my work and be critical and disagree with meéif you 

say anything please back it up with proof. This is a very good thing there because I can easily 

talk to professorséò 
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Neel valued this equality and openness that he experienced with teachers in the U.K. 

There seemed to be less of a power differential between students and teachers in the U.K., as 

compared to that in India. Comparably, Hasan believed that ñthe accessibility to teachers is 

better in U.K.ò 

Furthermore, two participants specifically stated that the university was also 

supportive with respect to mental health issues. Priyanka, for instance was reported to have 

said: 

 ñThe universities are ready to help you if you are in a really bad place. I was really 

depressed. It was affecting my health.ò 

Similarly, Seema said her academic supervisors were concerned about her wellbeing 

and would enquire how the students were doing: 

ñAcademic supervisors are quite keen to know, they ask how your day is going and 

check on your mental health as well which is comforting but I think the ability to walk up to 

someone and talk is difficult..ò 

In this case, although the supervisor came across as being supportive and open, there 

was a difficulty in actually expressing oneôs struggles. This challenge of opening up and 

sharing oneôs problems will be discussed in the next section titled óPracticalô. 

 

4.3.4 Medical help in England 

One of the themes that stood out was the quality of healthcare in England.  Seven 

participants spoke about the NHS when they were asked about services in the U.K. that could 

help with the psychological wellbeing of Indian students. However, all seven participants had 

a negative view of the NHS with respect to waiting times to be seen for treatment. Since a 
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large number of participants had very similar views with respect to the NHS, I have dedicated 

an entire sub-section to this topic. 

Reshma was asked about services that Indian students could contact in case of 

difficulty and she openly expressed her views about the lengthy waiting time in the NHS: 

I: ñAre there any other services people can contact? NHS or other settings?ò 

P: ñI donôt think the NHS helps.. Iôm sorry.. You have to sit for 4 hours when you are 

struggling. I had a sprain in my ankle and had to sit in extreme pain in A&E. They were cool 

about it.. they didnôt care I was in pain. NHS doesnôt help.ò 

Reshma expressed feeling uncared for due to the long waiting times in the NHS. Similarly, 

Dipika was aware of the long waiting lists and expressed disappointment with this: 

I: ñAre there any other services they might access like the NHS?ò 

P: ñYeah we have GPs. My friend has a problem so she went to the GP and they said she 

needs to wait 6 weeks to see them so she had to fly back home to get immediate access so 

thatôs insane. I donôt think thatôs a good thing.. its sad..she has to pay thousand pounds so..ò 

Although these participants were referring to physical health problems and waiting times 

for emergency cases, they seemed to transfer this knowledge to mental health support as well 

since it was under the umbrella of the NHS. Specifically discussing the aspect of mental 

health, Neel voiced how a long waiting time could have a detrimental effect on someone who 

was feeling suicidal: 

ñIf I go to an NHS service they will tell me come back after a month or two months, within 

these two months if someone is so fed up, they may take an unprecedented step like suicide. 

NHS is completely useless here in that situationéò 

A lack of access to healthcare and waiting for treatment was distressing for the 

participants, especially since they were in a different country without their family and friends. 



127 
 

It is interesting to see that a majority of the participants who spoke of the NHS did not refer 

to other services catered to the mental health of students, such as the university counselling 

service. It appears as if there was a lack of awareness of the availability of this service to the 

participants.  

 

4.3.5 Financial pressure: óIt pinches the walletô 

This section highlights participantsô experiences with respect to their financial 

situation, taking up part-time jobs while studying and their concerns with securing a job post-

study. Living in the UK as an international student, the currency conversion rate and financial 

pressure seemed to ópinch the walletô for some participants. They had to cut down their 

expenses, and experienced worry and anxiety over finances and securing jobs post-study. Six 

participants mentioned how expenses in the U.K. were much more compared to India, and 

this ranged from transport to food and sports. Varun expressed this as follows: 

ñFood is expensive here as compared to India. Andéit pinches the wallet when you 

eat out, and just shopping in Tesco and Sainsbury is not the cheapest. I mean, coming from 

India where everything is a lot cheaperé everything here is way more expensive... even 

transporté alcohol is cheapest here but everything else is expensive... watching a game in 

the stadium is expensive..ò 

Seema had the same experience, however she went a step further to say that she was 

always converting the pound to Indian rupees which made it seem like it was more 

expensive:  

ñIôm constantly converting the currency in Indian rupees. That could be a bad habit 

and Iôm trying to overcome it. Food here is quite expensive. Overall experiences of going out 

are expensive here as compared to back home. Even a simple bus ride can be expensive.ò 



128 
 

Expense seemed to be a theme for a number of participants, however not all 

mentioned struggling due to a lack of finances. A few did seek part-time jobs while studying, 

for example, three participants said they had part-time jobs in the UK to cover their basic 

living expenses, and also because they did not want to financially depend on their parents as 

much. Varun was one such example:  

ñI have a part-time job so it helps me take care of my general expenses like food and 

basic living expenses and I also feel good that I am earning some money and not depending 

on my parents too muchò 

Similar to Varun, Hasan said he wanted to work so that he does not burden his parents 

financially. He also expected that it would be an easier process to get a job but found there 

were more procedures involved than he initially imagined: 

ñBefore coming here, I thought of having a part-time job because I donôt want to 

disturb my parents for daily expenses and living conditions. So I thought of getting a part-

time job and didnôt know about the National Insurance number. I realised only after getting it 

I can apply for jobs...ò 

It can be seen that the participants took up part-time jobs as a matter of choice, and 

not because they were financially compelled to do so. However, on this note, a small number 

of participants expressed feeling worried and physically exhausted due to job pressure. Three 

participants spoke about the pressure of working and finding a job. Hasan, who had a part-

time job, expressed feeling tired due to studying and working at the same time. 

I: ñDo you think this puts a lot of pressure on you?ò 

P: ñYes.. I just tell them I can work for 4 days and study for the rest of the days. They give me 

night shifts so after returning from class, I go to work. So its a tiring and hectic schedule.ò 
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Seema said she was concerned about whether she would be able to get a job after 

completion of her degree as it was difficult to earn as much if she went back to India.   

P: ñEmployment opportunities after our degrees are few and restricted for international 

students so whether we will get a return for the investment we have made. If you go back, 

paying back the amount you have is hard.ò   

I: ñOk, so the worry is always there of whether its going to be worth it?ò 

P: ñYes towards the semester end, the reality gets closer and you start to panic. Second 

semester is more packed with dissertation and classes. But at the same time, people end up 

travelling more here so it balances it out.ò 

At first, it seemed that Seema was concerned about not finding a job, however this later 

translated into ópanicô over not finding one as the academic year came to an end. We can 

therefore see how the situation with respect to jobs can create worry, panic or exhaustion 

among participants. However, these interviews took place a year before the post study work 

visa was granted by the UK government which allows international students to work for 2-3 

on course completion (Gov.uk, 2021). Since the participants in this study did not have this 

option, it could have led to more stress and worry over securing a suitable job. This brings us 

to the end of the óPoliticalô aspect of the findings. In sum, the participants spoke about 

cultural variations, the topic of identity and discrimination, as well as the differences in the 

education system, the impact of academic pressure and self-critical thoughts, the long waiting 

times in the NHS and participantsô financial struggles. After having discussed the experiences 

of Indian international students in a personal and political sense, I now go on to explore the 

ways participants responded to their problems and the means they used to cope. 
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4.4 Practical 

As mentioned previously, this section of the chapter discusses the ways participants 

responded to challenging situations and their beliefs about problems. Further, the segment 

considers participantsô views on psychological support, as well as the barriers to seeking 

help. Lastly, it describes the ways that participants deal with stressors and how they manage 

their wellbeing.  In other words, this section looks at their attitudes and the manner in which 

they addressed and responded to their problems in practice. The participants who contributed 

to this sub-theme have been mentioned in Table 6 below.  
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Table 6 Practical: Participant contributions 

Theme Participants 

 

óI know how important counselling 

isô (7) 

 

Psychological distress as a sign of 

weakness (9) 

 

ñWhat will people think?ò (10) 

 

 

óI would rather talk to my friends 

than go to a psychologistô (4) 

 

Therapeutic relationship with 

professionals (4) 

 

Practical barriers to counselling (3) 

 

Priyanka, Maya, Dipika, Neel, Seema, 

Reshma, Samraj 

 

Maya, Priyanka, Varun, Seema, Samraj, 

Hasan, Anita, Reshma, Dipika 

 

 

Seema, Maya, Reshma, Dipika, Varun, 

Samraj, Hasan, Anita, Neel, Priyanka 

 

Dipika, Maya, Reshma, Samraj 

 

 

Priyanka, Seema, Samraj, Reshma 

 

 

Neel, Dipika, Hasan 

 

 

Samraj, Anita, Dipika, Ravi, Priyanka, Varun, 

Seema, Maya, Neel, Reshma, Hasan 
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4.4.1 óI know how important counselling isô 

Seven participants out of eleven explicitly expressed the value of counselling and the 

importance of seeking professional support. There was a positive view of seeking help, and 

this was either based on hearsay or personal experience. Priyanka, for instance, said she was 

experiencing psychological problems for years but only accessed support very recently. She 

acknowledged the importance in seeking help sooner rather than later: 

óI think itôs important to speak out because its really important. I was watching videos 

and realized how one event which took place years ago can really affect you so itôs better to 

get it out of your system now than keeping it in for years and years..ô 

Maya also believed counselling was helpful; she shared her actual experience of 

visiting the university counselling service and accessing the wellbeing workshops which she 

found very beneficial: 

óI went to the mindfulness sessions which was like two sessionsé I found them really 

helpful for me. The lady who was teaching was very kind and helpful and she suggested I do 

not need to come here every time, I can use different appséeven on the counselling website 

they had some links which I can use.  It will just take 10 minutes of your day, just breathe and 

calm yourself down,  clear your mind basicallyé and it helped me a lotô 

Similar to the participants mentioned above, Dipika also saw the value in counselling 

as she had a psychology degree and understood the benefits in accessing help.  

óThese things help me copeô (11) 
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P: óI know how important psychology and counselling isé it would be more professional to 

have counselling rather than us talking to our friends...  but it isnôt very accessible to Indian 

students 

I: Can you say more? 

P: There are barrierséô 

As can be seen, in the same breath, Dipika spoke about the barriers and stigma with 

seeking support. This was the case with every other participant in this sub-theme and is 

discussed in the next few sections of this chapter. Although they did talk about the usefulness 

of counselling, they also saw the difficulties present. Most of the participants had not 

accessed counselling before and it appeared as if they believed in the importance of 

counselling on a more theoretical level, however they acknowledged the difficulties with 

actually accessing this support as mentioned below.  

 

4.4.2 Psychological distress as a sign of weakness 

Participants spoke about the difficulty in acknowledging they were finding something 

difficult or that they needed help.  Seven participants expressed the challenges Indian 

international students might face in acknowledging a problem, whether the problem was 

related to mental health or academics. Three students hesitated asking their peers or tutors 

about academic issues they were struggling with. Similarly, when asked about psychological 

wellbeing, they said they might hold back from admitting to themselves or others that they 

were struggling to cope. In other words, they expressed needing to show they were óstrongô 

like a ówarriorô when facing difficulties. Maya, for instance, said that she initially found it 

difficult to admit there was a problem, however in the second semester of her course, she 
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believed she needed to acknowledge this. She tried to break through the barriers and stigma 

and seek help: 

ñI decided to acknowledge what was going on. I just went to a spot where I was like, I 

don't care what anyone thinks of me... I'll just do it... If anyone has a problem, they will tell 

me. What is the worst case... what will happen?  I think if I did not do that, I would literally 

just have sat in my room crying all the time.  After coming here I realised how important it is 

to take out time for yourself...ò 

It is therefore seen that there exist challenges in acknowledging one is finding it 

difficult to cope. The challenge also extends to having certain expectations from oneself, such 

as the ability to be óstrongô. A few participants said they felt seeking emotional support meant 

they were óweakô, whereas five others alluded to the notion of weakness in Indian society if a 

third person were to seek such support. Priyanka spoke about why Indian students might be 

reluctant to seek help and linked this to upbringing and culture: 

ñYeah its difficult to shareé Initially I used to think, am I so weak that I constantly 

need help from other people? But when I spoke to my tutor he said you will be surprised to 

know its very common in your age group especially. So later on I started talking to other 

people and realized that many people might be going through something similar. So its 

difficult for students to share probably because in India you are expected to be strong and 

really good and you are expected to be a warrior in bad situationsé but thatôs not the case... 

it just doesnôt work. Indian students need to realize they arenôt alone in thiséò 

Priyanka said that normalizing the situation helped her because she felt she was not 

the only one experiencing it. The expectation to be a ówarriorô therefore prevented help-

seeking to some extent among these participants. One of their concerns also was what people 

would think of them if they accessed professional help and this has been discussed in the next 
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sub-section. In connection with seeking support and gender roles, Varun went on to say that 

the stigma is greater for men as they are expected to be strong and not show any signs of 

weakness: 

ñIndian men think they are very macho and they donôt think they need help with 

mental health but now its getting more acceptable. I know some of my friends who have gone 

through depression but didnôt want to show signs of weakness.ò 

While Varun was discussing the idea of men seeking support, he did not seem to 

include himself by saying óweô but rather spoke about Indian men in a plural sense of ótheyô. 

In another part of the interview, he identified himself as a male. He also spoke about his 

friends seeing depression as a sign of weakness but did not mention how he felt about it.  

