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Abstract 

Background: This literature review is about mental health challenges that international nursing students 
face.  The aim goal was to explore what are these challenges, causes of the challenges and what else it af-
fects. By recognizing the research, it was a way of suggesting ways to improve and provide support to inter-
national nursing students. 
 
Task and Objectives: Used a narrative literature review and use of analysis method with a research question 
that was made around the PICO framework,  the study searched, screened, and analyzed publications from 
2014 to 2025, using databases such as PubMed, and CINAHL. 
 
Implementation method: After analyzing 9 extracted study researches,  the themes influencing challenges 
faced by international nursing students, three main categories were gotten from it , which were adaptation 
problems, cognitive burden and negative affective states. 
 
Result: The findings highlighted the importance of improving such university facilities to be able to cater for 
international nursing students well-being. The collaboration between the students and the facility is an im-
portant factor as it may break the barriers and enhance a support team for them, building their self-es-
teem. 
 
Conclusion: Emphasizing a psychological approach, and a support system in the universities and more study 
materials that will significantly improve the mental health and well-being for international nursing stu-
dents.  
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1 Introduction 

The significant growth of international students in universities has spiked worldwide. There are 

several increases in university students pursuing the nursing field from different cultural and lan-

guage backgrounds. Although the globe has 29 million nurses and 2.2 million midwives, there is 

still a gap of shortage of nurses and midwives in the healthcare workplace, posing a challenge that 

needs to be examined (WHO,2024). The demand for nurses has been one of the reasons students 

move and study abroad. According to Raij (2024), Espoo College of Health Care and Social Welfare 

was the first international nursing program in Finland that commenced in 1993, which is now 

known as Laurea University of Applied Sciences, which used to be known as Espoo College of 

Health Care and Social Welfare. Finland has been listed as one of the top ten countries with the 

best education, leading to increased migration of international students seeking higher education. 

This is a great opportunity for international students to have the chance to study somewhere else, 

like in a European setting.  

However, due to various demands in studies, transitioning to living alone and becoming independ-

ent, high expectations from friends and families have become a major issue for international stu-

dents. Moving from home to an unknown environment and the need to start adapting to all the 

changes might be challenging for international nursing students. According to studies, stressors 

such as language barriers, academic pressures, finances, job employment, and culture put interna-

tional nursing students at a higher risk of mental health issues. (‘International Students’ Perceived 

Quality of University Health Centre Services’, 2024). 

According to the World Health Organisation (2022), mental health is a component of a person´s 

social, emotional, and psychological well-being. The international nursing students who move and 

live abroad to study are likely to face loneliness due to the new environment and face a lot of chal-

lenges that lead them to have a poor state of well-being and may face academic failure. This 

proves that international nursing students are vulnerable to mental health challenges because of 

the feeling of not fitting in and a lack of support. The schools that host the international students 

benefit economically from the international students, when the school does not recognize the 

mental health state and needs that the international students require different from the domestic 

students (Minutillo et al., 2020). Stress and anxiety can hinder the international nursing student 

from excelling in their professional career.  
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Nursing students' mental health plays a key role since their studies require them to focus and 

think critically as they progress in the healthcare setting. With a concerning mental health issue, it 

can affect their studies and in clinical settings such as hospitals, when providing care to the pa-

tients. The challenge of being unable to adapt to the new environment might have unpleasant and 

unexpected consequences for their mental health (Minutillo et al., 2020). This thesis aims to iden-

tify the mental health challenges international nursing students face studying abroad. The purpose 

of this thesis is to educate and impact the understanding of the mental health issues international 

nursing students face and to provide information that could promote awareness and safety to im-

prove and support.    

 

2 Background 

2.1 International students 

Students who go ahead to pursue their career studies in a host country other than their own are 

known as international students. The studies they pursue might be a bachelor's, master's and PHD 

degree, which all have different durations for studies. An exchange student differs from an inter-

national student even though the student is not an origin from that country, the studies lasts at 

least a few months and they initially go back to their original school whereas for an international 

student who is not an origin from the school, has his/her studies at least 3 years  (Student Ex-

change Programs in Spain, n.d.).  

  Migration from own country to another has gradually become rapid (‘International Students’ Per-

ceived Quality of University Health Centre Services’, 2024). Most international students go to 

schools that offer English lectures and studies, making it easier to learn. The process of moving 

needs to be legal, and there are requirements needed for one to stay in a country. Different coun-

tries have different rules. In order to stay and study in Finland, one is required to obtain a resident 

permit for studies that is valid until the duration of their studies and stay, unless the student is 

part of the EU/EEA and Switzerland (Residence Permit Application for Studies, n.d.).  
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International students are from diverse backgrounds and countries all over the world, brought to-

gether in search of more education, programs that facilitate their learning internationally and ad-

vanced learning (study in Finland, n.d.). Positive impact of an international student having a de-

gree from prestige schools which they have great education systems is an opportunity for them to 

get the opportunity to get a paying job with good income. This secures their future for them and 

their families. Some may say an international student is also a foreign student. Foreign student be-

cause he/she is not from that country but is a foreign student. This study focuses on international 

nursing students who got accepted to schools that offer English lectures, but English is not the 

host country's native language.  

