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ABSTRACT
The current study explored the experiences of Asian International Students
(AISs) in terms of mental health, disclosure and help-seeking within Higher
Education in Scotland, UK. A qualitative study using individual semi-
structured interviews with AISs (n = 20) was used and an inductive
thematic approach to analysis was conducted. Three major themes were
developed: (1) Negative beliefs, stigma and fear of judgment, (2)
Adaptation and acculturation difficulties and (3) Barriers in communication,
social disconnection and loneliness. Supporting AISs involves challenging
negative judgements surrounding mental health, increasing mental health
literacy and addressing barriers that may inhibit disclosure and help-
seeking behaviour. The need for culturally sensitive mental health
practitioners and awareness of diverse understandings of mental health
issues is essential to improving support for AISs.
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Introduction

The UK has been highly successful in attracting international students; over a third of non-European
Union international students being from Asian countries (Universities UK, 2022). Asian International
Students (AISs) not only contribute a significant proportion of the income of UK Higher Education
(HE) institutions, but also enrich the diversity of the HE student population (Lomer, 2023). They
often strengthen the workforce as they can bring a unique skillset, fresh outlook and cultural per-
spective (Huang et al, 2020). Many studies have documented the various psychosocial, academic
and financial challenges faced by AISs in the HE environment (Dodd et al., 2021; Furnham et al.,
2011; Ryan et al., 2010). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated stressors
facing AISs in both reducing student mobility and increasing concerns about health, safety and
mental wellbeing (Chen et al., 2020; Gui et al., 2023; Holliman et al., 2023; Koo & Nyunt, 2023;
Maleku et al., 2021; Mok et al., 2021; Rzymski & Nowicki, 2020). However, to date, no research has
specifically explored the unique perspectives and understandings of mental health, disclosure and
help-seeking behaviours of AISs studying in Scotland.
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Scotland’s HE sector is one of the best in the world with three of the world’s top 200 universities
being in Scotland. Scotland’s universities are also amongst the most multicultural in the world.
Around 31% of students in Scotland are from overseas (HESA, 2023). HE is devolved to the Scottish
Parliament, with funding and policy decisions affecting HE taken primarily by the Scottish Government,
Scottish Parliament and Scottish Funding Council. Scottish universities are internationally regarded for
enhancement-led teaching and this ethos has been applied to work onmental health in recognition of
the diversity of the student population (Scottish Government, 2018). While universities have sought to
support students with committed student support services and counselling teams, over the past 10
years there has been a significant increase in the number of students disclosing mental health pro-
blems to HE institutions (Maguire & Cameron, 2021); particularly among international students who
have tended to bemost in need yet least likely to seek help (Cao et al., 2021; Maeshima & Parent, 2022).

Unique sources of stress of international students

Psychological distress has been commonly identified among HE international students (Cooke et al.,
2006; Naylor, 2022), yet relatively little research has been carried out with AISs studying in the UK (Lu
et al., 2014; Tang et al., 2012). Besides the normal developmental concerns that every student may
have, AISs studying in Western countries are likely to experience acculturative stress (Kristiana et al.,
2022; Lam et al., 2006; Lu et al., 2014; Soorkia et al., 2011; Tang et al., 2012). A systematic review on
the psychological wellbeing of East AISs confirmed this finding, although of the 18 studies reviewed
the vast majority were conducted in the US and no UK studies were included (Li et al., 2014). AISs
may encounter a range of acculturative stressors, such as language difficulties, intensified academic
stress associated with academic adaptation, social isolation and/or having to form and maintain new
social networks, financial and practical difficulties, homesickness and perceived discrimination (Cao
et al., 2021; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Wong et al., 2014; Zhang & Brunton, 2007). These stressors are
likely to have an adverse impact on AISs’ mental health and wellbeing. For example, previous
research has demonstrated an association between acculturative stress and depression in AISs
(Pan et al., 2007). Existing studies have also found that the level of acculturation is positively associ-
ated with psychological help-seeking attitudes (Miller et al., 2011; Sun et al., 2016), and length of stay
in the host country is positively correlated with the level of acculturation (Kuo & Roysircar, 2006).