Six participants spoke of the stigma Indians might have while seeking psychological 

support and a perception that one is ócrazyô or óinsaneô if they visit a psychological therapist. 

Some of them mentioned that this prevents them from seeking help. Neel explained it quite 

clearly in the following words: 

ñI think somewhere Indians do have that kind of stigma with going to a counsellor or 

getting any kind of mental health help because they think if you are going to get mental 

health it means you are crazy or weak.ò 

In the same vein, Dipika said that there is a perception that people who are óinsaneô go 

for counselling, so this makes it very difficult to access support. I have grouped it under the 

theme of being a warrior, as insanity or a ómental problemô might be viewed as a weakness as 

indicated below: 

ñIn India, the culture is like that... counselling isnôt considered... people who are 

insane go for counselling. Those who have a mental problem go for counselling. So Indian 

students would believe the same. That thought has been put in their head.ò 
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Here again, it is seen that although the participant, Dipika, identifies herself as an 

Indian student, she refers to this group as ótheyô. Varun said he was aware of where to seek 

support within the university, however he said it required courage to approach óthat roomô 

which was the most difficult step to take, according to him: 

ñHonestly, if I was facing a mental issue, I know thereôs a room in the students union. 

But other than that I donôt really know. To build up the courage to go to that room is 90% of 

the battle. Not once you open the door. You also have this thingé has someone seen me go 

in, what will they think?ò 

According to Varun, it requires an act of bravery or ócourageô to access counselling and 

therefore signals a sign of a type of weakness. The difficulty in seeking support can be seem 

here, which was mentioned by a majority of the participants. Some also addressed the issue 

of what people would think if they sought help. This is explained in more detail below, 

supported by views from other participants. 

 

4.4.3 ñWhat will people think?ò 

Eight participants stated that they found it difficult to acknowledge a problem due to a 

fear of what people might think of them. This was related to both seeking academic support 

as well as help for mental wellbeing. Participants either mentioned that they themselves or 

other Indians might be reluctant to seek psychological support due to worrying about what 

people would think of them. In like manner, Seema spoke about the fear of asking for 

academic help from her tutors out of fear of being judged by them: 

             ñYeah... itôs a fear of how I will be perceived... what will they think that I donôt know 

this...the stigma of óoh you havenôt done it everôò  
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Apart from worrying about what people would think, Maya also felt that she might be 

judged by a counsellor for being from another country and having mental health problems. 

She said the following:  

P: ñWe hesitate a lot because the environment is new and that takes a toll on us. Now, I think 

if I had gone to the counsellor in the first semester instead of waiting till the second semester 

and if I knew how to calm myself down and work things through, it would have helped me in 

my first semesteré but its fine now.. its not all bad..ò 

I: ñDo you think anything prevented you from going in the first semester?ò 

P: ñIt was mere hesitation of what will people think about me. The environment is new so you 

donôt know if people are going to judge you. If I was at home, I wouldnôt think oh he is an 

Indian why is he doing this... but here, those thoughts come in your mind like will he think 

like this because I am from an outside country? The fear of what that person will think... you 

get scared of approaching new people and take time to even make friends so counselling is a 

huge step.ò  

In this example, it seems apparent that issues such as being in a new country and the 

fear of judgement are combined with seeking professional help, which can make it much 

harder to do so. Reshma, on the other hand, had a slightly different view. She spoke about her 

friend from another country who was hesitant to seek support. She believed that Indians do 

not really worry about what others think and would be more willing to seek therapy if 

needed: 

ñBut we as Indians know that if we are facing something we have to solve it, thereôs 

no option. He felt he would be judged. We donôt think of what the other person might think.ò 

A majority of participants in this sub-theme had concerns about being judged for 

seeking help, whether academic or mental health related. Some also mentioned that if they 
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did access counselling, they would do so as a last resort after trying various other means. This 

is outlined in the section below. 

 

4.4.4 óI would rather talk to my friends than go to a psychologistô 

Four participants shared the forms of support they might access and the people they 

would talk to if they were struggling emotionally. All of them said they would first speak to 

their friends and then seek professional support. Dipika said that she was aware that the 

university provided a counselling service but she preferred speaking to her friends in the first 

instance:  

ñThe college does have counselling service but you canôt just talk to someone easily. I 

would rather talk to my friends than going to a psychologist.ò 

Similarly, Maya said she wanted to set up her óbaseô and try all she could by seeking 

support from friends and tutors. If that did not work out, it was then appropriate to seek 

professional help: 

P: ñFor me it was like let me get acquainted with my surroundings and then Iôll go to a 

counsellorò 

I: ñRight.. so it was a gradual process..ò  

P: ñYes.. let me first set up a base where I have friendsé people I can reach... in whom I 

have confidence that I can reach to if something happensé like the worst case scenario. I 

think the first thing everyone searches for here is setting your own artificial comfort zone. 

And that is why I think I did not think of counselling in the first semester because in the 

second semester I know I am in a position where I have friends and tutors, I have this, I have 

that,  I am fine.  But if I am still not fine with all these things, then I feel that I should be 

taking professional helpò 
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Similarly, Samraj said that Indian students would access support only in case they 

were severely depressed, but he was still sceptical about them seeking help due to the stigma 

involved:  

I: ñDo you think like the NHS or the counselling service in the university can help?ò 

P: ñI don't know it's very far.. If students are massively depressed and stuff.. At least Indians 

if you are talking about then probably, but I don't think so.. We will go to that level.  All you 

need is a person to speak to and to share thingsò 

Likewise, Reshma said she would speak to her friends before accessing support. 

However, she also said that she would not tell her family until after she accessed professional 

help: 

I: ñYeah.. so thinking about the psychological wellbeing of Indian students.. what services do 

you think Indian students can contact if they need any psychological support? 

P: ñI think friends.. anything informal would do.. you canôt talk to your family about being 

homesick because they are emotional as well about that. So you can talk to friends or if that 

isnôt working, professional help. Last option is talking to your parents and go back home. 

Iôve seen people having suicidal thoughts and going back home helpséò 

 

This section on the steps to accessing counselling might be viewed as a way these 

participants coped with psychological distress. For some, it seemed as if they tried to cope by 

speaking to friends. If the problem persisted, or in the óworst caseô, a few sought professional 

help. These steps appeared to be a barrier to accessing psychological support because 

although a few participants mentioned feeling that they needed help, they still did not access 

it. However, it is important to mention that the other participants felt that talking to friends 

and family helped them when they were going through a difficult time. Therefore, they did 
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not feel the need to access support. In this case, it might not have been a barrier for them to 

access psychological support, and in reality, it seemed beneficial to speak to those around 

them. Other obstacles to accessing help such as practical barriers and certain perceptions of 

therapists are mentioned below. 

 

4.4.5 Therapeutic relationship with professionals. 

This section focuses on participantsô assumptions of therapists and issues that can 

affect the therapeutic relationship such as trust, emotional dependence and concerns about 

being understood by a professional from a different background to theirs. Four participants 

spoke about the fear of being emotionally dependent on therapists and wanting to manage on 

their own without professional help. Priyanka, for example, said she did not want to seek 

professional help because she feared this might make it easier for her to access counselling 

again in the future rather than try to resolve the problem on her own. It seems as though she 

viewed seeking help in a negative light.  

I: ñYes.. what kind of professional help are you referring to?ò 

P: ñI think when we came here, we were told that professional services were offered by 

university counsellors if we were facing problems with studies...or needed support. But I 

didnôt contact them because I thought I could handle it on my own. I didnôt go for external 

help because I feel next time I will do the same..ò 

I: ñBeing dependent?ò 

P: ñBeing dependent emotionally on someone elseéò 

Apart from the fear of emotional dependence on therapists, Reshma and Samraj 

voiced their concerns over the genuineness of counsellors and whether they were only ódoing 

their jobô or were actually interested in helping their clients. Reshma said: 
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P: ñIts not really easy to express yourself in front of someone else. If I think the other person 

might be interested to hear that. At the end of the day, counsellors are just people who are 

paid to do the work. They donôt really care what you are going through. You want someone 

to hear you who really wants to. Not for the sake of hearing.ò 

I: ñSo more someone who is genuine?ò 

P: ñYeah who is interestedénot a one-time thing. If I say Iôm not feeling well, I would ask 

how you are feeling the next day. So the experts wouldnôt do that. Its their job. They do it for 

the sake.ò  

Samraj said: ñThere are questions about the counsellor, whether they genuinely want 

to helpéwhether it's a 9 to 5 p.mé like they are doing their jobò 

It is seen that therapistsô intentions to help and whether they really cared was a 

concern for a few participants. Maya mentioned in an earlier section that she had a fear of 

being judged by a counsellor from a different country. In this regard, two participants spoke 

about the possibility of ethnic matching of client and counsellor. Reshma said she would feel 

more comfortable expressing herself to an Indian counsellor who shared the same 

background and language as her: 

P: ñThis might be a suggestion from me. Universities should have people from different 

cultures and backgrounds. If Iôm an Indian I would want an Indian to understand what Iôm 

going through. There should be British counsellors for British students.ò 

I: ñDo you think that would make it easier for Indian students?ò 

P: ñYeah it would because when I went to NHS I was given an Indian doctor so that helped 

because I could talk to him in Hindi and explain what I went through. That was more 

comfortable.ò 
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Seema also believed that having a therapist from a similar culture would help Indians 

as they might feel understood and would therefore be able to share their problems more 

freely: 

I: ñDo you think there are any challenges they might experience to access these services?ò 

P: ñI think getting people from various cultural backgroundsé they might not understand my 

accent and not get my problem. You might want me to repeat something and at that moment, 

would I want to repeat? Letting it out is already so difficult. Aligning those things maybe... 

having a therapist from a similar culture... and the importance of familyé Asians would get 

it but the western world wonôt... so cultural differences could have an impact on it. 

Understanding the cultural nuanceséwhy they feel ignored, or lost, you are not aware of 

itéò 

In this section, it can be seen that the participants had certain assumptions of 

therapists and had concerns over issues of trust, as well as whether they would be understood 

by a professional from another background. There is also a preference to match the ethnic 

background of client and therapist. Apart from concerns related to professionals, participants 

also expressed perceptions of counselling services more generally which are seen below.  

 

4.4.6 Practical barriers to counselling 

Three participants said a barrier to counselling could be that it is very expensive and 

that therapists charge a huge fee, and that this could prevent Indian students from seeking 

support. Neel first expressed this concern, and after being asked about university counselling 

which is free of charge, he said there might not be appointments available, or students might 

need to wait for a long time before getting an appointment:  
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P:  ñOne more thing is there. Our professional psychological counsellors who are not part of 

the NHS but they charge so much like £70 an hour so obviously students cannot afford this. I 

was stunned whether an Indian student would pay this much. Nothing happens in the first 

session. I know that.ò 

I: ñHow about university counselling service which is free of charge? Would Indians access 

that service?ò 

P: ñYes, they can but Iôm not aware because I havenôt accessed but unavailability of 

appointments can happen. So if someone wants a solution from counselling and they see 

there are no appointments for next week...if that happens then there is no way to get out of 

the problem for the week. In a week anything can happen. The problem can solve itself or can 

get worse.ò 

There seems to be a general perception of long waiting lists in the health sector, and 

this links to the topic discussed earlier about NHS waiting times. Neel was talking about 

accessing counselling in the private sector, and it seemed as if he was unaware of free 

counselling via the NHS. After it was mentioned that the university offers a counselling 

service free of charge, Neel raised another concern about unavailability of appointments. This 

led me to think whether there was another barrier to seeking help which was not stated, such 

as a stigma of getting support. Dipika also mentioned that she was not aware of mental health 

services for international students and she thought that counselling was expensive: 

I: ñSo they arenôt as accessible because we donôt know what services there are and whether 

there are any for international students?ò 

P: ñYeah..ò 

I: ñIf there was a service like that do you think Indian students might access it?ò 
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P: ñI think no. It will take a while until awareness is spread. Everyone thinks counselling is 

expensive and people donôt believe in counselling. Its about perspective. There has to be a 

campaign and awareness. Counselling is generally restrictiveé people have apprehensions 

about counsellingé whether it is confidential..ò 

From these three accounts, it seems that some students were unaware that the 

university offered free counselling services for all students and they had a perception that 

counselling was generally very expensive. Issues such as confidentiality and questioning the 

benefit of counselling also arose with one participant. We see that although some participants 

acknowledged the importance in seeking support, this was difficult and had many obstacles. 

We will now look at the ways participants dealt with the problems they faced while they were 

in the U.K. 