 

2.2 Nursing Education 

In the 19th century, Friederike Fliedner, a woman from Germany, began an organization with her 

husband that looked after, nursed and cared for women's rights, with the aim of women having to 

be independent and the introduction of the professional nursing field(Bork, 2002). Florence Night-

ingale, a British lady who is known worldwide for her courage and dedication in the Crimean War, 

where she nursed the military personnel who were wounded during the war, founded a training 

program for educating on how to be nurses and released a book(Dumitrascu et al., 2020). The 

nursing education taught in nursing schools is mostly what Florence principles were about.  

Nursing education is a course learning study that focuses on inspiring students to be nurses. Caring 

for mothers, children, and elderly people to provide quality care by providing vaccinations, han-

dling medications and medical needs, nurses and midwives play a vital role in healthcare (World 

Health Organization, 2024). Nursing education is divided into theory and clinical practice. Theory is 

mainly done in schools with lectures, while clinical settings are done in areas like hospitals to pro-

vide practical skills to nursing students. Schools offer skill labs for nursing students to develop 

competence in practical skills. Before nursing students go to the clinical settings, they understand 

and know some skills of how to manoeuvre (Levett-Jones et al., 2015). 
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 Nursing is one of the courses that will still be in demand in the market field because it requires 

caring for people to date. In Finland, the nursing education is divided into two programs: regis-

tered nurse and licensed practical nurse, which are offered by 22 universities of applied sciences 

that foster nursing courses (Universities of Applied Sciences, n.d.). Furthermore, the United King-

dom has different specialities where nurses can venture into what they want to pursue in the 

nursing field, such as adult nursing, mental health, paediatric nursing and people with disabilities 

(Roles in Nursing, 2017).  

 

2.3 Acculturation and culture shock 

It has been noted by Berry(2005), due to the population increase of immigrants, they do tend to 

be posed by challenges of acculturation in adjusting to the culture and psychologically as they are 

exposed to a different culture that they interact with. These immigrants, some are students who 

encounter acculturation while settling in a foreign country. These cultures differ from those of 

some international students, thus the need to be educated on the learning and adjusting to the 

countries where they are residing. Therefore, various countries have diverse cultural norms that 

they believe and are accustomed to, individuals vary just as much.   

Culture is a sense of belonging, identity, history, and norms that helps in moulding someone’s 

journey of growth. Culture brings out differences between people and their way of life. Culture is 

divided into dimensions according to the Hofstede model of six: individualism vs. collectivism, un-

certainty avoidance, power distance, masculinity vs. femininity, long-term orientation and indul-

gence vs. restraint (Hofstede, 2011). Culture also comes down to cuisines, attire, language, and 

lifestyle.  

Culture shock is defined as the occurrence of people meeting a new culture different from their 

own and facing unknown circumstances (Zhou et al., 2008). Culture shock is a common thing for 

international students to encounter. The need to adapt to a new culture does not happen gradu-

ally, but it takes time, while for international nursing students, they are required to go for clinical 

practices offered by schools, thus they face a different cultural environment from their own coun-

try (Pulido-Martos et al., 2012).  
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One of the main sources of culture shock is the language barrier. Though some of the international 

nursing students learn the basic words and sentences, it is still not enough, as there is a gap in not 

being able to use or misunderstand the medical terms used in the clinical settings, due to worrying 

and making mistakes(Pulido-Martos et al., 2012). Misunderstanding is a bit risky when caring for 

patients and providing quality care for them. Caring for patients is the key role of the healthcare 

system and is the top priority which needs to be dealt with keenly.  

Culture also affects healthcare, as different cultures have different beliefs. Some cultures opt to 

cure themselves with traditional methods while having strong spiritual beliefs rather than seeking 

help from healthcare professionals (Kirmayer & Minas, 2000). International nursing students must 

have good communication skills, be respectful and understanding when providing care for patients 

with different cultural backgrounds. 

A transition from a warm to a cold climate is one of the environmental factors that is considered 

as culture shock to international students' emotional conduct, mood behaviour, and their physical 

wellbeing (Hamburg & Adams, 1967). This can bring discomfort to international students who are 

not used to the harsh weather, such as the snow and are not aware of the rhythm that is followed. 

This is particularly seen as they lack the knowledge of how to dress according to the climate. 

 

2.4 Language Barrier Clinical Practice  

The language barrier is one of the influential complications among international students because 

the country's native language is different from the students' native language. The universities offer 

international students the opportunity to study at their schools, where the lectures offered are in 

English, but outside the school environment, they must communicate in the country´s native lan-

guage to blend in. A healthcare student nurse must participate in clinical practices where English is 

not the common language used. Clinical practice settings are used to educate nursing students, 

and they must be equipped with skills (Flynn et al., 2025).  

According to Ivziku et al. (2024), the presence of lack of clinical practical settings with the availabil-

ity of cross-cultural teaching to international students is one of the key factors that interfere with 
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effective learning. One of the issues of not being able to communicate the native language is mis-

understanding what is the care plan of the patient, how to assist in clinical practice, how to engage 

in communication with the patient's family and healthcare providers, unable to comprehend what 

is expected to be done in the practice. International students, hence, feel the pressure to be able 

to navigate and be able to fit in. Lack of language affects academic learning as the lectures try to 

look for clinical practices that can offer English language as an instructional language.  