Disclosure and helping-seeking

Disclosure is a multidimensional construct, including the amount, depth, honesty, intent and valence
of information shared about one’s mental health challenges. Weighing up the costs and benefits of
disclosure and obtaining peer support through the disclosure process has been found to be impor-
tant in how it is experienced (Zhang & Jung, 2017). Yet, limited research has examined mental health
disclosure or help-seeking among AISs studying in the UK. Despite AISs having been identified as a
high-risk group for developing psychological distress (Han et al., 2013; Lu et al., 2014), wellbeing ser-
vices have been reported to be significantly underused by this population (Cheng et al., 2018; Li
et al., 2013). Relative to domestic students, AISs have been found to have lower rates of mental
health care utilisation yet higher rates of suicidal ideation, suicide attempts and completed
suicide (Chen et al., 2019; McKay et al., 2023). Mental health literacy, which is defined by Jorm
et al. (1997, p. 182) as “knowledge and beliefs about mental disorders which aid their recognition,
management or prevention”, is commonly found to be a barrier to disclosure and help-seeking
among university students (Furnham et al., 2011; Gorczynski et al., 2017). AISs appear to have low
levels of mental health literacy, according to Westernised measures that tend to focus on classifi-
cation and diagnostic categories, which could be explained by their diverse cultural values and
beliefs surrounding mental health (Altweck et al., 2015; Soorkia et al., 2011; Tang et al., 2012). For
example, it has been reported that Asian people’s values advocate emotional self-control, which
has been identified by researchers as one of the most salient dimensions in Asian people’s values
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that might lead to negative attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help (Lee et al.,
2014; Soorkia et al., 2011). AISs who adhere to this value may not be comfortable with expressing
feelings and emotions and view emotional inhibition as a virtue (Kim & Omizo, 2003; Wong et al.,
2014; Zhang, 2017). This may lead to more self-reliant ways of dealing with mental health problems
and the avoidance of personal disclosure (Carr et al., 2003; Winter et al., 2017).

Other cultural factors that may inhibit mental health help-seeking include lack of confidence in
English proficiency, fear of burdening others with personal problems and tendencies to somatise
psychological problems (Chen et al., 2019; Ra & Trusty, 2015; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). In addition to cul-
tural factors, several systemic factors may also be inhibiting the accessibility of existing mental health
support to AISs including lack of awareness on how to access new systems of support and lengthy
waiting times for gaining therapeutic input (Barletta & Kobayashi, 2007; Russell et al., 2008; Zhai &
Du, 2020).Of the research conducted to date, this has largely focusedon international students studying
in the US and Australian context; no research to date has explored AIS studying in the Scottish context.

The current study

The current study aimed to gain in-depth insights into the perspectives of AISs in terms of their
understandings of mental health, experiences of disclosure and help-seeking while studying in Scot-
land, UK. The research questions explored were as follows:

1. What is distinctive about AIS’s understandings of mental health?
2. What factors influence AIS’s disclosure of mental health problems?
3. What factors influence/inhibit AIS’s ability to seek help within HE?
4. How can HE institutions develop more appropriate services for AIS’s experiencing MHPs?

Method

An inductive, qualitative design with semi-structured, individual interviews was used in accordance
with a pragmatist methodology (Narey, 2017). Utilising a pragmatic methodology helps remove the
constraints and rigidity often associated with adherence to pure methodologies (Johnson et al,
2017 ). Pragmatism helped the research team to effectively explore the manifold and multiplicative
nature of international student mental health issues in order to address the research questions
(Clarke & Visser, 2019).

Ethics

The research was carried out in accordance with the British Psychological Society’s ethical code of
conduct (BPS, 2021) for research involving humans, and was ethically approved by the University
Ethics Committee. Given the sensitive nature of discussing mental health issues within the current
study, training on researching sensitive topics, handling distress and duty of care was provided to
the interviewers from the research lead (Nabi et al., 2019). In the event of conducting the research,
no ethical concerns were raised. The research team held regular reflexive meetings to discuss the
conduct and process of the research and debrief among the team (MacIntyre et al., 2019a). This
helped the team build a supportive infrastructure and trusting relationships for discussing sensitive
and/or ethical issues throughout the conduct of the study.

Participants

A purposive sample of participants (n = 20) was obtained whereby the data collection process was
monitored according to pragmatic grounds (Morgan, 2007; Robinson, 2014). As is recommended for
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interview research that has an ideographic aim (Malterud et al., 2016), this sample size was con-
sidered sufficient for individual participants to have a locatable voice within the study, allowing
for an intensive thematic analysis of each case to be conducted. Participants were considered eligible
for the study if they were: aged 18 or over; an AIS; studying full-time at the HE institution in Scotland;
lived in the UK for at least 3 months; scored 5.5 (modest) or above on the International English
Language System; and were able to provide informed consent to their participation in the study.
The mean age of the participants was 25 (SD = 3.72). There was a gender split of 10 females to 10
males. Participants’ ethnic origin included China, India, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Iran, Saudi Arabia
and Malaysia (see Table 1).