 

4.4.7 óThese things help me copeô 

The last sub-section of the research findings discusses the ways participants coped 

and the activities they engaged in do so. Five participants discussed how they viewed 

challenges and said that their perception of them had helped them cope. Two participants out 

of the five said that believing the situation they were in was temporary and that it would pass, 

had helped them. Others said that being accepting of the situation and adapting to it had made 

a positive difference. An example of this can be seen in Dipikaôs quote below: 

ñIôve come here so it affects my mental wellbeing, so sometimes I feel happy or sad 

about things. Sometimes I feel why about the cultural differenceé if I was in India, this 

wouldnôt happen...so it all depends on how easily I adapt to situations.ò 
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When asked about the challenges Indian students might experience being in the U.K., 

Ravi said he sees these as óchangesô and not as óchallenges.ô He also mentioned that he sees 

no option but to adjust to these changes if one cannot control them: 

I:  ñYes and do you think that perception of seeing it as a change rather than a challenge 

affects how you feel about the U.K.?ò 

P: ñI think it might... I mean I have never consciously thought of this as a challenge... Be it a 

change or challenge, if you cannot change it you have to adjust to it...ò 

The perception of difficulties and being more accepting of the situation therefore 

seemed to have a positive impact on these participants.  For example, three participants said 

that viewing challenges positively helped them greatly while they were in the U.K. Two 

others said that a belief that they will be able to manage also helped them get through hard 

times. One of the participants, Anita, for example, stated that she did not have any difficult 

times and said that having a positive outlook helped her cope as she did not view the situation 

negatively: 

I:  ñHave you faced any kind of difficulties when you moved here?ò 

P:  ñNothing major... just small difficulties like the cold... I mean I wouldn't even call them 

difficulties... I anticipated changes, maybe I knew I had to make a lot of changes. I have to do 

a lot of things by myself, be more independent, responsible. So those kind of things.  I 

wouldn't say I have been having some really difficult times.ò 

I:  ñOk.. so you've had primarily positive experiences here?ò 

P: ñIt also depends on my outlook.  I have a very positive outlook in everything anyway.  If 

some difficulty comes in, I don't really feel like its something bad.  I wouldn't say that I have 

had really difficult momentsò 
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Anita started by saying she had been through ósmall difficultiesô such as the cold. The 

narrative seemed very positive and almost perfect to some extent. There was an element of 

expressing a positive outlook with respect to sharing her experience as well. For instance, 

when she initially started talking, I felt she was going through something difficult but her 

tone of voice suddenly changed as if she was brushing aside her feelings. This seems similar 

to what was mentioned earlier about maintaining a positive front and appearing as if 

everything was fine.  

Engaging in exercise and sport such as walking, going to the gym, playing badminton 

and table-tennis was another way participants mentioned they coped. As an example, Varun 

said that exercising had a positive impact on his mental and physical health as it also fosters a 

community spirit:  

ñI know that sport helps me. I am happier when I play sport, itôs a great way to meet 

people, I sleep better... and I made better friends. So organizing a cricket game...more 

community thingsé I wouldnôt go for it but I know people who will.ò 

The aspect of doing things as a community or engaging in social interaction was 

stated by about ten participants. They said speaking to friends and family helped them 

manage emotionally while they were in the U.K. As an illustration, Neel said that he was 

struggling at the time of the interview, however he found that speaking to his friends helped 

him: 

ñI am actually not coping. I am struggling a lot but my way of coping here is that I 

get connected with my friends in India or my parents. That's the only way I can cope because 

anything else is so expensive here so I can't afford that.ò 
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A few others said that connecting with people around them helped them a great deal. 

This also resulted in sharing common experiences and understanding each other, as explained 

by participant Maya:  

P: ñI had no friends here so I started talking to people on the WhatsApp group before coming 

here. So I tried to find a social circleé people from my own country, new people from here.. 

Just talking to them to understand whether everyone is going through the same or am I 

different? We shared our problems and talked to each other.ò 

I: ñSo you reached out to people and you found that kind of similarity?ò 

P: ñAnd even my friends from India and my boyfriend helped a lot. I used to cry a lot if I did 

not know what to do or I was stuck so I used to call them up and they were very supportive.  

Even though they were busy with their jobs or anything, on the weekend or in the middle of 

the week they would be like óI'm just texting to check up on you if you're okôò 

The participantsô experiences seemed to indicate that talking about their struggles 

with family and friends eased the distress they were under and was a form of support for 

them. Two other participants also indicated that reaching out to others helped them manage in 

the new city. Reshma described how volunteering helped her find a purpose in life and feel 

she was helping people: 

ñVolunteering also helps. If Iôm doing something I have to give back to the community. It 

gives me satisfaction from within that Iôm doing something with a purpose. I believe if you do 

something for someone else you are fulfilling your purpose. All these things help me cope.ò 

Connecting to friends and family and volunteering seemed to help these participants 

cope on a day to day basis. However, they also said that spending a short amount of time 

alone was helpful for personal growth, as mentioned earlier. Samraj, for instance said it 

helped him introspect after a busy day: 
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ñI have experienced this in the U.K. You go out to meet people but when you come 

back to your room.. Its that 15- 30 minutes every day that you can introspect.. It can be 

positive or negative.  If it is in the right direction it is good.ò 

Others such as Seema and Reshma said it helped to spend some time alone during the 

week. Reshma found it particularly useful to let out her feelings by writing or drawing: 

I: ñDo you think thereôs anything else apart from your brother being here which you think is 

helping you?ò 

P: ñHmmé writing helps. I like it a lot and canôt survive without that. Having a hobby can 

distract you. Iôm not into sports. When we write or draw your emotions, it helps.ò 

In sum, participants coped in different ways, for instance, exercise, socialising, 

spending time alone, adjusting to the situation and focusing on the positives. However, there 

were a few consistent themes as spoken of above.  

 

4.5 Summary 

To summarize, this chapter presents the findings of the research study on the 

psychological wellbeing of Indian international students in the U.K. Eleven students were 

interviewed and after transcribing the interviews, the data was analysed using thematic 

analysis.  The findings were divided into three major categories, personal, political and 

practical. The sub-themes within each section have been explained with quotes from 

participants with a view to illustrate the respective themes. The next chapter of this study 

outlines the discussion of these findings in comparison to literature available on the topic and 

previous research conducted.  
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

 

5.1 Introduction  

 In the previous chapter, I presented the findings of the research study 

following data analysis. The discussion section serves to review the literature in line with 

these findings and consider how it fits with the research questions.  The chapter begins with 

an exploration of the findings in relation to the research questions. To recap, the research 

questions aim to understand the experiences of psychological wellbeing and distress of Indian 

international students in the UK, their coping strategies and reasons for using or refusing 

psychological services. Following the discussion of the research questions, I will explore a 

few sub-themes from the findings chapter, which were categorized as ópersonalô, ópoliticalô 

and ópracticalô based on the data. These three areas are discussed using Bronfenbrenner's bio-

ecological model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994). In a nutshell, 

Bronfenbrenner proposes that individualsô development is influenced by various layered 

interactions they have with the environment, such as family, peers, university, culture, values, 

beliefs, etc. Linking the findings of this study to Bronfenbrennerôs theory (Bronfenbrenner 

2005), I hope to promote a more holistic understanding of the experiences of Indian 

international students in the UK (see Figure 1 below). This is elaborated on in the sections 

discussing the ópersonalô, ópoliticalô and ópracticalô areas which discusses the literature in 

connection with the findings. Since the findings of this study do not neatly fit the research 

questions, I have first discussed the research questions and then categorized the findings in 

connection with Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) model. The choice of sub-themes which are 

elaborated on are based on critical engagement with literature and their fit with overarching 
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themes as well as Bronfenbennerôs (1979, 2005) theory. Towards the end of the chapter, I 

will ref lect on the strengths and limitations of this research study, the contribution to 

knowledge, as well as implications for future research. The chapter will conclude with a 

summary and a reflexive statement about my own processes while analysing the data and 

discussing the findings.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Adaptation of Bronfenbrennerôs model  

 

5.2 Revisiting the Research Questions and Findings 

The three research questions will now be presented in order and explored in 

connection to the findings section. To offer a quick recap, the research questions are as 

follows: 
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1. What are the current experiences of psychological wellbeing and distress of Indian 

international (university) students in the UK? 

2. What impacts their wellbeing and what coping strategies do they use to manage any 

distress? 

3. What are the studentsô reasons for using or refusing psychological services in the 

UK? 

 

As mentioned earlier, it was difficult to clearly categorize the sub-themes in the data 

from this study according to the research questions due to a great deal of overlap between the 

two. To explain this with an example, the data from this study suggests an overlap between 

the studentsô experiences (first research question) and the impact on their wellbeing (part of 

second research question) and the sub-themes corresponding to both these research questions 

run throughout the findings. There also appears to be a close link between participantsô 

experiences (first research question) and the impact on their wellbeing (part of second 

research question) to their coping strategies and attitudes towards accessing or refusing 

psychological support (third research question).  There is therefore an absence of a clear 

demarcation between the findings and various parts of the research questions as they all seem 

to link in with each other. For the purpose of the study, however, I have attempted to 

segregate the findings based on the research questions in the section below and well as the 

table (see Table 7). As can be seen, various sub-themes fit in with both research question 1 

and 2 as participantsô varied experiences can have an impact on their psychological 

wellbeing. The themes reflected in research question 3 are more straightforward, as the 

question deals with participantsô reasons for using or refusing psychological support. In order 
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to draw a link between the research findings and the ópersonalô, ópoliticalô and ópracticalô 

sections, I have mentioned each of these sections below in brackets.  

Table 7 Research questions and findings 

 

5.2.1 Research question 1 

What are the current experiences of psychological wellbeing and distress of Indian 

international (university) students in the UK? 

Participants in this study shared their struggles and feelings of homesickness 

(personal) after moving to the UK.  Some talked about their initial expectations of the U.K. 

and compared this to what they actually experienced after migration. The findings also 

suggested a need for social connection and social support (personal). This resonates with 

studies on international students who experienced various challenges after migrating to the 

UK (Mori, 2000; Smith, Smith & Jelley, 2018) especially homesickness, which was one of 

the most prevalent acculturative stressors (Thurber & Walton, 2012; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; 

RQ 1 
(Participants' experiences)

ÅExpectations vs. reality 
(Personal)

ÅLoneliness: when the mind 
talks to you (Personal)

ÅNeed for ósocial warmthô 
(Personal)

ÅSense of independence from 
living alone (Personal)

ÅCultural differences and 
inclusivity (Political)

ÅóIôm an outsiderô (Political)

ÅThe education system 
(Political)

ÅMedical help in England 
(Political)

RQ 2
(Impact on wellbeing and 

coping strategies)

ÅExpectations vs. reality 
(Personal)

ÅLoneliness: when the mind 
talks to you (Personal)

ÅNeed for ósocial warmthô 
(Personal)

ÅSense of independence from 
living alone (Personal)

ÅCultural differences and 
inclusivity (Political)

ÅóIôm an outsiderô (Political)

ÅThe education system 
(Political)

ÅMedical help in England 
(Political)

ÅFinancial pressure: 'It pinches 
the walletô (Political)

ÅóThese things help me copeô 
(Practical)

RQ 3 
(Reasons for using/refusing 

psychological support)

ÅóI know how important 
counselling isô (Practical)

ÅPsychological distress as a 
sign of weakness (Practical)

ÅWhat will people think? 
(Practical)

ÅTherapeutic relationship with 
professionals (Practical)

ÅPractical barriers to 
counselling (Practical)

ÅI would rather talk to my 
friends than go to a 
psychologistô (Practical)
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Kegel, 2015; Ying, Lee & Tsai, 2007; Mori, 2000). The literature also states that social 

interactions and support play a crucial role in the psychological wellbeing, success and 

satisfaction of international students (Falavarjani, Yeh & Brouwers, 2019; Hendrickson, 

Rosen, & Aune, 2011; Jackson, Ray & Bybell, 2013; Jiang, 2018). Some participants in this 

study experienced cultural differences (political) and commented on the lack of connection 

and interdependence between people in the U.K. This is widely known in the literature as 

individualism and collectivism (Triandis, 2018). In comparison to individualists, collectivists 

value group goals over personal ones, and prioritize relationships over personal benefits 

(Oyserman & Lee, 2008; Triandis, 2018). In a recent study on the concept of individualism 

and collectivism in college students from South Korea, Japan, Canada, and the U.S., it was 

found that due to increasing cross cultural interactions and the use of technology, value 

differences between cultures might not be as significant as previously thought (Yi, 2018).  

The author suggests that other factors might play a role in cultural values such as age and 

education (Yi, 2018). Although the mentioned study did not include Indian students, another 

study which is more dated (Verma, 1999) proposed that regional differences in collectivism 

exist across India. From my perspective, this suggests that the concept can be driven by 

individual differences.  

 

Participants in this study expressed being grateful for the opportunity to meet people 

from different cultures and gain new perspectives.  In this regard, Westwood and Barker 

(1999) and Glass and Westmont (2014) have discussed an enthusiasm for cross-cultural 

interactions among international students. Moreover, participants in this study questioned 

their cultural and academic identity and differentiated between Indian and British culture, 

with an aim to find a way in between their identity and the new environment. In connection 

with this, various studies mention the losses experienced by migrants, for instance, the loss of 
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social support and identity as they assimilate into a new culture and the accompanying 

confusion of the level to which they should integrate (Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003; Bhugra, Wojcik 

& Gupta, 2011; Zhang & Goodson, 2010; Lui, 2014).  

 

Mixing with a new culture could be accompanied by positive or negative experiences. 

The findings state that participants either had very minimal or no discriminatory or racist 

experiences (political) in the U.K. The literature in this regard is mixed. Robinson (2005) 

found that Indian adolescents rarely faced discrimination when compared to Pakistani 

adolescents. However, other studies have reported cases of discrimination among Indian 

Sikhs living in the UK (Jutlla, 2015). A body of research also confirms that international 

students may experience racial discrimination while studying abroad (Smith, Smith & Jelley, 

2018; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Myers-Walls, Frias, Kwon, Ko & Lu, 2011). I will be 

elaborating on this sub-theme later in this chapter.  