Language barriers may cause international nursing students to isolate themselves because of not 

being able to comprehend the instructions they are given and assuming they are being judged for 

not achieving what they are required to do in the clinical settings (Brown, 2008). In the clinical set-

ting, students are grouped; therefore, mentoring them is easier. This is sometimes not beneficial 

to international students who cannot keep up with their ability to comprehend quickly, who are a 

bit slower than the local nursing students. In the view of Pitkäjärvi, Eriksson, and Pitkälä (2012), 

the language barrier has negatively impacted the ability of international nursing students doing 

their nursing in Finland to work in group work, rotations, and handovers.  

In addition, these can affect their daily lives. In clinical settings, international students are assigned 

nurses as their mentors and tutors (Mikkonen et al., 2022) to guide them when doing practicals. It 

is challenging for international students who are paired up with mentors who only speak the coun-

try´s native language and do not have a common language that they can use, such as English. 

Discrimination is seen in the clinical practice setting when international nursing students are pre-

sent, they are more likely to feel as if they are not wanted. Discrimination is linked to skin colour, 

ethnicity, and rank, which some of the international nursing students have faced (Bastos et al., 

2014). Elderly patients who are not yet acquainted with culturally diverse students might react to 

them. Arrogance could be one of the traits that the patients portray towards the international 

nursing students. (Pitkäjärvi et al., 2012). Such behaviours are evident since they have not been 

exposed to diverse students, or are ignorant, and some even choose to say no to the international 

nursing students who are assigned to be their assistant for the day.  
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2.5 Academic pressure 

Nursing education is a demanding course, due to the extensive reading required, clinical practicals 

to address, and the burden to provide quality care to patients as they are future healthcare pro-

fessionals. The nursing field has broader materials to ponder and might be overwhelming for inter-

national nursing students. Stress is relevant to academic pressure attributable to exams, assess-

ments, and clinical training (Dogham et al., 2024). Academic pressure can hinder productive 

learning at schools and can cause failing grades, which will continue to harm international nursing 

students and will lead them to be unable to work hard or be determined in school and clinical 

practices. Stress will be harmful to the international nursing students' mental well-being.  

Despite the pleasure of studying abroad, many schools that offer acceptance for international stu-

dents to study abroad require international students to pay for their tuition fees. The challenge of 

paying for their tuition fee is a burden for themselves and their families. International students 

must pay to secure their academic status for the next semester. International nursing students will 

have to pay their tuition fee if they continue with their studies if otherwise, they will lose their 

chance to study abroad. This motivates the international student to work extra hard and look for a 

job that will help with the bills. In Finland, universities and universities of applied sciences do not 

offer free tuition to non-EU/EEA students; however, EU/EEA and Switzerland students get free tui-

tion(Team, n.d.).  

In addition to having fees to pay, the family members are unable to help their children, sisters or 

relatives who are abroad studying. It is difficult to pay because of the high transactions they must 

pay first to convert the money. This is challenging to both the families and international nursing 

students. In Finland, tuition fees fluctuate with universities that offer lectures in English from 8000 

euros to 20,000 euros, depending on the programme(Studyinfo, n.d.). Therefore, international 

nursing students try to balance work and studies. 

The risk of juggling work and school is that they must pick up a lot of shifts to be able to afford to 

pay for their fees. Some shifts collide with classes that international students are required to at-

tend. As stated by Aniyan (2018), absenteeism is common in universities, which is a barrier for in-

ternational students to be equipped with effective learning during their studies. He also stated 

that the percentage of university students' absenteeism leads to negative effects as dropping out 
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and having social issues. The international students are aware of how important it is to be present 

for classes; however, they continue working under financial pressure. In their defence, they work 

to sustain themselves to continue with their studies, but with all the pressure, they start falling be-

hind academically, not attending all the classes, failing exams, and are unable to do their assign-

ment before the deadline.  

2.6 Finance stress 

The migration of international nursing students abroad forces them to become independent, they 

deal with bills to cover and pay for. The world is changing and evolving all the time long and hence 

the economy of the countries, over the years, countries have hiked up their cost of living, which is 

seen in the UK and is affecting international students to keep up with the bills(Molesworth et al., 

2025). This forces them to look for a job to support themselves. Due to limited language profi-

ciency, it is not easy for international nursing students to secure a job.  

International nursing students attending clinical practice in between their studies undergo finan-

cial stress due to the discontinuity of their employment until the duration of the clinical placement 

(Grant-Smith & de Zwaan, 2019). Clinical hours are usually about 4-8 weeks. With the demanding 

hours in the unpaid clinical settings, they often miss work, leaving them with a financial crisis, so 

they do not fail their classes. International nursing students who want to get a part-time job must 

figure out how to manage school and work.  

However, different countries have different working hours that international students are granted 

with their valid permits. In France, students who are working are required to work for 964 hours 

per year (Working While Studying in France, n.d.). Limited working hours are allocated so that they 

can also focus on their studies, but with a low income, they face financial pressure to try to search 

for a second job to meet their goal. Having more than one job is also costly as they must look for 

transportation from one point to the other. 

Presence of high tuition fees to cover, students must overwork themselves to obtain the amount 

required from them to pay, which might harm not having enough time for their academic studies 

(Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007). By doing this, they try to budget their money so that it can pay all the 
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bills and accommodation. The determination is to save their study place and continue with their 

education abroad.  