Recruitment and procedure

Participants were recruited through adverts for the study which were posted on mail boards around
campus, social media platforms and websites including WeChat, Instagram, Facebook and Twitter.
The recruitment period for the study commenced from November 2019 to February 2022. Given
that data collection were conducted prior and throughout the course of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the research team worked in accordance with social distancing protocols ensuring that participants
were able to engage in online interviews while restrictions were in place (Lobe et al., 2020). Those
who responded to study advertisements contacted the chief investigator (NC) through their univer-
sity contact details to convey their interest in the study. Potential participants were offered the
opportunity to ask questions about the study. An initial screening interview with one of the chief
investigators (NC, XL and SK), each of whom were also trained mental health practitioners. The
CORE-10 (Barkham et al, 2013), which is mental health monitoring tool with items covering
anxiety, depression, trauma, physical problems, functioning and risk to self, was also conducted
with each participant prior to engaging in the qualitative interview. The aim here was to safeguard
any concerns raised concerning mental health (e.g. risk to self) during the screening interview;
appropriate sign-posting to mental health advice and support was to be offered in such instances.
In the event, all participants who were pre-screened were then interviewed for the study with no
safeguarding and/or issues of risk identified. With permission from participants, their contact
details were forwarded on to the research interviewer. The research interviewer then contacted
the participant by email to discuss the study and their participation. A participant information

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Participant Name Gender Age Ethnicity

1 Jenny Female 31 Chinese
2 Amy Female 24 Chinese
3 Eric Male 28 Chinese
4 Jack Male 26 Chinese
5 Alisha Female 28 Indian
6 Vivian Female 20 Chinese
7 Alan Male 23 Hong Kong, Chinese
8 James Male 20 Indian
9 May Female 25 Chinese
10 Emily Female 30 Malaysian
11 Zoe Female 30 Chinese
12 Jim Male 30 Chinese
13 Mike Male 27 Indian
14 Mary Female 25 Indian
15 Alex Male 19 Malaysian
16 John Male 20 Saudi Arabian
17 Jennifer Female 22 Indian
18 Paul Male 23 Indonesian
19 Mike Male 25 Saudi Arabian
20 Jill Female 24 Iranian

4 NICOLA A. COGAN ET AL.



sheet was then sent electronically to each participant; each of whom were given a period of a week
to read information and to ask any questions, to ensure informed consent. Participants were then
sent a consent form to complete and a suitable time and date to conduct the interview was
arranged. All one-to-one interviews were conducted either in a safe and secure office in the Univer-
sity (n = 10) during regular working hours or through an online interview (N = 10) in accordance with
social distancing regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Interview schedule

Semi-structured, individual interviews were conducted with an interview schedule which consisted
of 11 open-ended questions which were developed by the research team in order to address the
aims of the research and were informed by earlier research. The schedule questions were informed
by previous research literature, and developed in partnership with an international student stake-
holder group. This stakeholder group included AISs who were undertaking research concerning
student mental health and also had lived experience of some of challenges associated with studying
abroad. The questions developed were piloted before agreement of the final interview schedule. It
included questions which aimed to explore participants’ experiences of mental health, help-seeking,
disclosure and help seeking behaviour. For example, “If you were to experience mental health issues,
do you feel you could talk to someone about it?” and “What do you think others might think about
you going to seek help?”.

Prior to commencing interviews, audio recording equipment was tested to ensure both intervie-
wee and interviewer voices were audible. Upon conclusion of the interviews audio equipment was
switched off and participants received written debriefs and an online £20 gift voucher as a thank you
for their participation. Interviews ranged from 28 minutes to 1 hour and 13 minutes (mean of
59 minutes, SD = 23.55). Audio-recorded interviews were individually transcribed in full verbatim.
The primary interest was in the content of the interviews, therefore it was sufficient to transcribe
what was being said (the words), although selective transcription notation was found to be useful.
This allowed inclusion of non-verbal communication and behaviour of the participants during the
interviews that may have been relevant in the wider analysis of the research findings. Having con-
ducted 18 interviews, the research team engaged in reflexive meetings in order to agree on the
final themes. The research team agreed to commence with a further two interviews in order to
substantiate the themes that had been developed (Ando et al., 2014; Braun & Clarke, 2019).