 

Apart from cultural differences and discrimination, variation in the academic system 

is another area which has been discussed in research studies. To elaborate, the participants in 

this study reflected on the similarities and differences between the British and Indian 

education system (political) and spoke about academic pressure and competition. They also 

stated they found support from the university to be helpful in this regard. Previous research 

confirms that international students can face difficulties with transitioning to a new academic 

system (Mori, 2000; Russell, Rosenthal & Thomson, 2010; Smith, Smith & Jelley, 2018; 

Kim, 2011) and they can also experience stress due to academic competition (Cotton, Dollard 

& De Jonge, 2002; Arthur, 2017; Akhtar, 2012). Reviewing these studies, I suggest that some 

of them lack a homogenous sample based on studentsô ethnicity and country of origin. To 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
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elucidate, many studies include Chinese students who seem to form the majority of 

international student population. These findings obviously cannot be generalized to students 

from other ethnic backgrounds. However, other studies which include students from various 

ethnicities reveal similar results and the combined findings might suggest that many 

international students have similar experiences.  

 

Another major theme that stood out in this study was the dissatisfaction with long 

waiting times in the NHS (political) for physical health services. A body of research does 

state that an ever increasing demand for services leads to lengthy waiting times in the NHS 

(The Kingôs Fund, 2020). For example, according to records in 2014-2015, there was a 35% 

increase in the number of people waiting more than four months for NHS treatment (Vink, 

Oyewole, Jamshaid, Patel, Froogh & Bhambra, 2016). In 2019, figures show that some 

patients were waiting more than six months for treatment (Matthews-King, 2019). These 

lengthy waiting times have been closely associated with lower patient satisfaction (Smith, 

McKeon, Blunt & Edwards, 2014). This seems congruent with the present findings as long 

waiting times in the NHS were linked to psychological distress for participants.   

 

5.2.2 Research question 2 

What impacts their wellbeing and what coping strategies do they use to manage any distress? 

The research interviews indicated that participants felt being prepared and expecting 

challenges (personal) helped them transition to living in the UK, whereas not having prior 

knowledge about life in the UK made the process difficult for them. In this regard, Chan 

(2012, p. 134) encourages students to óexpect the unexpectedô by being mentally and 

emotionally prepared. Similarly, Khawaja and Stallman (2011) conclude that being prepared 



156 
 

helps international students adjust to life in the new culture. After migrating to the U.K., 

participants also expressed the importance of having some kind of connection with óhomeô, 

and feeling as if there were similarities between India and the U.K (personal). Some shared 

their feelings of loneliness as a result of a lack of social support. However, this also gave 

them an opportunity to be independent and self-reliant. In connection with this, research 

shows that acculturative stress is negatively correlated with the degree of similarity between 

the conditions and culture in the country of origin to the host country (Ward & Kennedy, 

1996). In other words, greater the similarity between the two cultures, lesser the degree of 

acculturative stress. However, as discussed earlier, regional differences in culture exist within 

India (Verma, 1999) and I suggest this could impact acculturative stress depending on how 

different each individualôs culture is from that in the U.K.  

 

The topic of loneliness has been discussed by several researchers as it has an effect on 

university studentsô psychological wellbeing (Richardson, Elliott, Roberts & Jansen, 2017; 

Loades, Demkowicz, Qualter & Shafran, 2021). This is also the case for migrants (Bhugra, 

Wojcik & Gupta, 2011) and international students who no longer have the same degree of 

social support (Falavarjani, Yeh & Brouwers, 2019; Jiang, 2018; Jackson, Ray & Bybell, 

2013). Concurrently, living alone and achieving a level of autonomy and independence 

(personal/practical) were also viewed positively and gave a sense of freedom especially for 

those who had been under parental control in their home country (Brown, 2009).  

 

Other sources of stress for participants in this study included financial worries 

(political), pressure related to finding a job (political) and the ócoldô, ógloomyô weather 

(personal). Financial stressors have been mentioned in regards to previous studies on South-
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Asian women in the U.K. (Hunter, Gupta, Papitsch-Clark, Bhugra & Sturdee, 2008) and 

university students are known to experience money-related problems (Brooks & Wheeler, 

2018; Smith, Smith & Jelley, 2018). Unemployment in these sub-groups can further 

contribute to stress (Ho & Ho, 2003; Thern, de Munter, Hemmingsson & Rasmussen, 2017; 

Zwysen & Demireva, 2020). The sub-theme on financial and job-related problems will be 

discussed in more detail in the next part of this chapter. With respect to the weather, its 

significance to migrants and international students has been studied previously (McKinlay, 

Pattison & Gross, 1996; Bhugra, Wojcik & Gupta, 2011; Okorocha, 1996). For instance, the 

cold climate in Britain was associated with homesickness (Okorocha, 1996). However, in 

another study, students from a similar climate did not seem to have a problem with British 

weather (Ward & Kennedy, 1996). This again, seems to reflect that greater differences 

between two cultures and countries might be associated with more acculturative stress.  

 

Certain cultural differences also led to the research participants feeling 

misunderstood, excluded and ignored by people from the host country (political/personal). 

They expressed feelings of confusion about these cultural differences and distrust towards 

those of other nationalities. Some engaged in self-blame and had critical thoughts about 

themselves which negatively impacted their emotional wellbeing (practical). In order to cope 

with cultural challenges, an acceptance of the situation, adjusting to it, and a positive outlook 

towards the situation seemed to be helpful. A belief in the situation being temporary and 

fleeting also helped them manage stress (practical). This resonates with some studies on the 

migrant Indian population wherein older adults acknowledged negative thoughts and adapted 

them to more positive ones as a way to cope (Haria, 2014). Further, qualities such as self-

determination and resilience were seen as strengths for Indian people (Haria, 2014; Dhillon & 

Ubhi, 2003; Jutlla, 2015). The participants in this study also resorted to engaging in physical 
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exercise and speaking to friends and family to cope (practical). Although they did experience 

loneliness, as stated above, some felt that experiencing solitude was beneficial to personal 

growth. The positive impact of physical activity on psychological wellbeing has been well 

documented in research studies as it is found to decrease anxiety, stress and depressive 

symptoms (Yano & Oishi, 2018; Endo, Kanou, & Oishi, 2012; Nutt, 2008). Exercise can also 

result in problem-focused coping due to the activation of positive feelings (Kim & McKenzie, 

2014). Further, research demonstrates that social interactions with people in the host-country 

can enable international students to manage loneliness and homesickness (Hannigan, 2005; 

Thurber & Walton, 2012). While psychological research has focused largely on issues such 

as loneliness, some studies on university studentsô wellbeing also mention the advantages of 

solitude being creativity, spirituality and freedom (Long, 2000). This research supports the 

findings of the present study. The literature cited above also appears to resonate with the 

values of counselling psychology (Arthur, 2018) suggesting a more holistic approach to 

therapy encompassing the biological, social and physiological aspects of individuals.  

 

5.2.3 Research question 3 

What are the studentsô reasons for using or refusing psychological services in the UK? 

Most participants in this study acknowledged the value in seeking psychological help 

and speaking about their distress with a professional (practical). Some of the participantsô 

reasons to access support were the need to address past issues, the importance of speaking to 

a professional rather than friends, and the overall effectiveness of counselling. Two 

participants had also accessed support and one had an extremely positive experience. The 

findings of this study seem contrary to the available literature on the lack of help-seeking 

behaviours among international students and the Asian Indian population (Holt & Waterfield, 
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2018; Roberts, Mann & Montgomery, 2016; Wadman, Webster, Mawn & Stain, 2019; Rayan 

& Jaradat, 2016; Leung, Cheung & Tsui, 2012). However, Mohan (2012) notes an exception 

with highly educated Asian Indians in that they are more willing to seek psychological help, 

although there still exists a level of stigma within this group. This may explain the reasons for 

the mismatch between the findings in this study and previous research. Openness to emotions 

and prior experience of accessing counselling were also predictors of positive attitudes 

towards counselling for international students (Komiya & Eells, 2001). Further, females 

among South Asian international students and Asian Indians are shown to have more positive 

attitudes towards psychological support as compared to males and other Asian sub-groups 

(Philip, 2017; Soorkia, Snelgar & Swami, 2011). Interestingly, the two participants who 

accessed support were females, although the male participants also spoke about the 

usefulness of counselling. Although one might not be able to conclude gender differences due 

to a relatively small sample size, the findings of this study might reveal a new direction and 

progress in terms of more positive attitudes towards therapy.  

 

While most participants seemed open to the idea of counselling, they also mentioned 

the difficulties with acknowledging the existence of a problem and seeking help (practical). 

The stigma related to seeking help was related to a fear of appearing óweakô and ócrazyô, 

accompanied by judgement about what people would think if they accessed support. This 

supports earlier research discussing international students and South-Asians peoplesô 

underutilization of psychological support due to stigma and shame (Sidhu, Griffith, Jolly, 

Gill, Marshall & Gale, 2016; Gilbert, Gilbert & Sanghera, 2004; Knifton, 2012; Conrad & 

Pacquiao, 2005; Hundley & Lambie, 2012; Thomson, Chaze, George & Guruge, 2015). Other 

reasons that prevented participants from seeking help was a concern about whether 

counsellors genuinely cared for them, as well as a worry about being emotionally dependent 



160 
 

on professionals. The findings also mentioned a preference to match the ethnic background of 

client and therapist due to cultural differences. Another perception that students had was that 

therapists charged a high fee, and there would be long waiting times to access counselling. 

Similarly, studies have found a lack of trust that Asian people might have in counselling, an 

insufficient knowledge about services and a fear of being misunderstood by mental health 

professionals due to cultural differences (Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003; Wu, Bathje, Kalibatseva, 

Sung, Leong & Collins-Eaglin, 2017; Lee, 2017; Kim, Kendall & Cheon, 2017). There was 

also found to be an association between cultural mistrust and attitudes towards seeking 

psychological support among South Asian university students in England (Soorkia, Snelgar & 

Swami, 2011). In Chongôs (2005) study, they concluded that in spite of the presence of 

stigma, South-Asians do access support when needed. However, based on the findings in the 

present study, it is unclear whether all the participants would seek counselling if they felt the 

need to. This is because although they seemed to value counselling on a theoretical level, it is 

unknown whether this would translate into practice due to the barriers stated above. This is 

supported by another study in which it was found that mental health stigma did not predict 

the need for psychological support (Masuda & Boone, 2011). Having discussed the findings 

in conjunction with the research questions, I will now illustrate the personal, political and 

practical section by linking the data to Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) model. 

 

5.3 Personal 

The ópersonalô section includes participantsô personal experiences after migrating to 

the U.K. and adjusting to a new country, and how this links with their previous experiences, 

as well as the need for social connection, feelings of loneliness and the effect of these on their 

wellbeing. Other sub-themes were a shift towards greater independence while living alone 

and the negative impact of the weather. For the purpose of this discussion, I will be focusing 
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on a few of these findings due to the word limit. I will first start with discussing the themes of 

adjusting to a new culture and loneliness in the context of Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) model.  

 

Feelings of homesickness, challenges with adjusting to a new culture as well as a lack 

of social support were the initial difficulties after migration, as reported by the participants. 

Previous research demonstrates how factors such as personality traits (eg. a positive outlook), 

prior experiences, and the process of acculturation can have an influence on migrant 

individualsô wellbeing (Bhugra, Wojcik & Gupta, 2011; Mukthyala, 2013; Meghani & 

Harvey, 2016). More recent theories of acculturation embrace an ecological stance (Ward & 

Geeraert, 2016) suggesting that acculturation is influenced by contextual factors at various 

levels, such as family characteristics, intrapersonal features and traits of the larger society 

(Schachner, van de Vijver, & Noack, 2017). This seems congruent with Bronfenbrennerôs 

(1979) ecological perspective and the influence of various factors on individualsô 

experiences. Previous proximity to the new culture can also play a role in the degree to which 

a migrant manages change and adjustment (Bhugra & Gupta, 2011). This is similar to the 

findings of this study wherein participants reported that having expectations that matched 

their actual experience after migration helped them adjust. One participant (Varun) 

mentioned how visiting the UK as a tourist prior to moving for academic purposes helped 

him get a sense of life in the UK and prepared him to settle in.  

 

It has been seen that cultural bereavement and loss can result from moving to a new 

country (Bhugra, Wojcik & Gupta, 2011). The participants in this study spoke about various 

losses related to their friends, family, culture and language. In line with this, Sawir, 

Marginson, Deumert, Nyland and Ramia (2008) found that international students experience 
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various aspects of loneliness such as personal, social and cultural. Social loneliness results 

from the loss of previous networks, whereas personal loneliness is caused by students losing 

contact with their families from their home country (Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland & 

Ramia, 2008). Cultural loneliness, on the other hand, is due to óthe absence of the preferred 

cultural and/or linguistic environmentô, which simultaneously intensifies experiences of 

social and personal loneliness and can bring about difficulties with cultural assimilation 

(Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland & Ramia, 2008, p. 148). However, the above 

mentioned study was conducted in Australia and there could be national differences with 

international studentsô experiences in the UK due to a range of factors such as diversity in 

population. The UK has a large Indian population (Office for National statistics, 2020) which 

could foster a sense of belonging as Indian international students interact with others from a 

similar background (Menzies & Baron, 2014). Nonetheless, several studies conducted in the 

UK have reported similar findings regarding loss and loneliness among international students 

(Wawera & McCamley, 2020; Tsai, Wang & Wei, 2017).  