Furthermore, international students are aware of situations that are happening in their own coun-

tries, like the economy. An international student relocated to a different country which has a 

stronger currency may experience financial strain, as their currency back at home. 1 euro was 

equivalent to 132.70 KES in January of 2025, expressing how the euro is gradually gaining power 

(Exchange Rates UK). These international students are breadwinners for their families back at 

home, and they send money, which might be their savings or income, to them(Humphries et al., 

2009). This is challenging to keep doing if the family members are not considerate that there will 

be days the international students are unable to send money to them. The mentality of friends 

and families thinking that one has made it and is rich from moving abroad is shocking and weighs 

on international students who are constantly looked at. 

2.7 Loneliness 

Loneliness is seen as a human occurrence, whereas not all can manage the pressure that comes 

from it (Perlman & Peplau, 1981). As for international students, this void is approached by the ab-

sence of friends, loved ones, and families as they relocate to another country, while experiencing 

different cultures can affect academic performance (Zheng et al., 2023). The fear of missing out 

causes them to feel even more lonely about what is happening to their country, food, cuisines, 

and events, as seen on social media. 

International nursing students often face challenges in building relationships outside the school 

setting while living in the host countries.(Zheng et al., 2023). Building friendship relationships in 

adulthood is hard, but harder if you do not have a common language. The transition of adjusting 

to living independently and not under your family's care can make them feel lonely. Language bar-

rier hinders, thus they avoid making friendships with the locals rather they try to find peers from 

their own countries.(Pulido-Martos et al., 2012) 

Academic pressure due to the clinical rotations assigned for international nursing students can 

lead to feelings of loneliness(Gradiski et al., 2022). Being a new and first-year student is typically 

challenging since everything is so new. They face unique challenges based on a language barrier, 
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leading to communication misunderstandings. In addition, he stated that with the pressure they 

face, this leads them to become isolated. Lack of similar culture can significantly make them feel 

lonely as they try to fit in the host country's culture and forget about their own(Zhou et al., 2008). 

 

3 Aims, Purpose & Research Question 

The research aims to identify the mental health challenges international nursing students face. 

The purpose of the study is to educate and impact understanding of the mental health issues in-

ternational nursing students face and to provide information that could promote awareness and 

safety to improve and support. 

The research question is: What are the mental health challenges that international nursing stu-

dents experience during their studies in overseas countries?  

 

 

4 Methodology 

4.1 Literature Review 

This research was conducted as a literature review. As cited by Paulo (2019), a literature review is 

a summary of research on different topics that have already been studied and gives a guiding tool 

to navigate your research question to identify the gaps in academic literature. Six processes are 

involved in forming a literature review the first is to formulating the research questions, searching 

the existing literature, screening for inclusion, assessing the quality of primary studies, and ex-

tracting and analysing data (figure 1) (Paré & Kitsiou, 2017). 
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Figure 1: Steps of Literature Review 

A literature review analyses research findings that have evidence that requires further investiga-

tion (Snyder, 2019). In this study, certain things were observed, such as data analysis, key terms, 

reflecting on the research question and use of critical thinking.  

4.2 Literature Search 

To ensure a comprehensive search the PICOs framework was used to ensure relevant literature is 

identified (table I). 

Table 1: PICOS Framework Table 

 

The articles selected for the study research were obtained from PubMed, CINAHL (Ebsco) data-

bases. The research provided concreate evidence to support each inquiry. The research question 

in the literature review guided the selection of the key search terms (table 2). The search will be 

limited to studies conducted from 2014 to 2025.  

Population (P) International nursing students. 

Intervention (I) What are the mental health challenges, stressors and experiences faced? 

Context (CO) Higher education (Universities) in foreign countries. 

Study (S) Peer-reviewed, English Language.  

Formulating in 

the research 

questions 

Searching 

the existing 

literature 

Screening 

for inclusion 

Assessing the 

quality of pri-

mary studies 

Extracting Analysing 

data 
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Table 2 : Key Search Terms 

 

Inclusion and Exclusion criteria examine the findings from the articles retrieved, which should be 

reliable, valid and relevant(Paré & Kitsiou, 2017). The researcher was transparent about the inclu-

sion criteria, such as publications done in English and excluded non-English publications in Table 3. 

 

(International nursing students or foreign nursing students, or students from abroad) AND 

(mental health or mental illness or mental disorder or psychiatric illness) AND (challenges or 

barriers or difficulties) 

(International nursing students mental health) 

Criteria  Inclusion Exclusion 

Population Studies focus on both inter-

national nursing students. 

Studies that focus on popula-

tions other than interna-

tional students or interna-

tional students from other 

healthcare fields, or sci-

ences.  

Language Articles published in English.  Non-English publications.  

Time Limit Published for the last years 

(2014 - 2025). 