Analysis

Quality criteria were used for the reporting of the qualitative data (Shaw et al., 2019) to improve the
transparency, trustworthiness, quality and credibility of the data collection and analytical process
(Nowell et al., 2017). Thick contextual descriptions of the interview process were recorded by inter-
viewers upon completion of each interview and discussed at reflexive meetings with the research
team (Amin et al., 2020). This included recording and discussing initial perceptions, beliefs, interests,
processes and even choices made throughout the research process (Moravcsik, 2014). The research
team maintained an audit trail of the research process logging details of methodological decisions
and the daily logistics of the research; this information also further informed the transparency of
analytical process from the development of codes into themes (Shaw et al., 2019).

The data were analysed in accordance with an inductive reflexive thematic analysis (Braun et al.,
2014; Braun & Clarke, 2021) which has stemmed from earlier work reporting on a thematic approach
to qualitative analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2012). In using an inductive reflexive thematic approach,
the research team sought to derive meaning and create themes from the qualitative data without
preconceptions (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2023); this helped in addressing the exploratory nature of
the study. This approach is a useful method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns
within data through the use of an in-depth, description of themes. First, this involved becoming
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closely familiar with the data by reading and re-reading the interview transcripts. Following this close
reading, initial codes were generated through focusing on what the participants were saying in
relation to their understandings and experiences of mental health, disclosure and help-seeking
behaviour. This consisted of identifying meaningful extracts and codes accordingly. At the end of
this step, the codes were organised into preliminary themes that seemed to say something
specific in relation to the research questions. The data associated with each preliminary theme
was read and re-read and considered as to whether it really did support it. The themes were then
examined in order to ascertain whether they worked in the context of the entire data set. The
themes were then refined; all the data relevant to each theme were extracted and a process of
defining and naming the master themes commenced (Braun & Clarke, 2018). Each master theme
was actively created by the lead qualitative researcher. Each theme unites data that, captured
implicit meaning beneath the data surface (Braun et al., 2014; Braun & Clarke, 2020).

The final strategy adopted was cross-checking of preliminary themes developed by the lead
researcher by the co-researchers who also had expertise in qualitative research. Themes were dis-
cussed among the research team and the wider student stakeholder group in a collaborative and
reflexive manner, designed to develop a richer more nuanced understanding of the data. Reflexivity
throughout the research process was adopted through the researchers maintaining reflective jour-
nals (Braun & Clarke, 2019) and by the research team holding regular reflexive meetings. Through
these processes, the research team was able to embrace researcher subjectivity as being equally
key as the data generated in developing the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2021; MacIntyre et al.,
2019a). This procedure resulted in three master themes that addressed the aims of the study and
were present within all 20 interviews.

Findings

The three master themes identified were: (1) Negative beliefs, stigma and fear of judgment, (2) Adap-
tation and acculturation difficulties and (3) Barriers in communication, social disconnection and lone-
liness (see Figure 1).

Negative beliefs, stigma and fear of judgement

When describing their understandings of mental health, all the participants emphasised the negative
connotations and perceptions that often surround their understandings of mental health. Mental
health was largely associated with negative beliefs such as “weakness” (Jenny), “ failure” (Jim),
“being mad” (Alan), “it’s a taboo” (John) or as “bad emotions” (Vivian). The sense that it was some-
thing “shameful” (Eric) and “frowned upon and shoved under the rug” (Jill) was widely acknowl-
edged, and often internalised, among the participants. All participants described how studying
abroad had presented challenges to their mental health, yet they expressed their concerns about
disclosing such difficulties through fear of being “negatively judged” (James) by their peers in
their host country (Scotland) and by their social circles (Asian friends and family) back home
through “loss of face” (John). Jack described his personal thoughts and fears about acknowledging
and addressing his mental health issues:

I didn’t perceive that was problematic at all. In fact, I think I was scared to seek help, that I was scared to be aware
of the problem… I worried how others would react (Jack).

James recalled being told “the way I’m thinking is wrong” when he had disclosed his mental health
challenges to a family member. Similarly, Amy expressed “fear” that she would be sent to (psychia-
tric) hospital if she expressed concerns about her mental health or sought help within her university.
Concern that disclosing personal struggles with mental health could negatively “impact on (my) edu-
cation… I could get sent home” (James) was also raised. Due to these unfavourable perceptions of
mental health (problems), participants were of the view that students from similar cultures were
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likely to have a lack of awareness and have limited knowledge about mental health; as captured in
May’s account:

Our culture, we do not have the environment that encourages people to have a talk with other people, you
know, because we think it is very private (May).

