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S Anandavalli, L. DiAnne Borders, Lori E. Kniffin

“I Am Strong. Mentally Strong!”: 
Psychosocial Strengths of International 
Graduate Students of Color 

Positioned at a unique intersection of managing academic pressures and embodying racial and ethnic 
minority identity status, international graduate students of color (IGSCs) are frequent targets of multiple 
stressors. Unfortunately, extant counseling literature offers counselors little information on the psychosocial 
strengths IGSCs employ (e.g., strong familial bond, friendships) to cope with such stressors. To address 
this gap, interviews with eight IGSC participants were conducted and analyzed using interpretive 
phenomenological analysis and the lens of the intersectionality framework. Five psychosocial strengths were 
identified—familial support, social connections, academic aspirations and persistence, personal growth and 
resourcefulness, and resistance and critical consciousness. Recommendations for employing an asset-based 
approach in counseling and counselor education are offered. 

Keywords: international graduate students of color, psychosocial strengths, racial and ethnic minority, 
intersectionality, interpretive phenomenological analysis

     Over 1 million international students were enrolled in higher education programs in the United 
States in 2020 (National Association of Foreign Student Advisers [NAFSA], 2020). Thousands of 
them are confronted with varied stressors, including linguistic barriers (Mori, 2000), isolation (Sato 
& Hodge, 2015), and xenophobia (Pottie-Sherman, 2018). The recent COVID-19 pandemic has added 
to their mounting stress, pushing them toward symptoms of severe mental illness, including chronic 
fear and anxiety (Chirikov & Soria, 2020). Extant literature offers strong evidence that international 
graduate students of color (IGSCs) are particularly vulnerable to stressors because of their academic 
responsibilities and experiences in the racialized society of the United States (George Mwangi et al., 
2019; Lee & Rice, 2007; Lemieux et al., 2020). 

     To support IGSCs as they confront multiple challenges, scholars have been called to examine 
this population’s psychosocial strengths (Pendse & Inman, 2017; Straker, 2016), as strengths-based 
counseling empowers and builds resilience among members of marginalized communities (Craig, 2013; 
Day-Vines & Terriquez, 2008; Toporek & Cohen, 2017). Regrettably, a thorough literature review yielded 
no peer-reviewed counseling articles that specifically addressed the strengths of IGSCs. The only related 
counseling study was by Yakunina and colleagues (2013), who offered insight into the strengths of 
international students. However, they failed to examine the specific strengths of IGSCs and gathered 
data only on the overall international student experience. 

     Thus, to explore the psychosocial strengths of IGSCs, we used interpretive phenomenological 
analysis (IPA; Smith, 1996) and adopted the lens of the intersectionality framework (Crenshaw, 1989). 
We review the literature addressing IGSCs’ psychosocial strengths and offer results professional 
counselors can use in an asset-based approach with this community.
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Literature Review
 
Intersectionality
     Using the intersectionality framework, Crenshaw (1989) noted that racial, linguistic, class, and 
other identities intersect to inform an individual’s position of privilege and marginalization. These 
intersecting identities result in a heterogeneity of experiences within the international student 
community. The concept of intersectionality highlights the differing and inequitable influences of 
systemic oppression on diverse groups. In other words, the experiences of international students are 
dictated by their identities of race, ethnicity, level of education, language, and gender.

     International students of color, because of their racialized ethnic identities, often bear the brunt of 
discrimination and toxic hate crimes (Chirikov & Soria, 2020; Dovchin, 2020; George Mwangi et al., 
2019; Lee & Rice, 2007). Lee and Rice (2007) noted that international students of color in their study 
were often targets of racial slurs, violence, verbal insults, and discrimination. The internalized effects 
of colonialism and colorism were evident in how teachers and domestic students responded to African 
international students, including questioning their intelligence and legitimacy to be in graduate-level 
classrooms (George Mwangi et al., 2019). Students disclosed that they frequently felt “crazy” because 
of microaggressions by unrelenting domestic students in their classrooms (George Mwangi et al., 2019). 
Recently, Yao (2018) found that Chinese international students experienced both overt and implicit 
discrimination as a result of their nationality, language, and cultural background, having significant 
mental health impact. Thus, it is evident that the experiences of international students of color are 
significantly different from that of their White counterparts (Yao et al., 2020). 