Published before 2014. 
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Table 3: Eligibility criteria 

 

4.3 Study Selection 

The study followed the JAMK reporting guidelines and the Preferred Reporting Items for System-

atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). A total of 419 research 

articles were retrieved from both PubMed and CINAHL Ultimate. Nine studies met the inclusion 

criteria and answered the research question (Figure 2). The rest were excluded after screening, 

they were irrelevant to the literature review. Discussed on international nursing students to get 

wider studies I talked about international students and were eligible. 2 discussed International 

nursing students and amount was less than therefore discussed Is in general and study field was 

not mentioned 

 

Study Design Peer-reviewed with full text.  Non-peer-reviewed articles 

and unrelated topics.   
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Figure 2 : PRISMA Flowchart  

4.4 Critical Analysis  

Critical appraisal was applied to the literature review to maintain its relevance and ensure the 

quality of the literature is assessed accordingly. Critical appraisal is a method used to check the va-

lidity, results, and relevance of evidence in the research article (Al-Jundi & Sakka, 2017). There are 

nine stages of evaluating the research article by applying the Hawker tools, with a maximum score 

of 36 points(Hawker et al., 2002).  The researcher conducted a comprehensive study employing 

nine stages of applying the critical analysis (Al-Jundi & Sakka, 2017, p. 1) (Figure 3). 

The researcher independently reviewed and assessed the nine articles by analysing their content, 

as presented in the appendix below. This structured appraisal helped identify the strengths and 
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limitations of each study transparently and consistently. The articles were reviewed, and the re-

sults are viewed in (Appendix 2), which summarizes the results obtained from each study selection 

research article to format the literature review and its validity. The use of Hawker's tool benefited 

in prompting the credibility of mental health challenges faced by international nursing students.  

Highlighting and evaluating the nine selected articles were included after binding according to 

Hawker´s framework; the selected articles were used in the literature review to provide eligible 

and adequate results; the rest were excluded did not align with the researcher´s study. (Paré & 

Kitsiou, 2017).  

The study aims to provide valuable information that may support and improve the barriers faced 

by international nursing students, offering a healthier environment. In addition, critical appraisal is 

emphasised for the inclusion of study materials with defined themes extracted from the diverse 

study articles selected to stress more findings in comprehensive integration. 

 

   

  

Figure 3: Nine Stages  
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4.5 Data Analysis 

The data extracted were merged to reveal the findings that international nursing students face us-

ing the method of content analysis (Colorado State University,n.d). It aims to guide the researchers 

in the right direction for the analysis process. Data analysis emphasises the reliability of the data 

collected in the study, as the researcher's conclusions were developed on specific topics(Haggarty, 

1996).  The selected research study articles were extracted using data analysis related to the men-

tal health challenges international students face.  

The researcher read through articles manually to understand the content of each article. Wrote 

down what key factors that answered the research question were what mental health challenges 

international nursing students face. The results were presented systematically and debated in the 

following parts of this study. 

The aim was to guide the research question formulated by the researcher and aimed at the infor-

mation used aimed at the researcher's topic and its usefulness in the literature review article. 

Overall, for this study on mental health challenges faced by international nursing students, an in-

ductive approach to data analysis was used. The data analysis involves drawing a broader aspect 

of the research and light path for themes, main categories and patterns to develop through the 

selected peer-reviewed articles. 

The themes were aggregated data under shared titles and provided a thorough key factors of 

mental health challenges faced by international nursing students (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  The arti-

cles that aligned with the researcher's topic were carefully read to highlight the relevance of infor-

mation, and manually coded using colours to highlight the specific theme, hence classified into 

thematic categories such as social isolation and loneliness, academic stress, language barriers, and 

cultural adjustment difficulties. 

To ensure the reliability and transparency, a figure (appendix 1) was conducted on the selected 

nine articles, aims, methodology, participants, key findings and relevance to the researcher's ques-

tion, while in (appendix 2) it was used to show the validity of each research study article. This ap-

proach is attributed to having an understanding and well-detailed information of the researcher´s 

topic, facilitating the different points of view and experiences.  
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The eligibility criteria were applied to set the reliability and validity of the information (Lau, 2017). 

This tool ensures that study materials are up to date and that themes align with the importance of 

highlighting the barriers (Figure 4). The researcher compared the similarities and differences in the 

articles when articulating the themes. These findings provided the researcher with studies that are 

meaningful for the study topic and research aim.  

The emergence of themes was highlighted from data provided by rich insights that discussed on 

challenges international nursing students face, highlighting each similarity in the nine retrieved ar-

ticles and merging them as one to bring the flow of it(Creswell & Poth, 2017). The identified 

themes provided may guide future researchers who will conduct similar studies on mental health 

challenges among international nursing students.  

 

 

4.6 Data Analysis Sample 

The researcher used data analysis to highlight three main themes that later paved the way for sub-

topics that emerged in tandem with the themes. One of the main categories and its subtopics have 

been shown (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4 Data analysis process 

 

5 Findings 

Through a systematic analysis of nine studies conducted across various countries, including Al-

Oraibi et al. (2022) conducted a qualitative study in the United Kingdom. Choi and Chung (2014) 

used a quantitative survey method in South Korea. Maharaj et al. (2024) performed a systematic 

review in Australia. Merry et al. (2021) conducted a scoping review in the United Kingdom. Minami 

et al. (2021) carried out a longitudinal study in Japan. Song et al. (2021) used a quantitative study 

in China. Ünsal et al. (2024) conducted a qualitative study in Turkey. Xiong et al. (2025) performed 

a longitudinal study in Australia. Zhang et al. (2024) used a qualitative study in the United States. 