As a result, all participants emphasised their apprehension to disclose their mental health concerns
with others over fear of judgment, consequence and bringing shame to themselves and/or their
family. This often prompted feelings of vulnerability, doubt and the development of unhelpful
coping strategies. These included “keeping problems” (Vivian) to themselves, “suppression of
depressive feelings” (Jack) and choosing to instead “endure” (Amy) their issues by themselves. For
some of the participants, turning to their “religion” (Paul) and “time for pray” (Mike) was a way to
cope with mental health issues. Some of these issues included constantly “feeling very low”
(Emily) and coping with the “really stressful” (Jack) environment of socio-cultural and lifestyle differ-
ences in Scotland (e.g. differences in food, currency, weather and understanding different Scottish

Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the themes, preliminary themes and codes.

BRITISH JOURNAL OF GUIDANCE & COUNSELLING 7



dialects and accents). Participants also described how they tended to downplay the severity of their
mental health issues so as to “not bother” (Vivian) their peers or “bringing shame to (my) family”
(Mike). For Emily, there was a sense that talking about her mental health issues would result in
them being amplified:

I think if I go to seek help… I’m just bringing up some, small issue… I’m making it look like that is quite a big
problem. Why do that when everyone here is going through the same thing? (Emily).

Seeking mental health support was viewed as being contrary to participants’ “seeking to succeed
academically” (Paul) and that disclosing mental health issues would bring “shame to family” (Jenni-
fer) and negatively impact on their own sense of identity as being “self-sufficient” (Mary), “intelligent”
(John) and “academic” (Zoe).

Adaptation and acculturation difficulties

Whilst discussing the arising and/or ongoing mental health challenges experienced by the partici-
pants throughout their adaptation to studying and living in Scotland, several overlapping issues sur-
rounding their transition to the cultural, lifestyle and social differences were highlighted. Upon
reflecting on their earlier memories in Scotland, most participants could relate to feelings of uncer-
tainty and unfamiliarity, seeming as though “everything has changed” (Eric). The noticeable differ-
ence in the culture between their home country and Scotland was observed by Alisha:

The culture tends to get very individualistic… you just go around, do your own thing… some people like that
lifestyle, or they get used to it… but for some people it just doesn’t work out… It’s been hard for me (Alisha).

However, the most prominent change highlighted by most participants was the change in reception
towards mental health by the host university in Scotland, in comparison to their observations of the
mental health culture back home. Participants described how there appeared to be a great deal of
“promotion around mental health and seeking help” (James) at their host university in Scotland. This
noticeable “culture-shock” (Alisha) proved to be difficult for some participants to adapt to, as mental
health disclosure and help seeking were often perceived negatively and regarded as “wasting time”
(Amy) or “viewed negatively” (Vivian) in their home countries. James also questioned whether the
focus on student mental health was an indication that their host institution had concern for their
mental well-being:

It’s just new to me, as in the university actually caring about people’s personal lives… It’s not something I have
experienced before (James).

This appeared to influence most of the participants’ initial hesitation towards openly discuss-
ing their mental health concerns and their inclination to seek help. A common concern raised
by some participants was their lack of “trust” (Eric) in the confidentiality of the university
well-being services. Moreover, a couple of the participants believed that it was not the insti-
tution’s “responsibility or their obligations” (Jenny) to care for students’ wellbeing. These feel-
ings of uncertainty and challenges in adapting to the host university’s approach to mental
health appeared to increase some of the participants’ reluctance to act upon seeking
mental health support:

I don’t even know where to start… I don’t even know what it is… they are supposed to help you, giving advice
to us… I’m afraid to go, cause I don’t know what to expect… it’s just different to what I know (Emily).

Barriers in communication, social disconnection and loneliness

A prominent factor found to inhibit participants from disclosing their problems and seeking help was
their experience of communication barriers; both verbal and non-verbal communication issues were
emphasised. Alan described his internal struggles associated with the language barrier inhibiting his
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ability to properly convey his feelings in English, thus contributing to his hesitation about expressing
his mental health issues:

You are very shy, even though you know English, you don’t know how to express your feelings… so sometimes
it will be very embarrassing. I don’t know how to say it (Alan).

Alongside this, the problems presented by language barriers appeared to affect participants on mul-
tiple levels, including difficulties with expression to negatively impacting their “self-confidence”
(May) and self-identity, as emphasised by Eric:

I don’t feel the same, because when I switch my language to English, I am another person… I am not who I was
before because of another language. It’s then hard to say what I feel (Eric).

For many participants this led to a sense of social disconnection with their peers, as reflected in their
perceived struggle to form strong social networks due to feeling unable to “fit in” (James) and form
“connections” (Emily). Despite their attempts at developing new interpersonal relationships through-
out the duration of their studies, the participants reported communication with peers was further
limited by underlying cultural differences, as explained by May:

I don’t know, I cannot engage in it… after all I am a Chinese student… and I don’t know the culture… I just
listening and at that moment I feel very lonely because I cannot engage to the talking (May).