     Additionally, with their demanding academic and research expectations, international graduate 
students (IGSs) constitute a particularly unique community (Girmay, 2019; Lin & Scherz, 2014). 
Lemieux and colleagues (2020) noted that the recent directive by U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE), which ordered international students to leave the United States if their fall 2020 
courses were entirely online, had a profoundly deleterious impact on IGSs (ICE, 2020). IGSs usually 
serve as teaching assistants and research assistants, and they are often part of large-scale research and 
development projects. Lemieux and colleagues argued that despite bringing significant technological, 
cultural, and economic advantages to the United States, the order devalued the contributions of IGSs 
amidst the global health pandemic of COVID-19. Furthermore, the excessive pressure to engage in 
research and publications often had a detrimental impact on international students. Participants in 
a recent study by Click (2017) discussed that navigating a new academic system and responding to 
professional expectations were challenging and moved at least one participant in the study to tears. 
Thus, IGSs are confronted with multiple challenges that require urgent attention. 

Psychosocial Strengths
     Scholars have noted that practitioners’ knowledge and utilization of marginalized clients’ (e.g., Latinos, 
African Americans, LGBT individuals) psychosocial strengths often results in increased resilience, 
leadership, hardiness, and self-efficacy (Craig, 2013; Day-Vines & Terriquez, 2008). However, despite the 
efficacy of strengths-based counseling with minorities, the strengths of marginalized groups are often 
unknown to or underutilized by many professional counselors (Anandavalli, 2021; Craig & Furman, 
2018; Harry et al., 2005; Tomlinson-Clarke & Georges, 2014). Given the extensive challenges the IGSC 
community faces, a strengths-based approach to counseling might prove to be especially beneficial. 
Regrettably, a thorough literature review on Google Scholar, PsycINFO, and SocINDEX using over 
nine search terms, including international student mental health, international students, strengths-based, and 
international students assets, indicated that no strengths-based counseling articles were available that 
addressed the experiences of IGSCs. 
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     Given the paucity of counseling research on IGSCs’ psychosocial strengths, this section includes 
inquiries from non-counseling studies and also those that address the larger international student 
community. A review of the literature suggested there are two broad themes of psychological 
strengths—interpersonal strengths and intrapersonal strengths.

Interpersonal Strengths
     In the context of academic advising, He and Hutson (2018) found that Chinese international 
students in their study relied on their families’ support to overcome adversities and persist in their 
academic programs. Families’ significant efforts (e.g., financial and emotional support) to send their 
children abroad fueled the participants to make the most of their education in the United States (He & 
Hutson, 2018). Similarly, within the field of psychology, Moores and Popadiuk (2011) observed that as 
international students in the study navigated through stress in the host country, their families’ support 
was a reminder of their cultural identity. 

     In addition to families, international students’ friendships are potentially another asset. Given that 
they experience multiple sociopolitical stressors (Anandavalli et al., 2020), these students rely on each 
other for support (e.g., Wang & Hannes, 2014). Adopting an international relations perspective, Wang 
and Hannes (2014) noted their participants made plans to cook meals together and invited one another 
to cultural events to avoid the effects of isolation in a foreign country. The findings were used to inform 
faculty and policy makers in the Flemish community. 

Intrapersonal Strengths
     Scholars have also identified international students’ intrapersonal strengths, including hardiness, 
personal growth initiative (Yakunina et al., 2013), and a deep desire to succeed (Wick et al., 2019). 
Yakunina et al. (2013) gathered data from over 300 international students in the United States to test 
if personal growth initiative (drive to improve oneself), hardiness (resilience), and universal–diverse 
orientation (ability to appreciate cultural similarities and differences) predicted the students’ acculturative 
stress and adjustment in the United States. Their sample included international students from diverse 
ethnic, educational, and linguistic backgrounds. The researchers found that participants’ personal growth 
initiative predicted their adjustment in the United States. Relatedly, Yakunina and colleagues also found 
that hardiness had a positive effect on adjustment and an underlying impact on participants’ levels of 
acculturative stress. Furthermore, international students’ universal–diverse orientation determined the 
extent of their adjustment. Thus, participants who reported greater universal–diverse orientation tended 
to experience reduced acculturative stress, which in turn predicted better adjustment. 

     Adopting an interdisciplinary and critical perspective to studying abroad, Wick and colleagues (2019) 
found that undergraduate Latinx students from the United States leveraged multiple strengths during 
their study abroad experience. In this study, Wick and colleagues employed Yosso’s (2005) community 
cultural wealth theory to identify participants’ potential strengths. Wick and colleagues noted that the 
participants effectively used their familiarity with Latinx cultures, Spanish language, and a deep desire 
to succeed in helping them make the most of their study abroad experiences. Wick and colleagues also 
noted that the international students experienced personal growth and reported additional strengths 
such as a heightened sense of social responsibility and critical consciousness, or a deeper understanding 
of how oppression and marginalization impact lived experiences. 