Three main categories were identified from the study of the eight articles. These main categories 

and their subcategories are shown in the table 5 below.    

 

Negative affective states 

Anxiety Depression 

…. not knowing what the 
future holds can cause 
temporary difficulties in 
adjusting and long-term 
challenges  in acclimating 
(Song et al., 2021) 

… stressors, such as stress, 
increase the level of 
depression among 
international students(Choi 

& Chung, 2014) 
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 Figure 5 Themes 

 

 

5.1 Adaptation Problems 

Language Barrier 

Language limitation was revealed to be one of the key sources of stress affecting international 

nursing students' mental health(Choi & Chung, 2014). The language barrier limited them from fully 

expressing themselves in engaging interactions with their classmates or outside school, such as 

clinical rotations. Communication gap is seen during clinical practice, even though they are practi-

cally skilled, the feeling of not understanding the language makes them feel insecure and shy off.  

Factors of mental health challenges faced by international nursing 

students 

Cognitive Burden Negative Affective 

States 

Adaptation Prob-

lems 

Language Barrier 

Social isolation & 

loneliness 

 

Anxiety 

Depression 

Burnout  

Multitasking 
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This is especially when international nursing students are in healthcare settings that do not speak 

a common language with them, they find difficulties in doing their practices diligently, as they fear 

making mistakes or misunderstanding what they have been told to do or asked for. (Ünsal et al., 

2024). International nursing students are later overwhelmed because they cannot comprehend as 

the local nursing students at the same practice as they are in, and they start comparing them-

selves. These results, in the presence of low self-confidence and feelings of disappointment in 

themselves.  

In addition, fear of embarrassment may result from a language barrier and acculturation, com-

pelled to suppress the emotion and hide it, so asking for help seems like a sign of weakness.  This 

interlinks to challenges they face during adaptation to a new country while studying in a foreign 

country(Merry et al., 2021). This also adversely affects international nursing students' social well-

being. 

 

Social isolation  

Due to the language gap, international nursing students socially isolated themselves, viewing the 

lack of communication skills as a sign of weakness and being unable to engage in the host's cul-

ture. Because of cultural differences, international nursing students lack the feeling of belonging 

as they find themselves trying hard to fit in the culture while distancing themselves from their own 

culture (Ünsal et al., 2024).  

Moreover, Song et al. (2021) agrees that the geographic distance between their own country and 

the host does not create a gap of lack of feeling of belonging alone, but also social isolation from 

their own culture, families and friends. International nursing students face the challenges of feel-

ing lonely and separated from their loved ones, hence an increase in the development of fear of 

missing out, which is a common feeling as they miss out on a lot.  

These effects were worse during the COVID-19 pandemic as the isolation happened worldwide, 

making it hard to travel back to their country for visitations. Due to the lockdown, international 
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students lost physical interactions with their families and classes, shifting to online classes that 

were hard to manage as they did not feel the connection as one-on-one(Zhang et al., 2024).More-

over, studies have observed that the challenges perceived by international nursing students in ad-

aptation to language and culture decrease the motivation to study and increase academic pres-

sure. (Merry et al., 2021). 

 

5.2 Cognitive Burden 

Burnout  

The sense of feeling isolated and loneliness is evident as international nursing students transition 

to a new country; these feelings can have a negative impact on academic performance, due to the 

challenges of the differences in studies(Ünsal et al.2024).  Burnout  may result from academic per-

formance deterioration if they score low or fail in their classes, which leads to low motivation (Ma-

haraj et al., 2024). The transition to the different modes of teaching that they are not used to, the 

academic facilities often fail to effectively meet the needs of international nursing students. 

 In addition, Song et al., (2021) supported that academic institutions did not have enough re-

sources to support them mentally during COVID-19, since the law was for everyone to isolate from 

gatherings,  they had to have their studies online, which affected their mental and physical well-

being. Furthermore, the academic facilities still failed when it comes to clinical settings for interna-

tional nursing students, as it is compulsory to have practical skills taught in healthcare set-

tings(Merry et al., (2021). 

The absence of formal support in clinical rotations for international nursing students in the clinical 

settings, as not assigned mentors with whom they can speak a common language(Choi & Chung, 

2014). Similarly,  Xiong et al. (2025) highlighted that with these hiccups, international nursing stu-

dents end up having overlapping classes as their clinical practices, and end up missing some clas-

ses that require compulsory attendance, and these have a negative impact and have a lot of as-

signments, deadlines and hard examinations. 



24 
 

 

Moreover the excess workload that international nursing students experience,  increases cognitive 

burden but they still push themselves to work extra hard  because of their family members  back 

at their home country look up to them and with such feelings it weighs more burden on them as 

they are forced to work hard and be perfectionists in their academics, with such burdens to bear, 

they are at risk of suicidal thoughts, which some end up killing themselves due to all the stress 

they persevere(Minami et al., 2021).  

 

Multitasking 

Ünsal et al., (2024), findings discuss the overlapping nature of demands in the nursing course. In-

ternational nursing students are forced to multitask theoretical classes and attend clinical prac-

tices in the healthcare settings, this being demanding as each practice has a certain hours to be 

achieved for them to be able to pass. 