As a result, participants found it difficult to be open and authentic with their peers, as Vivian stated
she struggled to be her “true self”. In turn, participants often felt conflicted as they did not want to
“give any pressure” (Jenny) to their friends and viewed help-seeking or support for their mental
health as a “being a burden” (Jim). Instead, they often withheld their problems and expressed
their reluctance to make social contact or seek-help. May described how this led to her avoiding
others:

In the past I was scared to ask other people questions… I tried to solve the problems on my own and then I
found that I cannot… I tried and tried my best to avoid contact with other people… I got really lonely and
depressed (May).

Apparent in many of the participants’ accounts was a sense of “being lonely” (Mike), “feeling alone”
(John) and “different from others” (Jill) that further exacerbated feelings of loneliness and disconnect
from their host country and culture.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to provide an in-depth exploration of the unique perspectives and
experiences of AISs studying in Scotland; specifically, concerning their understandings of mental
health, disclosure and help-seeking behaviour within HE institutions in Scotland. Negative beliefs,
stigma and fear of judgement towards mental health as a taboo issue was evident among AISs’
accounts. The stereotypes and pre-conceived negative beliefs surrounding mental health as a
form of weakness and as something shameful were widely acknowledged and often internalised
by AISs in the study. These findings are consistent with previous research which has found that stu-
dents from ethnic minorities are less likely to seek help for mental health issues due to fear of nega-
tive judgement and stigma (Heath et al., 2016; Maeshima & Parent, 2022; Soorkia et al., 2011).
Specifically, adherence to traditional Asian cultural values of a collectivist nature advocates
emotional self-control and humility, which has been found to negatively correlate with help-
seeking intentions and attitudes (Bathje et al., 2014; Ma et al., 2020). In relation to the current
study, this could suggest that participants who referred to their mental health concerns as a
burden and shameful, considered help-seeking as a possible form of self-expression, which counter-
acts their belief of the need to be self-restrained, therefore attaching a high level of stigma against it
(Constantine et al., 2005; Liao et al., 2023; Vogel et al., 2017; Wong et al., 2014; Yakunina & Weigold,
2011). It is worth considering how this may also have impacted on AISs’ ways of coping, for example,
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through keeping problems to themselves, suppression, withdrawal and denial, which have been
found in previous research to impair mental health, increase psychological distress and contribute
towards feelings of vulnerability (Ra & Trusty, 2015). These findings suggest that seeking to create
a stigma-free environment among community of AISs could be a focus of mental health outreach
within HE institutions (Glass & Westmont, 2014; Masuda & Boone, 2011; Slaten et al., 2016). The
current findings reveal that perceived personal weakness, shame (to self and family), fear of judge-
ment and collective pressures to succeed academically may be core features of participants’ experi-
ences of stigma surrounding mental health challenges (Heath et al., 2016; Maeshima & Parent, 2022;
Pimenta et al., 2021). Gaining insight from lay experiences can help researchers, practitioners and
educators better understand observed differences between AISs and domestic students and, thus,
provide a means of comprehending and reducing confusions and uncertainties surrounding the
taboo of mental health among diverse student populations. As well as education as a means of chal-
lenging mental health stigma, research suggests that purposeful, contact based anti-stigma pro-
grammes are effective (Corrigan, 2005; Corrigan et al., 2003, 2010; Sharpe et al., 2022).

The negative impact of adaptation and acculturation difficulties on mental health, with partici-
pants emphasising the lack of sense of belonging within the Scottish context, was an important
finding. Participants described their experiences with stressors including cultural clashes, communi-
cation and language barriers, alienation, loneliness and difficulties forming strong, interpersonal net-
works. This is consistent with existing research, involving AISs studying in other Western countries
(e.g. US, Canada, Australia) reporting feeling of distress and alienation due to the unfamiliarity of
their new environment (Rao et al., 2010; Yeh & Inose, 2003). The importance of social connection
and overcoming acculturative stress has been found to be important in facilitating AISs’ sense of
belongingness (Glass & Westmont, 2014; Ma et al., 2020; Razgulin et al., 2023; Slaten et al., 2016).