 

As seen above, the inter-relationship between the individual, their social network 

(microsystem) and broader cultural experiences and values (macrosystem) can all have a 

significant impact on their migratory experiences as they move away to a different social and 

cultural environment. Each international student is on a sojourn with their own multilevel 

ecological system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994, 2005), which is their accepted norm before 

coming in contact with another ecological system (Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015). An 

example of this is the change in ecological systems resulting in moving to a new country, and 

in this study, it is illustrated by the change from India to the UK. The sojourn triggers a 

disruption at various levels while the person becomes part of a new ecological system 

(Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015). The change can negatively impact the sojournerôs main 
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sources of support such as relationships with significant others in the microsystem and 

mesosytem (Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015). Similarly, there is also an impact on the 

individualôs sense of identity through interactions with the macrosystem, for instance, their 

cultural values and affiliations (Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015).  This was reflected in the 

findings of this study wherein participants questioned their academic and cultural identity and 

the challenges that came with adjusting to a new system.  

 

Further, as a result of integrating into a new system, internal conflict and tensions 

might surface when the need to conform to the new settingôs norms necessitates personal 

introspection to either learn, re-learn or unlearn novel ideas, thoughts and behaviours, 

(referred to as acculturation), in order to thrive in the new environment (Elliot, Baumfield & 

Reid, 2016). This dichotomy explains the reasons behind the various linguistic and cultural 

difficulties, feelings of loneliness, isolation, and alienation experienced by international 

students (Fischbacher-Smith et al., 2015; Fotovatian, 2012; Elliot, Baumfield & Reid, 2016; 

Sakurai, Pyhältö, & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2012) and participants in this study. Elliot, Reid 

and Baumfield (2015) are of the view that a successful transition involves effective 

management of sojournersô old and new ecological systems. The findings of this study, for 

example, demonstrated that some participants experienced initial difficulties after migrating 

but later expressed feeling a sense of belonging in the U.K. They also spoke about a shift 

from a deep sense of loneliness to becoming independent and doing óa lot of things on your 

ownô.  Following Bronfenbrenner (2005), if an individual is open to the new system, this 

results in developmental growth. In contrast, clinging on to the old system could become an 

obstacle leading to a disruption in development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Applying this to 

international students, various studies suggest that integration could positively impact 

psychological wellbeing, however there is an absence of a clear link with academic 
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achievement. This view is supported by Schotte and Edele (2018) who, in their study on 

immigrant students in Germany, found that integration might be beneficial for psychological 

adaptation but not necessarily for academic achievement. Although greater integration is 

associated with better mental health (Wu et al., 2018), it is interesting to see that there is no 

such link with academic achievement. I will now discuss the ópoliticalô section in line with 

available literature.  

 

5.4 Political 

 The political aspect of this study discusses the cultural differences experienced 

by participants, issues of racism and discrimination, financial problems, the U.K. education 

system and participantsô views and experiences of the National Health Service (NHS). 

However for the purpose of this discussion, I have focused on the sub-topic of racism and the 

education system due to a few reasons. Research highlights the discriminatory experiences of 

migrants and international students (BBC, 2010) as outlined in the literature review chapter. 

The negative impact such events can have on individualsô mental health has been previously 

discussed (Brondolo, Ng, Pierre & Lane, 2016; Willie, 2016; Bhui, 2002; Sue et al., 2007; 

Chakraborty, McKenzie, Hajat & Stansfeld, 2010; Robinson, 2005; Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003). 

As such, I consider it a part of a social justice agenda as well as an ethical obligation to 

highlight these issues (Speight & Vera, 2004; HCPC, 2018; BPS, 2019; BACP, 2016) and 

speak about oppression and inequality in society (Vera & Speight, 2003; Goodman et al., 

2004). The literature on racism faced by Asian Indian people, however, is varied in its 

findings. While earlier research in the UK (in the 1970s and 1980s) suggests more incidents 

of discrimination (Saran, 1985; Gibson, 1988; Fenton, 1988; Fisher, 1978; Buchignani, 1980; 

Cochrane & Stopes-Roe, 1977), this is not the case with more recent literature. Taking into 
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account the humanistic value base of counselling psychology, I also think it is important to 

understand the subjective experiences of various sub-groups of Indian people with respect to 

racism. Lastly, my personal interest in this topic stems from not having any racist experiences 

and sometimes feeling confused about what might be regarded as racism. I have also chosen 

to discuss participantsô experiences with the British education system as I feel this closely fits 

with the political aspect and sits well in the context of a HE setting, which is where this 

research was conducted. Further, the importance of this topic relates to the high number of 

international students, especially Indian students that study in the UK and the relevance of 

this topic to universities which aim to attract students from foreign countries. Lastly, the 

interview consisted of no direct questions related to participantsô academic environment and 

the topic was raised on its own. Most participants contributed to this theme and their 

academic experiences constituted a significant portion of the interview, when compared to 

other sub-themes. This possibly highlights its importance to the participants. I will therefore 

discuss this topic after speaking about racism.  

 

5.4.1 The issue of Racism 

Participants in this study highlighted that they had primarily positive experiences in 

the U.K. This is similar to other studies where international students did not experience 

racism in England (Brown & Jones, 2013) and were surprised to discover that British society 

was more diverse and tolerant than they initially expected (Allen & Higgins, 1994; 

UKCOSA, 2004). In direct contrast to this, some research also highlights international 

students having racist experiences (Robinson, 2005; Jutlla, 2015; Dhillon & Ubhi, 2003; 

Allen & Higgins, 1994). In the present study, a few participants, including Ravi, believed that 

racism is a universal problem, and this matches other studies conducted with international 
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students (Brown & Jones, 2013). There were also some instances where it seemed as if the 

participants had negative experiences but were minimizing this by focusing on the overall 

picture. For instance, Varun said that since most of his interactions had been positive, he felt 

ódifferentô experiences were exceptions. He compared his experiences to those he had in 

America, and since they were not as óbadô, he considered them to be óstray incidentsô. Varun 

also added that óthereôs nothing really to talk aboutéô. The participant compared his 

experiences of racism in England with those he had in America, and this helped him perceive 

England as ómore acceptingô and less racist. This can be understood in terms of ódownward 

social comparison theoryô, which states that we have a drive to help ourselves by noticing a 

worse experience or situation somewhere else (Suls, Martin & Wheeler, 2002). It goes on to 

say that people make these comparisons to feel better off than another individual whose 

problems are imagined to be more difficult than theirs (Suls, Martin & Wheeler, 2002). 

Although it could be a way of coping for some, this strategy could potentially normalize 

racist experiences. Further, as has been discussed in the óliterature reviewô chapter, racism 

can be overt and direct or subtle and covert (National Research Council, 2004) and at times, 

may not be recognized as racism as it takes various forms (Milner, Franz & Henry Braddock, 

2020). In this regard, the racist experiences spoken about in this study seem to match more 

closely with covert racism as participants did not have any direct encounters of being 

discriminated against.  

 

In the example above, there appears to be an overlap between personal experiences as 

well as those observed in the external environment (exosystem/macrosystem) that is available 

for comparison. It also reflects comparison between one country (or macrosystem with its 

own rules and norms) and another. The comparison takes place in the form of a 

chronosystem, or across time. Further, there are varying levels of racism such as 
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macrosystem racism and microsystem racism. Macrosystem racism is the stratification and 

systemic oppression of non-dominant ethnic groups (Young, 1995; Brown, 1998). This 

occurrence is exhibited ideologically in stereotypes or institutionally in differences in 

education, health care, etc. (Griffith, Mason, Yonas, Eng, Jeffries, Plihcik & Parks, 2007; 

Chambers, 2008). Microsystem racism, which seems to more closely fit with the participantsô 

experiences in this study, are acts of discrimination occurring within microsystems such as 

universities, workplace, among peers, etc. (Council on American- Islamic Relations, 2012). 

In this manner, Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) theory seems to explain the link between the 

individual and their expectations and experiences of discrimination experienced in a new 

country. With that being said, it has been reported that in the western world, England is the 

safest country for immigrants due to its level of tolerance towards immigrants (Gilroy, 2007). 

This might explain the lack of discriminatory experiences noted by participants in this study. 

I will now discuss the topic of the education system as reflected in the findings.  

 

5.4.2 The education system and the impact on wellbeing 

One of the sub-themes in this section was a comparison between the academic system 

in India and the U.K. Some participants mentioned feeling confused with the new system 

particularly relating to referencing and plagiarism, whereas others spoke about the theoretical 

vs. practical differences in the system, critical thinking, and independent learning. In 

reference to this, there exists abundant literature on the difficulties faced by international 

students in adapting to new academic settings such as a lack of understanding of plagiarism 

and stress emerging from the difference in learning and teaching methods (Kaur, 2006; 

Adisa, Baderin, Gbadamosi & Mordi, 2019; Kiley, 2003; Wang & Shan, 2006; Zhou & 

Todman, 2009; Kingston & Forland, 2008; Durkin, 2003; Bamford, Marr, Pheiffer & Weber-
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Newth, 2002; Edwards & Ran, 2006 Mukthyala, 2013). Bamford (2008) found that the 

difference in study methods especially during the initial period was a challenge for 

international students. On this note, De Vita (2001) demonstrated how variance in attempting 

an assignment can differ depending on the studentsô native country.  Bird (2017, p. 335) 

refers to the term ócultural educational differencesô to explain this change in expectations in a 

new educational setup, especially changes relating to independent learning and critical 

thinking which might be tied to varying expectations in cultures around the world. Bird 

(2017, p. 335) also found that the international postgraduate students in their study 

experienced a ósense of shockô and feelings of óconfusionô and óstressô due to the way 

learning and teaching was delivered in the UK. These feelings were driven by prior learning 

experiences as well as a difference in expectations. A lack of preparation of what to expect 

and high expectations are therefore seen as factors leading to a negative experience for 

international students in HE (Chen 2007; Zhou & Todman, 2009). This overlap between 

culture and educational settings can have an influence on individualsô wellbeing. There also 

exists a link between prior experiences within a culture and the perception of the novel 

educational environment. This fits with the findings of the present study wherein participants 

spoke about the differences between the education system in India and the UK and the 

challenges with adapting to the new system based on their prior experiences.  

 

Another sub-theme in the academic arena was self-doubt and self-criticism for 

struggling to understand the subject matter. A few participants spoke about language 

difficulties and problems understanding the accent of the lecturers. In their study on 

international studentsô educational experiences in the UK, Bamford (2008) observed that 

participants who were not native English speakers found it difficult to study in English even 

if they had passed the basic requirement of giving a TOEFL exam. This could be because of 
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technical terminology (Bamford, 2008) which may not be covered in an English language 

test. Although language support classes were offered to some international students to combat 

this difficulty, these classes were found to be very generic and did not help with specific 

terminology related to their academic field (Bamford, 2008). This would lead to studentsô 

frustration and lecturers assuming the students did not have sufficient knowledge about 

various terminologies (Bamford, 2008). Understandably, these were obstacles to studentsô 

educational experience and possibly had an adverse impact on their wellbeing. Other 

researchers have also observed that language difficulties and problems understanding accents 

can hinder international studentsô academic performance and cause psychological distress 

(Sawir, 2005; Adisa, Baderin, Gbadamosi & Mordi, 2019). The ópersonalô experiences as 

detailed in the initial section of this chapter, and cultural differences can also impact 

academic performance. Factors such as culture shock and isolation can make it harder for 

international students to cope with academic stressors and the academic difficulties of 

international students might be influenced by their background and learning experiences in 

their home country (Bamford, 2008; Oliver, 2008). For example, a difference in learning and 

teaching methods could contribute to this as stated earlier. This suggests that there might be 

an overlap and influence of various stressors in the personal and political domains, as well as 

the microsystem, exosystem and macrosystem. It is therefore equally important to consider 

individualsô socio-cultural context when discussing issues related to academic settings. In 

addition, academic difficulties might arise due to the difference in teaching strategy 

employed by tutors. Bamford (2008) found that some teaching strategies to explain concepts 

and ideas may not fit well with Asian students, for instance there might be a variation in 

directive vs. non-directive teaching styles. This could suggest adapting teaching strategies to 

suit students from multiple backgrounds. Brown (2007), however, questions the feasibility of 

meeting all demands related to cultural differences and difficulties with language. It is 
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practically impossible to meet the expectations of all international students based on cultural 

variation. In conclusion, there could be an increase in tutorsô awareness of these differing 

learning and teaching strategies due to cultural differences, with an aim to accommodate 

these where possible. This, in turn, will potentially impact their psychological wellbeing in 

positive ways. 

 

With respect to support from university staff, although the participants faced a few 

academic challenges in the initial stages, they also mentioned having positive experiences 

from academic staff and perceived them to be helpful and supportive. In some cases, there 

might be certain adjustments needed by both international students and institutions as 

suggested by Kelly and Morgan (2012). They are of the view that such adjustments can help 

students manage the shock and pave the way for a more efficient academic support 

system. For instance, students might learn to engage with a new system and be aware of the 

differences prior to arriving in the UK. This could be coupled with other international 

students sharing their experiences of the academic differences and what helped them adjust. 

New students could reach out to these ex-students to learn from their experiences. It might 

also involve universities imparting such knowledge and awareness to international students 

before the start of their studies. The combined effort from both the individual and their 

environment can play a role in academic success and therefore greater wellbeing for students. 

This reflects Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner 1979, 1994) which emphasizes that 

an individualôs interactions with their surroundings provides a context for growth (Elliot, 

Reid & Baumfield, 2015). Having discussed the ópoliticalô section, I will now go on to 

discuss the ópracticalô area which is the last section related to the findings.  