As a result of the hours assigned to each clinical practice, international nursing students face chal-

lenges as they are obliged to attend the clinical practices to help them to get the skills required, as 

they work in the healthcare field as nurses one day. Due to the demanding hours required in the 

nursing course program, international students frequently find it difficult to manage their social 

life alongside academic obligations.(Merry et al., 2021).  

 In addition, Maharaj et al. (2024) studies also suggest that it interlinks with challenges of balanc-

ing their part-time work shifts while pursuing their career courses as nursing students. Sometimes 

they must decide between going to work and going to school due to their schedules. Most interna-

tional nursing student have financial bills to pay, such as school fees, thus this pushes them to go 

to work and get the income to pay their school fees. With such responsibilities, they are hindered 

from attending classes as they are forced to carry all this weight on their shoulders by themselves. 

Furthermore, these overlapping demands frequently left students feeling overwhelmed and men-

tally fatigued as they lack competence in managing the tasks appropriately and leading to poor ac-

ademic concentration (Choi & Chung, 2014).  Juggling between academic life and social life high-

lighted to impact burden on international nursing students' cognitive. 
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5.3 Negative affective states 

Anxiety 

Anxiety was a recurring theme in this study, as it is a crucial factor that arises from all the chal-

lenges faced by the international nursing students. Anxiety has emerged from the challenges of 

adaptation, such as  language barriers, and cognitive burdens, such as academic pressure(Minami 

et al., 2021). The themes highlighted each portrayed a connection with anxiety.  

Furthermore, International nursing students  faced anxiety during the pandemic period, when they 

transitioned from having physical classes to online classes, as they worried about their education 

and how it was going on(Al-Oraibi et al., 2022). The fear of losing their study rights and their visas 

being denied if they perform poorly in school affects them and increases academic pressure while 

trying to balance continuing with their studies abroad.  

Anxiety hindered international nursing students' motivation in studying and introduced a sense of 

fear. The lack of language proficiency to comprehend or speak eloquently in the native host coun-

try’s language lead to negative feelings towards themselves and low self-esteem (Choi & Chung, 

2014). These negative feelings build up to form of stress as they view themselves as an undera-

chiever compared to a local student being grouped in the clinical settings.  

 

Depression 

Depression emerged when they relocated to another country, to go to an unfamiliar environment 

in search of better educational opportunities and advanced learning, leaving behind their loved 

ones, friends, their cultural norms, comfort zones, and food cuisines. The lack of social support 

from their loved ones may be challenging since they have no one to turn to and ask for help.  
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Transitioning to a new country might be challenging for international nursing students because of 

acculturation and temperature differences. International nursing students find it difficult to adapt 

to the weather because of the harsh climate they experience in the host country’s is way different 

from their own country(Xiong et al., 2025). Seasonal depression occurs when experiencing long-

term winter presence of darkness, also during daytime.  

Moreover, seasonal depression can worsen due to the isolation, academic pressure, financial in-

stability, and uncertainty about their future (Maharaj et al., 2024). Academic pressure includes 

when one is not able to achieve the university´s goal and struggles academically. This may increase 

the risk of coping skills such as excessive drinking and smoking, which can cause dependency on 

the substances.  

The academic performances may have been affected by today´s change to online teaching rather 

than face-to-face, according less interaction in classes and a change of routines, which has created 

an unstable environment, and international students have less social interaction due to that.  The 

online study was introduced due to the COVID-19 pandemic, where everyone was expected to iso-

late themselves. 

Online studies is now one of the major learning teaching methods in universities, even though the 

COVID-19 pandemic is over(Al Maqbali et al., 2023). University institutions have adapted this 

teaching method, which is not familiar to international nursing students, as they struggle to attend 

classes due to online fatigue and not viewing it as important as an actual physical class. Less inter-

action was observed when international nursing students had online classes, often due to muting 

their microphones and cameras. Therefore, it diminishes the mood of studying and rather, they go 

to work.  
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6 Discussion 

The study findings revealed that language and communication are the greatest challenges. The 

study shows that foreign nursing students have inadequate language skills that are required in the 

host country. Insufficient language skills have made it difficult for foreign nursing students to com-

municate properly with patients and student mentors during clinical practices.  

Acculturation barrier that hinders international nursing students from seeking help and support 

for their mental state (Galvin et al., 2015; Cameron et al., 2022; Selim et al., 2023). Kristiana et al. 

(2022) and Sadiwo et al. (2020) both emphasise the struggles of culture shock international stu-

dents face as they come from diverse cultures, religions, and beliefs different to where they reside 

for further studies. Due to different cultures and norms of how they grew up in a diverse environ-

ment, international students differ as to ask for help when they require it as for an international 

student from Kenya, it is viewed as a weakness to ask for help and relying on others as they feel as 

they are a burden (Jüriloo, 2021). 

The study findings revealed that loneliness and isolation a problems that international nursing stu-

dents endure. Transitioning to a new country leads to a feeling of emptiness and anxiety, and be-

ing afraid of missing out. These problems cause disconnection with friends, family, and siblings. 

Loneliness can cause a decline in student health status, an increase in the consumption of ciga-

rettes and alcohol. According to (Hunley, 2010) International students who move to a new country 

face feelings of loneliness that disrupt their academic performance and their functioning, deterio-

rating, and not feeling motivated. This links to mental health and well-being state decreasing.  