A further distinctive difference noted by participants was the perceived positive reception
towards mental health held by their host universities in Scotland, which contrasted with the com-
paratively unfavourable perceptions observed back in their home country. Similar to previous
work, one of the challenges in disclosing and seeking help for mental health difficulties experienced
by AISs concerned “loss-of-face” (Carr et al., 2003; Russell et al., 2008; Zhang & Dixon, 2003). Loss-of-
face is a cultural concept related to shame and embarrassment, which can be defined as “the deterio-
ration in one’s social image” (Kam & Bond, 2008, p. 175). A range of empirical studies carried out in
Asian or Asian American populations support that loss-of-face may be a barrier to help-seeking
(Bathje et al., 2014; Kim & Yon, 2019). However, in a study conducted with AISs in the US, loss-of-
face was positively associated with intentions to seek counselling (Yakunina & Weigold, 2011).
The researchers interpreted this finding as showing that AISs might be reluctant to share psychologi-
cal problems with significant others or someone from their community and prefer counselling as an
option for “saving face” to deal with mental health problems, due to the confidential nature between
counsellor and client. It can be observed that problems associated with the effect of “saving face” on
AISs’ disclosure and help-seeking decisions is complex and factors such as perceived confidentiality
need to be explored in further research. Indeed, recent work reported that AISs may have unique but
unspoken concerns and expectations about student counselling and mental health support services,
emphasising the utility in openly encouraging the discussion of such perspectives during intake to
mental health supports and services (Liu et al., 2020). This could partly explain why studies have
found international students to underutilise support services such as counselling, as the perceived
negative perception of mental health may impede awareness and confidence in these services
(Ang & Liamputtong, 2008; Clough et al., 2019; Lu et al., 2014). The importance of providing culturally
congruent explanations of mental distress has been found to increase therapeutic working alliances,
decrease drop out, increase psychological safety and improve mental health outcomes (Benish et al.,
2011; Lambert, 2013; Morton et al., 2022).

The impact of communication barriers (both verbal and non-verbal) on inhibiting disclosure and
help-seeking behaviour and the consequential social disconnection and loneliness that AISs’ experi-
enced among their domestic peers was a further important finding to emerge from this study. Similar
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to a growing body of research, participants discussed how language barriers not only made it
difficult for them to effectively engage within the new culture and with local people, but it also nega-
tively impacted on their ability to express their mental health concerns (Newsome & Cooper, 2016;
Zhang & Brunton, 2007). The practical and emotional challenges experienced by the lack of confi-
dence in English proficiency has been widely explored within acculturation research (Wang et al.,
2010; Xing, 2017). Experiencing difficulties with the host language and culture has been found to
lead to decreased levels of self-esteem, self-identity, superficial levels of friendships and lack of
knowledge to make sense of social situations (Lu et al., 2018; Spencer-Oatey & Xiong, 2008; Yeh &
Inose, 2003). It could be suggested that without the ability to form strong, meaningful relationships
with domestic peers, AISs experience the loss of their close-knit relationships from back home. This
can be detrimental to the mental health and adaptation of AISs, as social connectedness has been
found to buffer the adverse impact of marginalisation and loneliness (Glass & Westmont, 2014;
Haslam et al., 2022; Ng et al., 2017) and mediate links between adherence to the host culture and
psycho-social adjustment (Yu et al., 2020; Zhang & Goodson, 2011). This corresponds with previous
studies which found that over time, international students reportedly experienced lower levels of
stress which could coincide with their integration, acceptance and the development of coping strat-
egies as they adapt to the host country (Tang, 2018). This suggests that identification and social con-
nection with the host culture may be a beneficial coping strategy for facilitating the management of
acculturative stressors and with improving psychological well-being (Zhang & Goodson, 2011).
Therefore, it could be suggested that to enable effective socio-cultural adaptation, institutional
acceptance and cultural sensitivity is required to enable AISs to successfully confront the changing
values, beliefs and behaviours which differentiate from their cultural norms in order to minimise the
negative impact of acculturative stressors (Demes et al., 2015). AISs’ countries of origin are con-
sidered culturally distant from their Western host countries, which means they are likely to face
greater challenges when adapting to this cultural context (Lee & Ciftci, 2014; Wang et al., 2018).
Larger differences in values, attitudes and beliefs place higher demands on adjustment and
coping, and thus may result in lower levels of psychological adaptation among AISs (Bethel et al.,
2020; Razgulin et al, 2023; Slaten et al., 2016). Previous studies in the US and Australia have found
that compared to AISs, other international student groups (e.g. European and South American stu-
dents) reported better socio-cultural adjustment and fewer psychological symptoms such as
depression (Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Further, AISs are less inclined to utilise mental health services
when they need them, and poor mental health literacy is one of the most significant barriers (Cheng
et al., 2018; Soorkia et al., 2011; Tang et al., 2012). Better knowledge of mental health and support
services could improve AISs’ ability to cope with the challenges they face and promote their help-
seeking behaviour. However, to date there is no published study focused on culturally sensitive
mental health literacy interventions for AISs. In addition, more research is needed on how to
measure AISs’ mental health literacy given that current available mental health literacy measures
have been developed based on Westernised notions of mental health which may not capture
AISs’ understandings and perspectives on mental health (Cogan et al., 2022; Clough et al., 2020;
Reis et al., 2021).