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0950422218760335?casa_token=9zAqALN0IA0AAAAA%3AuKa8hgENztkYuHyFW96xXQEDiRdAQ8eHmRwbrsk7-Xot5ualx70fzRjXwgfqhYZU8BpnO7HBKkY
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0950422218760335?casa_token=9zAqALN0IA0AAAAA%3AuKa8hgENztkYuHyFW96xXQEDiRdAQ8eHmRwbrsk7-Xot5ualx70fzRjXwgfqhYZU8BpnO7HBKkY
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0950422218760335?casa_token=9zAqALN0IA0AAAAA%3AuKa8hgENztkYuHyFW96xXQEDiRdAQ8eHmRwbrsk7-Xot5ualx70fzRjXwgfqhYZU8BpnO7HBKkY
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0950422218760335?casa_token=9zAqALN0IA0AAAAA%3AuKa8hgENztkYuHyFW96xXQEDiRdAQ8eHmRwbrsk7-Xot5ualx70fzRjXwgfqhYZU8BpnO7HBKkY
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0950422218760335?casa_token=9zAqALN0IA0AAAAA%3AuKa8hgENztkYuHyFW96xXQEDiRdAQ8eHmRwbrsk7-Xot5ualx70fzRjXwgfqhYZU8BpnO7HBKkY
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5.5 Practical 

The ópracticalô section comprises sub-themes such as the barriers to accessing psychological 

help, recognition of the value of counselling, as well as the coping strategies used by 

participants. These will now be discussed in conjunction with Bronfenbrennerôs theory 

(1979). 

 

5.5.1 Barriers to help-seeking 

As previously seen, difficulty admitting a problem and stigma were highlighted in the 

findings as obstacles to seeking psychological support. On a theoretical level, participants 

seemed to acknowledge the value in counselling, however they expressed concerns about 

seeking help due to various reasons. For instance, the findings demonstrated the need to 

appear strong and the perception of mental ill health being a sign of weakness. There was 

also a connection with a fear of judgement from people, thus demonstrating a link between 

participantsô personal views and feelings towards mental health and societyôs attitudes. These 

issues made it harder to seek help and difficulty in acknowledging a problem seemed to be a 

theme. This shows the influence the microsystem/exosystem might have on individuals and 

in turn, impact help-seeking behaviours.   

 

Stigma appears to be linked to various factors such as culture, societal expectations 

and views of individuals. Traditional Asian values such as self-control, self-reliance and 

difficulty with disclosing problems to those outside the family could negatively impact help-

seeking in this population (Das & Kemp, 1997; Vogel, Wester & Larson, 2007; Choi & 

Miller, 2014; Miville & Con-stantine, 2007; Shea & Yeh, 2008). In terms of gender, women 

seem to be more willing to seek psychological help as compared to men (Garland & Zigler, 
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1994; Kelly & Achter, 1995; Arora, Metz & Carlson, 2016). This also seems true of Asian 

and South-Asian women in particular (Barry & Grilo, 2002; Shea & Yeh, 2008; Yoo, Goh & 

Yoon, 2005; Soorkia, Shelgar & Swami, 2011) and the difference may arise from 

expectations of men in South-Asian cultures to present as strong individuals (Bhui, Chandran 

& Sathyamoorthy, 2002). Although both males and female participants in this study had 

similar views to help-seeking, it is interesting to note that the participants who had accessed 

counselling were both females. Although one cannot be certain of the reasons for this, one 

could speculate whether a difference in gender expectations might be a contributing factor. 

Culture might be regarded as being a part of the macrosystem according to Bronfenbrennerôs 

model (Puroila & Karila, 2001) and could influence individualsô perceptions towards mental 

health and seeking professional support.  

 

The findings from this study on Indian international students also showed 

participantsô concerns about judgement from society and what people would think of them if 

they sought psychological help, including being called ñweakò and ñcrazyò. According to 

Modified Labelling Theory (Link, Cullen, Struening, Shrout, & Dohrenwend, 1989), society 

has a negative outlook towards people who seek help and this view is internalised by 

individuals, leading to shame and a lack of help-seeking (Corrigan, 2005; Vogel, Wade, & 

Hackler, 2007).  In this manner, public stigma and self-stigma overlap resulting in reduced 

help-seeking (Barney, Griffiths, Jorm & Christensen, 2006). An internalization of societyôs 

attitudes also leads to low self-worth (Bos, Pryor, Reeder & Stutterheim, 2013). Masuda, 

Suzumura, Beauchamp, Howells and Clay (2005) found that Asian students were hesitant to 

seek counselling or talk about personal problems when compared to their American 

counterparts. They highlighted that the difference was due to a higher level of self-stigma and 

public stigma among the Asian group. Similarly, Chadda, Agarwal, Singh and Raheja (2001) 



173 
 

observed that stigma has a negative impact on people through societyôs unhelpful reactions, 

the personôs own attitudes about the illness and the difficulty in meeting expectations from 

others. Public stigma arising in the microsystem or exosystem might therefore promote or 

strengthen self-stigma for individuals.  In my view, this especially has importance with 

reference to Indian culture as there is sometimes a strong emphasis on othersô judgements. 

For example, in this study, one of the sub-themes that emerged was óWhat will people think?ô 

Some participants feared judgement from others for seeking both academic and psychological 

help. However, it is unclear to what extent this is a barrier to help-seeking.  

  

 

5.5.2 Coping strategies 

 

Research indicates that denial and avoidance are used as a coping strategy by 

international students (Khawaja & Dempsey, 2007; Wei at al., 2008) and Asian people 

(Sanchez, Adams, Arango & Flannigan, 2018). These coping mechanisms are associated with 

psychological distress and depressive symptoms (Wei at al., 2008; Sanchez, Adams, Arango 

& Flannigan, 2018) and masking emotional problems could present as somatic complaints 

(Kudva et al., 2020). Although somatic complaints were not reported in the findings of this 

study, I did get a sense that some participants could be concealing or minimizing their 

distress. To illustrate, a few mentioned they did face difficulties after moving to the UK but 

when asked about this, they reported that these were óonly challengesô and that the negative 

experiences were ójustô related to adjusting. This kind of minimization of distress seems 

congruent with the discussion on minimizing racism discussed in the earlier section of this 

chapter. Some literature also mentions that during a research interview, participants may 

minimise their distress or give the órightô answer to please the interviewer (Qu & Dumay, 

2011; Garland, 1991). This could be tied to Asian culture which inculcates a sense of respect 
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and fear of authority ýgures (Seegobin, 1999). Therefore, Asian cultural values may 

influence how a problem may or may not be discussed rather than being a true case of 

psychological denial (Lee & Lock, 2007). It is difficult to ascertain if this is the case for the 

participants in this study, however I did get a sense that some participants might be 

portraying being happy and having had good experiences or downplaying the negative 

experiences they experienced. Although this was not explicitly mentioned in context of the 

interview, a few participants stated the need to maintain a positive front out of fear of 

appearing óweakô. This portrays an influence of society or culture which again, could be an 

example of the macrosystem influencing individuals.  

 

 The findings also demonstrated that participants would speak to friends in the first 

instance and seek professional support as a final option.  One participant mentioned that he 

would access support only if he was ómassively depressedô. Some did not feel the need to 

access professional help as speaking to friends and family helped. In this regard, Tinsley et al. 

(1982) mentioned that people use informal sources such as friends and parents more than 

formal sources, or therapists, and professional support is considered as a last resort (Hinson & 

Swanson, 1993). Further, Kawamoto, Jeong Youn, Bartholomew, Castonguay and Locke 

(2016) found that students from Asian and African backgrounds delayed obtaining 

psychological help until problems became severe. The impact of cultural values on help-

seeking can be quite significant in cultures which have close networks, and where therapists 

are seen as part of the out-group, separate from the family or immediate social network 

(Vogel, Wester & Larson, 2007; Atkinson, 1990; Yeh, 2002). Therefore, international 

students may resort to family and friends rather than counsellors when they need help. Mori 

(2000) believes that issues such as stigma, shame, lack of language fluency, mistrust of 

counselling services and a greater reliance on alternative sources of help could be barriers for 
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international students in seeking therapy. Although this could be an obvious obstacle to help-

seeking, it could also be a positive step as students exhibit an openness to reaching out to 

people in their immediate surroundings, or their microsystem, and then contact those in the 

exosystem (professional help) only if needed.  

 

 According to Elliot, Reid and Baumfield (2015) it is beneficial for 

international students to leave their ócomfort zoneô and explore new social relationships and 

learning opportunities in the new ecological system. They use the metaphor of a plant to 

explain this, stating that the idea involves ótransplanting a mature plant after it becomes used 

to the soil conditions, the special care provided by its gardener during its growing years, and 

with the expectation that as it adjusts to the new environment, it will cope easily with 

problems and thriveô (Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015, p. 2201). This view seems to closely 

link with that of the participants in this study who expressed that adjusting and moving out of 

their comfort zone helped them, as did socialising, focusing on the positives and engaging in 

some physical exercise. In other words, they were proactive in managing their problems. 

These findings are supported by Bronfenbrenner (2005) who also believes that the individual 

(or in this case the international student) is an active agent irrespective of the ecological 

systems in which they reside. This reflects the values of counselling psychology, considering 

individualsô background and context as well as the role of a biopsychosocial approach to 

wellbeing (Arthur, 2018; Gilbert, 2019) rather than a fixed mental health diagnosis. In the 

next section, I will discuss the attitudes towards professionals and therapeutic support offered 

by them. 

 

5.5.3 Therapeutic relationship with professionals 
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As stated earlier, mistrust of counselling services has been found to be prevalent 

among international students and can act as a barrier for obtaining support (Mori, 2000; Zhu, 

2016; Rabinowitz, 2019; Tung, 2016; Dias, 2019). A study found that a sense of familiarity 

with counselling services and therapists positively impacted international studentsô help-

seeking behaviours (Scheel et al., 2008). Similarly, there was a fear and distrust in therapists 

and services among Asian people (Khalil, 2018; Gee, Khera, Poblete, Kim & Buchwach, 

2020; Yee, 2018). Participants in this study also voiced a preference to work with a therapist 

of the same cultural background as they felt they would be understood better. In this regard, 

there are numerous recommendations for ethnic matching of client and therapist as well as 

the provision of culturally competent therapists (Mori, 2000).  There is also a suggestion for 

professional services to consider international studentsô cultural needs by recruiting bilingual 

counsellors who are culturally competent (Kawamoto, Youn, Bartholomew, Castonguay & 

Locke, 2018) as well as training counsellors to work with migrant groups (Bemak & 

Chung, 2015). This can help to incorporate a cultural understanding of distress and wellbeing 

in counselling (Benish, Quintana, & Wampold, 2011). There is therefore a great need for 

multicultural counsellors and multicultural training in university settings (Kawamoto, Youn, 

Bartholomew, Castonguay & Locke, 2018). In conjunction with Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) 

theory, I think the client and therapist can be considered as entities with two distinct 

microsystems, exosystems and macrosystems. The overlap between these systemic variables 

might contribute to the therapeutic relationship as experienced by both parties. To elucidate, 

the way in which the clientôs culture, values, beliefs and language fluency interacts with the 

therapistôs background, training, beliefs and prior experiences might play a role in the 

development of the therapeutic relationship.  

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
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In summary, I have highlighted the findings (personal, political and practical 

domains) in relation to the research questions and Bronfenbrennerôs model. The participantsô 

experiences, their impact on wellbeing, as well as their coping strategies and attitudes 

towards seeking psychological support have been discussed in conjunction with relevant 

literature on the topic. I will now discuss the implications of this study, its strengths and 

limitations and contribution to knowledge.  

  

5.6 Implications 

Most of the findings in this study are compatible with existing literature on the mental 

health of both migrants and international students. While generalising of themes from the 

interviews is not the aim here, the findings in this study may be applicable to a wider 

population of Indian university students in the U.K. (Willig, 2013). The findings can be 

broadly applied to three sectors; educational institutions, counselling services and 

psychological therapists, and Indian international students themselves. The study implies that 

the combined effort of individuals and their surroundings can positively impact their 

academic success and promote wellbeing (Ecological Systems Theory; Bronfenbrenner, 

1979; Elliot, Reid & Baumfield, 2015). As previously discussed, being open to the new 

ecological system can lead to growth and learning, whereas holding on to the old system can 

be a barrier which disrupts development (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). In this regard, Indian 

international students can be encouraged, with the help of other forms of support as discussed 

in this section, to take proactive steps and engage with various elements in the new system 

such as creating friendships, involving themselves in social settings, actively seeking support 

from tutors when needed, and generally experiencing life and culture in a new country as an 

international student. I would recommend introducing mentoring wherein Indian international 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0950422218760335?casa_token=9zAqALN0IA0AAAAA%3AuKa8hgENztkYuHyFW96xXQEDiRdAQ8eHmRwbrsk7-Xot5ualx70fzRjXwgfqhYZU8BpnO7HBKkY
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0950422218760335?casa_token=9zAqALN0IA0AAAAA%3AuKa8hgENztkYuHyFW96xXQEDiRdAQ8eHmRwbrsk7-Xot5ualx70fzRjXwgfqhYZU8BpnO7HBKkY
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0950422218760335?casa_token=9zAqALN0IA0AAAAA%3AuKa8hgENztkYuHyFW96xXQEDiRdAQ8eHmRwbrsk7-Xot5ualx70fzRjXwgfqhYZU8BpnO7HBKkY
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students who have spent a year or two in the UK could support new international students and 

help them adjust, provide information, resources etc. as specified by the university.  