International nursing students are required to do their clinical competence as part of their study 

plan to acquire skills in practical, as they go into the world of healthcare, it is challenging to fit in as 

some patients would rather be cared for by a nursing student who is from the same country, and 

have similar culture as them, as they doubt their competence. This results in feeling unwanted and 

unaccepted there. During this clinical rotations and classes international nursing students do not 

have enough time or multitask their academic and social life as they try to figure it out, but their 

heir mental health is at risk due to the heavy academic workload, they must manage their life(Kim 

et al., 2020; Mitchell, 2018).   
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International students face financial challenges, pursuing their studies abroad. Such bills are like 

tuition fees for higher education, housing, food, and transportation are the challenges that they 

face to pay. Language barrier complicates the way to get a part-time job that might be beneficial 

to pay their expenses. Additionally, these difficulties can lead to lower academic achievement and 

delayed graduation, which may further worsen the financial burdens faced by these stu-

dents(Heckman et al., 2014). 

As stated by   Brewin & Firth-Cozens, (1997), depression is one of the disorders that hinder inter-

national nursing students' mental health, therefore triggered by negative environmental factors 

and leads to a loss of interest in doing things. As most international nursing students move to a 

new country, they are usually young in their late teens and early twenties, they strive to be inde-

pendent and succeed both academically and personally can be overwhelming and can cause de-

pression.  

 

7 Ethical Considerations 

Li and Wolbring (2019) explained that ethics are a guiding principle for each researcher to uphold 

integrity and prevent misconduct. This literature review followed the guidelines of the Finnish Na-

tional Board on Research Integrity National Board on Research Integrity (TENK, 2023), which ad-

hered to the principles of accuracy in research.  

The research was not conducted through interviews with participants; therefore, separate ethical 

approval was not required. Instead, the research was extracted from nine peer-reviewed articles 

that were deemed eligible. Plagiarism is one of the most highlighted issues in research.  According 

to Clarke et al. (2023), plagiarism is using someone else's work, for example, the author of the re-

search article, without giving credit.  
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The researcher used references and in-text citations are added accordingly to APA 7(Wager & 

Wiffen, 2011; Suri, 2019). The Literature review was also written according to the JAMK thesis re-

porting guidelines. The researcher used the critical appraisal to maintain its relevance and ensure 

the quality of the literature is assessed accordingly (CASP UK, 2023).  

The nine research articles were extracted from the PubMed and CINAHL databases related to the 

research topic and question on mental health faced by international students. The researcher con-

ducted the study ethically, following an ethical approach, adhering to the required instructions 

and ensuring the validity of articles used in formatting a literature review. The aim was to identify 

the research and highlight the potential risks international students face while studying in a for-

eign country or abroad. 

 

8 Validity and Reliability 

According to Kimberlin and Winterstein (2008), validity refers to study results aligning accurately 

with the intended measures for which it was designed. The studies were conducted in English and 

consisted of nine research articles published between 2014 and 2025.  

In addition, reliability refers to obtaining consistent results with similar methods applied even at 

different times(Hall, Mehta, & Fackrell, 2017). The researcher followed all the guidelines required 

to achieve the literature review, including the title, abstract, introduction, background, methodol-

ogy, highlighting each step of attaining the nine articles, including the inclusion and exclusion cri-

teria, and ethical considerations. The researcher highlighted the main challenges that international 

nursing students face when in search of further studies in another country, relocating far from 

their home country.   

The researcher encountered challenges when sampling data needed for the study. The main limi-

tation was that the available research focused on international students in general, with few stud-

ies addressing the mental health of international nursing students. The researcher went ahead and 
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selected the research articles that mentioned mental health, focusing on international students in 

general, due to the challenges they faced were like problems of international nursing students. 

In addition, the researcher selected other research articles that specifically highlighted the mental 

health of international nursing students to pinpoint the difficulties they endured when adjusting to 

the differences, including the course requirements for clinical rotations and coursework.                    

The research was tailored to be informative for international nursing students who recently trav-

elled abroad for their studies and for those who have stayed in a foreign country for a longer pe-

riod, about the challenges. This is a guide to ask for help when feeling overwhelmed and feeling 

low.  

 

9 Conclusion 

This thesis focused on the challenges that international nursing students face and revealed con-

sistent main categories such as adaptation problems, cognitive burden and negative affective 

states. The purpose was to highlight what are these challenges that impact the well-being, and 

what effect on their mental state. It was to produce awareness among institutions to focus and 

make changes in adjusting support systems that will tailor to be effective for each international 

nursing student, as they differ from local students and require different supporting systems.  

To better support international nursing students, educational institutions should implement cul-

turally sensitive mental health services, peer mentorship programs, and targeted language sup-

port. This will be a supportive method to achieve and establish in each university that accepts in-

ternational students to study in their schools.  

The importance of recognising and addressing the mental health needs of nursing students is es-

sential to promoting their academic achievement, emotional, physical, social and mental wellbeing 

will have a positive impact on their healthcare career.  
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In conclusion, the researcher found some setbacks due to a lack of enough materials that could 

shed light on mental health challenges faced by international nursing though they were existing 

materials on mental health struggles of international students, more focused research studies are 

needed to explore the diversity in international nursing students.  
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