While it is not possible to make causal assumptions based on the current study’s findings, the rich
and in-depth insights to have emerged from AISs’ perspectives and experiences provide a unique
contribution to the existing evidence base, through considering the wider Scottish context, and
will inform the development of future longitudinal work. Further research would benefit from a
sub-group analysis of the socio-cultural experiences of AISs from diverse ethnic origin identities
as it is recognised that there is significant heterogeneity within the Asian student population. The
majority of Asian countries are home to a diversity of different ethnic groups, often with their
own distinct languages, cultures and styles of dress (Kim, 2007). Many of these groups have their
own systems of religious belief and practice as well. Further work adopting a larger scale, mixed
method, community participatory approach (MacIntyre et al., 2019b, 2022) exploring differences
as well as commonalities among AISs would provide an even deeper understanding of the mental
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health issues, challenges and opportunities for learning how best to informmental health policy and
support services in HE institutions moving forward and to enhance inter-cultural relations among
diverse student populations (Cogan et al., 2023). Giving voice to AISs and recognising their need
for support in navigating uncertainty and acculturational challenges as well as complex education
and healthcare systems is essential in facilitating a sense of belonging and inclusion within their
host HE institutions (Cogan et al., 2021).

Implications

This study has implications for mental health support workers, educators, practitioner and policy
makers in HE institutions. Arguably, HE institutions could be more proactive in supporting the adap-
tation of AISs and mitigating acculturative stressors. For example, universities could aim to develop
peer support/buddy programmes between home and international students using social media plat-
forms that are more familiar to AISs (e.g. WeChat for Chinese students). To reduce the language and
communication barriers faced by AISs, HE institutions could provide more support for English learn-
ing and aim to build more diverse student wellbeing teams. Culturally sensitive training workshops
on relevant topics (e.g. introducing university wellbeing service, improving mental health literacy,
reducing stigma, coping skills trainings, seeking help for mental health) could be offered to AISs
to support their wellbeing and facilitate their disclosure and help-seeking when needed. This is par-
ticularly pertinent given the context of stressors associated with the COVID-19 outbreak and its con-
sequent impact on student mental health and wellbeing (Dong et al., 2022; Van de Velde et al., 2021).
This may be particularly challenging for AISs given that this pandemic has been found to have trig-
gered xenophobic reactions towards students of Asian-origin, including prejudice, violence and dis-
crimination related to COVID-19 leading to feelings of isolation (Dong et al., 2023; Litam, 2020;
Maleku et al., 2021; Rzymski & Nowicki, 2020; Zhou et al., 2023). These findings underscore the impor-
tance of HE institutions being aware of these challenges and taking responsibility in overcoming and
preventing discriminatory attitudes and behaviours which may adversely impact on student mental
health. Understanding and measuring the systemic and structural barriers that are often faced by
AISs in accessing mental health supports is essential (Cogan et al, 2022); this may help raise aware-
ness of students’ rights. In addition, it is important to make sure that counsellors, psychological
support staff, teaching staff, researchers and other staff members supporting student mental
health have appropriate awareness, knowledge and skills to work effectively with AISs. Mental
health policy makers are encouraged to address the need for supporting AISs and enhancing
mental health support workers’ cultural competences in order to create a more inclusive, diverse
and socially connected HE environment.

Conclusion

This study reported on AISs’ understandings of mental health, disclosure and help-seeking within HE
institutions in Scotland. The importance of understanding the negative beliefs, stigma and fear sur-
rounding mental health and how this can lead to unhelpful ways of coping with the stressors associ-
ated with adaptation and acculturation challenges are emphasised. Recognising how the barriers in
communication (both verbal and non-verbal) may lead to AISs feeling socially disconnected from HE
institutions is essential, particularly for mental health supports and services which seek to help stu-
dents gain a sense of integration and acceptance within the host institution in which they are stu-
dents. Addressing the barriers that may inhibit disclosure and help-seeking for mental health issues,
including increasing mental health literacy, providing coping skills training and improving inter-cul-
tural relations among diverse student populations, is paramount. Adopting a “whole” systems
approach (Dooris et al., 2020) to supporting student mental health within and across HEIs is advo-
cated in order to embrace the challenges and opportunities presented within a complex multi-cul-
tural environment.
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