 

As discussed previously, the themes in this study highlighted the minimizing of 

emotional distress among the participants. If this group of students underreport their levels of 

psychological disturbance, it may go unnoticed and they might therefore receive little or no 

attention from mental health services and educational institutions. Due to the underreporting 

of distress, it could be assumed that there is no real need for psychological help among this 

population, which further increases their vulnerability. To combat this, initiatives in the 

macrosystem (universities and mental health organizations) can enable change and aim to 

have a positive influence on the mental health of these international students. Although the 

participants shared their satisfaction with university support, they also spoke about the 

challenges with transitioning to a new educational system. Since a lack of knowledge 

regarding academic expectations was linked to distress in this study, preparing students prior 

to their arrival in the UK could prove useful. Academics should consider introducing 

preparatory material orienting students to referencing guidelines and course expectations as 

these seemed to be major concerns for students in this study. This preparation could involve 

online cultural orientation programmes. Although these suggestions are already implemented 

by some universities in the U.K. (Murphy & Tilley, 2019; Hassan, Bamurange & James, 

2019), I argue that they fail to successfully impact the international students as can be seen 

from the findings in this study who struggled with transitioning to a new system. I believe 

that a much greater focus is required on the international student population to bring about 

effective change. More rigorous and tailored interventions would be beneficial for Indian 

international students. Current induction programs could be reviewed and reformed to include 

preparation for the various academic and cultural changes that students encounter. Such an 
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approach would involve a change on a managerial level (exosystem) and would require more 

research into what specific factors would be useful to incorporate into these induction 

programmes based on international student feedback. 

 

The findings also demonstrated that the participants in this study had a lack of 

awareness of the university counselling service. Therefore, more awareness of these services 

might increase service utilization. In addition, busting myths such as therapists charging 

exorbitant fees and the existence of lengthy waiting times could counteract studentsô lack of 

service utilization. Many organizations and university counselling services in the UK offer 

their services free of charge to students (NHS, 2020). Higher education institutions and 

counselling psychologists should therefore increase awareness of the university counselling 

service among Indian international students which comprise a large body of the international 

student population in the UK (Baker, 2017). This is another change in the macrosystem and 

exosystem that can promote help-seeking behaviours among these students. 

  

Further, the participants in this study also expressed a desire for ethnic matching 

between therapist and client, as well as more culturally driven mental health support. This 

might signify the need for staff training in services where possible. While psychological 

therapists may be unable to undergo training to cater therapy to all cultural groups, this study 

may provide useful insights and ideas for therapists working with Indian university students. 

The coping strategies stated by participants can also be utilised by therapists and educational 

institutions to promote studentsô wellbeing. For instance, as documented in the findings, 

promoting various forms of sport, physical exercise and social events can enhance studentsô 

wellbeing. Catering to the needs of this group of students encourages cross-cultural and 
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inclusive practice for diverse populations. Although counselling psychology as a profession 

appears to value cultural diversity and incorporate interventions tailored to various sections of 

society, the most prevalent psychotherapy models are products of Western ideas (Koç & 

Kafa, 2019). I believe the efficacy of these models can be questioned for individuals from 

diverse cultures. In order for interventions to be accepted by people of various cultures, they 

should be compatible with the values and characteristics of that culture (Heim, Shehadeh, 

van't Hof & Carswell, 2019; Koç & Kafa, 2019). In fact, psychotherapy that is not tailored to 

meet the cultural needs of individuals can do more harm than good (Kumaraswamy, 2007). In 

his research on psychotherapy in Brunei, Kumaraswamy (2007) found that therapists who are 

educated in Western countries lack knowledge of the beliefs and traditions of their clients and 

this can impede communication. This is supported by studies in other countries such as 

Pakistan (Farooqi, 2006) and Turkey (Yalvac et al., 2015). Considering large scale migration 

taking place and the underutilization of counselling services, adapted and local psychotherapy 

research is of primary importance (Wenzel, DroģĽek, Fu Chen & Kletecka-Pulker, 2019; Koç 

& Kafa, 2019). In view of this, I suggest that more research on culturally tailored 

psychotherapy is required for diverse populations and a need for culturally specific training 

programs for psychological therapists. An in-depth understanding of socio-cultural contexts 

might improve the utilization of psychotherapy in the long-term as clients might see the 

benefits involved. One way to do so is by assessing cultural knowledge, competence, and 

congruence for therapists and services providing care across cultures (Ewing, Wray, Mead & 

Adams, 2012). Although various cultural competency guidelines already exist, their focus is 

on general recommendations, rather than practical and concrete suggestions on working with 

diversity. This study can contribute to the competencies for working with Indian international 

students by taking into account the need for more holistic support and the coping strategies 

identified by participants. For instance, therapists can be encouraged to supplement their 
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sessions with signposting clients to international student societies/clubs and exercise/sports 

sessions within or outside the university. In consideration of the shame and stigma 

experienced by participants, fostering a sense of trust and safety by strengthening the 

therapeutic relationship in the first few sessions is of utmost importance. This can be done by 

explicitly asking how the therapist can cater to cultural differences that they might not be 

aware of and showing a willingness to understand the clientôs cultural background by having 

open conversations. An emphasis on confidentiality and stressing on information not being 

shared with lecturers and tutors might encourage students to share their distress more 

honestly. Taking into account issues of loneliness and the need for social interaction, students 

can be signposted to various support groups to supplement individual therapy. This is 

discussed in the next paragraph. However, additional research on these competencies is 

needed to investigate how these factors may impact service delivery and outcomes.  

 

I propose that academic and counselling support groups might also be a useful 

approach to help with cultural adjustments (Dipeolu, Kang, & Cooper, 2007; Walker & 

Conyne, 2007; Abe, Talbot, & Gellhoed, 1998; Carr, Koyama, & Thiagarajan, 2003). The 

value of support groups for international students has been previously researched and found 

to be more effective than individual counselling to facilitate social interactions, decrease 

feelings of loneliness, normalize adjustment problems and deliver practical information and 

coping techniques (Carr Koyama, & Thiagarajan, 2003; Dipeolu, Kang & Cooper, 2007; 

Walker & Conyne, 2007; Moores & Popadiuk, 2011; Yi et al., 2003). The studentsô union at 

universities and the student services professionals could offer opportunities and events for 

students to interact. This could be especially helpful for first year students who might not 

have established social networks (Loades, Demkowicz, Qualter & Shafran, 2021). Owing to 

the current impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, including isolation, communal hate crimes 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01933922.2016.1197991?casa_token=Z9pbm50JDRUAAAAA%3A-yntbXt_berwYmnn2lVzeCRBc6d9anl0-ewYLX83j158DYGoavaYZlOHvIhAjbyVTcNyqIbxmD8hww
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and further need for social support, this has placed international students in a particularly 

vulnerable position (Anandavalli, Harrichand & Litam, 2020; Chen, Li, Wu & Tong, 2020). 

Following the above-mentioned research, I would strongly recommend that both academic 

and counselling support groups are set up online and/or face-to face to encourage 

international students to interact with those who might be experiencing similar struggles. 

 

Apart from tailoring counselling practice to various diverse groups, I argue that 

counselling and psychotherapy needs more inclusion of diversity in their training 

programmes especially in the UK. Keeping in mind the values of counselling psychology, an 

inclusion of these elements in undergraduate, postgraduate and doctoral level training can 

potentially enhance the practice of therapists and counselling psychologists. Equity, diversity 

and inclusion (EDI) have received considerable attention in HE settings and although 

resources have been developed to encourage the inclusion of diversity in practice, the 

syllabus overlooks important considerations. In this regard, Fuentes, Zelaya and Madsen 

(2021) offer some concrete suggestions to integrate and promote equity, diversity, and 

inclusion in pedagogy. Although their research is based in the U.S., I believe their 

recommendations are highly applicable to the U.K. as well. Firstly, they urge educators to 

consider ways in which their own socio-cultural backgrounds influence how they promote 

EDI in their syllabi, including reflecting on their intersecting identities, monitoring implicit 

biases and considering why they include certain readings or authors in their syllabi. They 

encourage a ñdiversity-centeredò approach to syllabus development (p. 73) by incorporating 

diversity-related material into courses throughout the course and not only by providing a 

single session or a few readings/assignments on diversity. Further, they suggest decolonizing 

the syllabus including ñthe supplementation of existing curricula with non-Western 

perspectivesò (Stein & de Olivera Andreotti, 2016, p. 4) and focusing on research by 
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historically underrepresented and marginalized authors (Fuentes, Zelaya & Madsen, 2021). 

Further, Gupta (2012) states that standardized testing and individual assignments which 

encourage competitive behaviour are found to be both capitalist and colonial drivers in HE 

(Fuentes, Zelaya & Madsen, 2021). According to research by Croizet (2013), standardized 

testing is biased against students from low income status and marginalized backgrounds, as 

well as those of colour. The recommendation here is for educators to incorporate a diversity 

of assessments to promote a variety of learning abilities (Fuentes, Zelaya & Madsen, 2021). 

Such endeavours are very relevant to this study on Indian international students and 

applicable to HE institutions as they can help faculty increase cultural awareness and 

consciousness, enable students from marginalized backgrounds feel welcomed, and promote 

intercultural competence among students with more privilege (Fuentes, Zelaya & Madsen, 

2021). I argue that an inclusion of these approaches would promote learning, engagement and 

a sense of inclusivity with respect to learning among international students. These 

recommendations are absolutely necessary taking into account the vision and values espoused 

by multiple universities in the U.K. which aim to foster an inclusive and diverse community. 

 

Universities are keen to attract international students and charge exorbitant fees for 

studies (Nahai, 2014; Donzelot, 2015; Bray & Kwo, 2013). This could limit the number of 

BAME students from home countries who want to pursue higher education in the U.K. I 

believe HE institutions should pay more attention to fostering inclusivity and belongingness 

after these students enrol in their programs and migrate to the UK.  This can be considered 

part of a social justice agenda to give ear to this population of underrepresented people 

(Becker, Dong, Kronholz & Brownson, 2018; Bhugra, 2004; Atri, Sharma & Cottrell, 2007). 

Further, keeping in mind the values of counselling psychology, an inclusion of these elements 
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in training programs can enhance the practice of counselling psychologists especially with 

regard to diverse populations. 

 

The study also has implications in regard to medical treatment in the NHS. 

Educational institutions (macrosystem), for example, might consider studentsô feedback of 

lengthy waiting times for treatment and possibly consider having in-house medical practices 

exclusively for university students. It might therefore be useful to have a rounded and holistic 

approach by involving various parts of the microsystem and exosystem to improve studentsô 

wellbeing. To conclude, this study has wide implications for various sectors, including 

educational, mental health and counselling, as well as the NHS. 

 

5.7 Strengths, limitations and future research 

  This study explores the psychological wellbeing of an underrepresented and 

understudied group of people (Atri, Sharma & Cottrell, 2007) and discusses the findings 

through an ecological lens of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). It looks at 

the interaction between various components such as the microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem and their impact on Indian international studentsô 

wellbeing. It is seen that migrants and university students may struggle with their mental 

health and not access emotional support. The challenges faced by these groups of people have 

been elaborated in the literature review of this study. Considering the difficulties faced by 

these populations, this study aims to give ear to this set of people and understand their help-

seeking behaviours. The project rests well within the domain of counselling psychology 

which acknowledges individualsô socio-cultural background (BPS, 2005; Strawbridge & 

Woolfe, 2010; Jones Nielsen & Nicholas, 2016) and supports diversity, difference and 
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culturally tailored practice (BPS, 2014, 2017). This piece of research also takes into account 

clientsô therapeutic needs and preferences which is encouraged by numerous ethical bodies 

such as the BACP (2016), BPS (2014) and the HCPC (2020). Further, the study urges 

counselling psychologists to have a commitment to social justice and voice concerns against 

issues such as racism and inequality (Vera & Speight, 2003). 

   

 A qualitative methodology was used in this study to understand the studentsô 

experiences in depth. Semi-structured interviews were employed using open-ended questions 

to allow for participants to share subjective views. I did not employ a quantitative approach 

using questionnaires or psychometric tests assessing participantsô wellbeing as this entails 

fitting their experiences in a fixed framework and has the potential to overlook their lived 

experience by not taking into account their cultural perspectives (Morrow, 2005; Elliott, 

Fischer & Rennie, 1999; Elliott, 1995). However, using a qualitative methodology has its 

disadvantages. Due to the small number of participants, this project cannot be used to 

formulate a hypothesis, draw generalisations to a wider population or compare the 

experiences of the participants with another group (Elliott, Fischer & Rennie, 1999). The 

study is therefore not representative of other Indian international students in the UK. 

 

 Subjectivity is an inherent part of qualitative research and has been discussed as a 

critique of this methodology (Willig, 2013). There was only one researcher involved in 

recruiting participants and data collection which further increases the subjective nature of the 

study. This has been addressed by including topics such as trustworthiness and sections on 

reflexivity throughout the thesis. For instance, I wrote a journal reflecting on my personal 

experiences and feelings during the process of data collection, and the similarities and 
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differences between my experiences and that of the participants. This is because I am also an 

Indian international student and this could have influenced my perception during data 

collection and analysis. For example, being from a similar background could have facilitated 

cultural knowledge related to India and enabled participants to experience a level of comfort 

and understanding while sharing their experiences with me. It could also have helped me 

analyse the data in context of Indian societal norms and attitudes. Further, the timing of the 

interviews might have a role to play in the way participants felt about being in the U.K. for 

example, the interviews were conducted in the winter months when it was colder, there was 

less sunlight and people could not spend a long duration of time outside their homes. The 

new academic year had just begun and students were settling in. Participants might have 

shared a slightly different experience if the interviews were conducted four to five months 

after they had moved to the U.K.  

 

Another limitation of this study relates to the process of recruitment. Participation in 

this study was completely voluntary and based on studentsô willingness to engage in the 

process. The participants were recruited through social media which meant that those who did 

not have access to this medium were not recruited. Taking into account the prevalence of 

stigma and the minimizing of distress by participants, it is possible that those who were 

struggling considerably with their mental health did not contact me as the researcher. 

Therefore, there is a chance of negative experiences or completely different views not being 

included. In addition, the recruitment process was limited to students enrolled in specific 

universities in the UK which filters recruitment even further.  
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Reflecting on the interview questions, I used the third person pronoun when referring 

to Indian students. For instance, instead of asking participants how they would cope with 

distress or their attitudes towards psychological support, I framed this as óhow would Indian 

students do so?ô. I framed the questions in this manner so that the participants feel 

comfortable and do not feel as if I was probing them. I believe this did help as I sensed a 

hesitation from some participants when they shared their feelings, as mentioned in several 

places in the findings and discussion chapter. However, I can see how this type of framing of 

questions could also impact the way participants externalize their feelings and talk in the third 

person. On reflection, after asking the background questions to establish rapport, I would ask 

slightly direct questions for participants to share their experiences more personally. With 

respect to the research questions, I realise that I grouped the impact on participantsô 

wellbeing and the coping strategies they use in the second research question. In order to make 

the difference between these two clearer, I think it would be better if I had included impact on 

wellbeing in the first research question, along with participantsô experiences. Therefore, the 

first research question might read as follows; What are the current experiences of 

psychological wellbeing and distress of Indian international (university) students in the UK 

and what impact does this have on their wellbeing? The second research question could be 

solely focused on the coping strategies they use to manage distress. I believe this would help 

me state the findings more clearly in respect to the research questions.  

 

Lastly, this study discusses Asian Indian people as one sub-group and there is 

potential for more research in this population. Most of the available literature groups Asians, 

migrants, Asian Indians, university students and international students together. Although the 

aim is not to generalise the research findings, I think it is important to consider that Asian 

Indians are a largely heterogeneous group with differences in language, religion, caste, 
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cultural practices, beliefs, etc. (Hussain, 2017; The Parekh Report, 2000; Parekh, 2001). 

Future research could involve focusing on various sub-categories of Indian international 

students, such as those from different geographical regions in India, or the experiences of 

students of various sexualities. Sub-categories could also aid in understanding whether 

students who just arrive in the UK have different experiences from those who have lived in 

the UK longer, as this would help us understand the manner in which adaptation occurs. 

Further, research on Indian international students with minority status in their home country 

could be explored to understand their experiences of living in the host country. Lastly, there 

could be a focus on how help-seeking attitudes link with those who actually seek support and 

whether there is a correlation between the two.  

 

5.8 Contribution to knowl edge 

The vast research on the poor mental health and lack of service utilization by ethnic 

minorities and international students has been previously stated (Sun, Hoyt, Brockberg, Lam 

& Tiwari, 2016; Lu, Dear, Johnston, Wootton & Titov, 2013; Mori, 2000). However, the 

Asian community has been grouped together under one umbrella despite the presence of a 

great deal of heterogeneity and difference between sub-groups such as Indians, Pakistanis, 

Bangladeshis, Chinese, etc. (Bhattacharya & Schoppelrey, 2004; Durvasula & Mylvaganam, 

1994; Parekh, 2001; Barreto & Segal, 2005). Differences among these sub-groups vary in 

aspects like acculturation, perceptions of mental ill health and receptiveness to mental health 

services (Farver, Narang & Bhadha, 2002; Rao, 2006). An insufficient understanding of 

cultural variations between sub-groups can lead to misdiagnosis and a lack of engagement in 

therapy (Schraufnagel, Wagner, Miranda & Roy-Byrne, 2006) and research on specific sub-

populations within the Asian community is therefore essential. Further, there is a dearth of 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2018.1459473?casa_token=wrSb3twdEvIAAAAA%3APMdcRm94NpbNPYiUFo0kaJNJG3O1R9mxO4WyfpmXyhem727BtxFE3ULpzhHdjOk2wezGolZ8PQT_Xc0
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studies specifically on the Asian Indian population and most of the studies have been 

conducted in the US. Similarly, in many studies, international students have been grouped 

together. This study is unique in that it combines the voices of two groups of people, the 

Asian Indian population and international students, thus contributing to a social justice 

agenda in counselling psychology. This is the first study in my knowledge which explores the 

psychological wellbeing, coping strategies and help-seeking behaviours of Indian 

international students in the UK. It therefore addresses a gap in literature of a potentially 

vulnerable group of people and attempts to understand their experiences in depth.   

 

The findings of the study highlighted the challenges experienced by Indian 

international students and their attitudes towards help-seeking. Some of the data confirmed 

research previously conducted on Asian people and international students, such as the 

difficulties with migration and the presence of stigma in accessing support. However, the 

findings also brought to light some positive experiences and healthy coping strategies used by 

the students. It also demonstrated that some students might seek help only when absolutely 

necessary. The topic of discrimination was explored with an understanding that participants 

might be minimizing some of their experiences. The knowledge of healthy coping strategies 

used may be useful for therapists working with Indian international students. As mentioned in 

the óimplicationsô section, the data from the study can also be helpful for academics, student 

services and other professionals in educational institutions. For instance, university 

counselling services could consider how they might advertise their services taking into 

account the difficulty some students have in accessing support or sharing their problems. 

Lastly, the findings of this study were viewed and examined through an ecological 

perspective of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) by detailing the influence 

of the various systems on the individual. This is the first study in my knowledge which 
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discusses the psychological wellbeing and help-seeking behaviours of Indian international 

students in the UK using this theory of human development. It is therefore novel in this 

regard and contributes to the existing literature on the wellbeing of international students. It 

also provides an extension to Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) framework as it is applied to a new 

setting and population. Having discussed the implications of this study, its strengths, 

limitations and contributions to research, I will now provide a reflexive statement as a final 

part of this chapter.  

 

5.9 Reflexive statement  

In this section, I will continue to reflect on question two, three and four of 

Etheringtonôs (2004) model: 

2. What are my presuppositions about knowledge in this field?  

3. How am I positioned in relation to this knowledge?  

4. How does my social class / gender / ethnicity / culture influence my positioning in relation 

to this topic?   

 

Reflexive research encourages the transparent expression of the interaction between 

researchers and participants (Etherington, 2016). I will now continue to reflect on my 

positioning in relation to Etheringtonôs (2004) questions. The nature of an interview involves 

an asymmetry of power, with power shifting between interviewer and interviewee (Kvale, 

1996; Hoffman, 2007). On reflection, there could be a hidden power imbalance due to the 

level of study I was engaging in as compared to the participants. Counselling psychologists 

hold a great deal of power in relationships and society due to our privileged role as 
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óprofessionalsô (Morrall, 2008; Parker, 1999; Prilleltensky, 1997) and this has been discussed 

previously in the óintroductionô chapter of this thesis. The issue of power dynamics can be 

compounded if the participant is from a marginalized group and in a more vulnerable position 

(Hoffman, 2007). According to Edwards and Holland (2013), factors such as gender, age, 

race, ethnicity, class etc. can play a crucial role in power dynamics. For instance, I believe 

that South-Asian culture values education and career progress to a large extent. I am also a 

few years older than most participants, and this, again, could allude to a difference in power 

as I believe South-Asian culture lays an emphasis on respecting those who are older in age. 

While conducting a few interviews, I felt that some participants did not want to share more 

than what they had already mentioned. My presuppositions here were that participants may 

not feel comfortable talking about their distress in detail and this belief was reinforced when 

they externalized their feelings or spoke in the third person. At these times, I did not probe 

further as that would negatively impact the power dynamics, especially related to the themes 

of minimizing distress, racist experiences and the resulting discrepancies in verbal and non-

verbal behaviour that I observed during a part of the interview process. For example, if 

participants looked away while expressing distress or replied in very brief, I was cautious 

about asking more questions and felt a sense of discomfort as well. My own preconceptions 

about discussing emotions as a sign of weakness in an Indian context possibly led to caution 

while probing. I felt that the participants might experience discomfort speaking openly about 

their feelings related to distressing experiences and keeping this in mind, I asked follow up 

questions only if I sensed a level of willingness to share. Discussing researchersô ethical 

dilemmas, Fog (1992) contends that although researchers aim for the interview to be as in-

depth as possible, this carries the risk of being disrespectful to the interviewee. As a result, 

this might lead to gathering only superficial data. The nature of qualitative research is such 

that its openness can lead interviewees to share information they may later regret disclosing 
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(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2017). Based on my experiences, I have a few recommendations for 

those doing further research on Indian international students. Researchers can mention at the 

outset that talking about emotional distress might be a difficult topic in order to prepare 

participants to share what feels comfortable. This can be accompanied by follow up questions 

while stressing that participants can share as much as they feel comfortable to. This might 

reassure participants to only reveal what they want to, and researchers can feel at ease 

knowing that they have tried to account for certain socio-cultural contexts in the interview. 

Lastly, researchers can explain the limits to confidentiality in more detail and what this 

entails, as well as highlight that the information shared will not be discussed with their tutors 

or with university staff. In my opinion, these suggestions might foster a safer environment for 

information sharing and help researchers gain more in-depth information.  

 

Through this research study, I have learnt that Indian international students can have 

significant struggles after moving to another country. The study has helped me have more 

empathy for those who migrate to a new country and be more helpful towards such 

individuals in general. As stated earlier, I did not face many problems when I migrated to the 

UK, and this led me to believe that other international students may have the same experience 

as me. I was also surprised by the presence of mental health stigma in this population. In 

relation to Etheringtonôs (2004) second question regarding presuppositions of knowledge in 

this field, I had initially thought that educated Indians would be more open to receiving 

psychological support. However, I can now see that this is not the case and that there is a 

greater need to normalize therapy and access support for this group. The study has changed 

my perception and driven me to help students by creating more mental health awareness 

campaigns. Since starting this study, I have been involved in various community projects and 

counselling services mainly targeted at international students. For instance, I volunteered at a 
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university counselling service which focused on international students. This helped me 

understand their experiences while reflecting on the findings of this study and analysing the 

data.  

 

As mentioned previously, the selection of sub-themes to focus on for the purpose of 

the discussion chapter was a slightly difficult choice as I was aware this would influence the 

direction of the discourse. I chose the parts that seemed more salient to me in the context of 

participantsô views, the research questions, as well as a representation of the counselling 

psychology profession and its value for social justice. I also tried to highlight most of the sub-

themes and do justice to them by dividing them among the two parts of the chapter- the 

research questions and the personal, political and practical section. As mentioned earlier, 

there was a great degree of overlap not only over the research questions, but also the 

personal, political and practical sections. The inter-relatedness of these areas and the 

complexity involved made it difficult to neatly segregate the sections. Having reflected on my 

personal processes during the study, I will now end with a short summary and conclusion.  

 

5.10 Summary 

This chapter has used Bronfenbrennerôs theory as a framework for the personal, 

political and practical sections of the findings and discussed this in conjunction with available 

literature on the topic. The links between the personal, academic, social and other dimensions 

of Indian international studentsô experiences in the UK have been explored. The ecological 

sub-systems in Bronfenbrennerôs model (1979) facilitate the representation of the experiences 

of the participants as well as the interconnectedness between the various layers such as the 

microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 
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1979).  The strengths and limitations of the study were discussed, as well as the implications 

for future research, the contribution to knowledge and a reflexive statement. 

 

Conclusion  

 This research project explored the experiences of Indian international students, the 

coping strategies they use and their attitudes towards psychological support using a 

qualitative approach. The aim was to contribute to knowledge that can inform educational 

institutions, organisations and professional services. An interpretivist approach to thematic 

analysis helped me gain an understanding of the subjective experiences of the participants. As 

the findings linked to Bronfenbrennerôs model, they are accessible to various domains in the 

system, and can produce change in clinical settings for therapists, as well as academics and 

student services in universities. Although limited by the recruitment process, which only 

recruited those who approached me as the researcher, the analysis highlights the challenges 

faced by a group of international students and the difficulty in accessing academic and 

psychological support. The study identified the potential minimizing of distress and 

discriminatory experiences, the difficult transition in the academic system for Indian 

international students and the presence of stigma and fear of judgement in help-seeking. 

Recommendations are made for professionals to advertise counselling services in a more 

accessible manner and for universities to induct students with the academic system, 

particularly relating to referencing and cultural differences. The process of doing this study 

has helped me empathize with the experiences of international students as well as reflect on 

my own biases towards certain marginalized groups, and this has enabled me to contest these 

views and assumptions. 
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Appendix 1. Poster for advertising 

 

 

Hello, 

As a part of my doctoral thesis, I would like to understand the psychological wellbeing or 

distressing experiences of Indian students after moving to the UK. I am looking to recruit 

students studying at the University of Manchester/Leeds. Please contact me for more 

information.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