Purpose of the Present Study
     Although knowledge of international students’ psychosocial strengths has been documented in related 
fields, data on the same in counseling is limited. Consequently, counselors are ill-equipped to utilize 
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these in the clinical setting, and clients may not be able to reap the benefits of strengths-based counseling 
(e.g., increased resilience, self-efficacy). Given the evidence in favor of strengths-based counseling for 
minoritized communities, the purpose of this study was to offer a strengths-based perspective of the 
coping strategies used by IGSCs. Our goal was to capture the psychosocial strengths IGSCs employ to 
support their well-being. Thus, our research question was, “What are the psychosocial strengths that 
IGSCs employ to support their well-being during their study abroad experience in the United States?”

Method

     The present inquiry was the first part of a larger study. In this first part of the study, we focused on 
the strengths of IGSCs. We applied IPA (Smith, 1996) to explore IGSCs’ use of psychosocial strengths to 
support their well-being. IPA is an approach that allows researchers to maintain the uniqueness of each 
participant’s subjective lived experiences while laying emphasis on the contextual nature of interpretation 
(Smith, 1996). In other words, people’s interpretation of their lived experiences is grounded in the specific 
social and cultural context of their narratives. The primary focus of IPA is to examine how individuals 
make sense of their experiences and minimize any chance of researchers imposing their personal beliefs 
and expectations on the participants’ experiences (Smith, 1996). All research activities were in compliance 
with the National Board for Certified Counselors (NBCC) Code of Ethics (NBCC, 2016).

Researcher Roles and Trustworthiness
     There are four aspects of effective qualitative research (Guba, 1981), and each aspect was pursued 
by the team through varied ways: credibility (e.g., member checking, two coders), transferability (e.g., 
multiple data points for each subtheme), dependability (e.g., utilizing external auditor’s feedback), 
and confirmability (e.g., field notes). The research team for this study was composed of three cisgender 
women. At the time of the study, the first author, Anandavalli, identified as an IGSC from India. The 
second author and auditor for the study, Borders, is a White American counselor educator and has 
worked with IGSCs from multiple countries. The third author, Kniffin, also a White American, has 
experiences working with international students in her previous professional roles. Each researcher’s 
ongoing reflexivity journal, an integral part of IPA, served to identify potential blind spots specifically 
centering around stereotypes and perceptions surrounding the IGSC community, and the role of 
institutions and structures in impacting IGSCs’ mental health.

     To establish meaningful trustworthiness, Anandavalli immersed herself in the IGSC community at a 
medium-sized university in the United States for about 2 years before beginning the study. The cultural 
immersion and community-building opportunity allowed for the research question(s) for the larger 
study to emerge from collective reflections with the participating community. Individuals with prior 
relationships with the research team were not selected as participants to ensure an ethical inquiry and 
avoid undue influence of coercion and/or social desirability. 

Participants
     Based on Smith and Osborn’s (2007) recommendation, a sample size of seven to eight participants 
was deemed sufficient for the current study. In this IRB-approved study, the inclusion criteria were that 
participants needed to: (a) be at least 18 years of age, (b) be proficient in English (interview language), 
(c) hold a valid F1 or J1 visa (higher education visas in the United States), and (d) be enrolled in any 
graduate program in the United States. They were also required to self-identify as a person of color and 
should have lived in the United States for not longer than 2 years, given the rapid effects of acculturation 
to dominant culture and resulting changes in their mental health experiences (Erichsen & Bolliger, 2011). 
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     Recruitment flyers included details on the purpose of the study and contact information for the first 
author. The flyers were shared via social media and through communication with various international 
students’ offices at regional universities and colleges. Using convenience and snowball sampling, a total 
of 23 participants responded to the recruitment announcement. However, 12 did not meet inclusion 
criteria and three did not respond until months after the completion of data analysis (because of time 
constraints on the interviewees’ part). Eight were eligible and reviewed the IRB-approved consent form 
before completing the individual, semi-structured interview. Participants were invited to choose a name 
they preferred for the study. Participants were from India (Cheryl, Jay, and Bansal), China (K. S. and 
T. L), the United Kingdom (M. F.), Brazil (A. Z.), and Indonesia (Fani). On completion of the interview, 
each participant received a $10 gift card. All participants in the present study identified as female, 
although no explicit screening for gender identity was imposed by the researchers. 

Data Collection
     Before the audio-recorded interview, each potential participant completed a consent form and 
an online demographic questionnaire to determine their eligibility. Using the interview schedule, 
Anandavalli interviewed eligible participants. The open-ended, semi-structured interview had five 
primary questions: 1) Who and what supported you in adjusting to American culture, especially with 
your education and social life [e.g., ethnic groups]? 2) What has been your experience supporting other 
international students during their transition period? 3) How have you changed because of the study 
abroad experience? 4) What were some resources [within campus and community], if any, that you used 
to maintain your academic success? and 5) What were some resources [within campus and community] 
that you used to take care of your mental health? Appropriate follow-up questions were employed 
based on individual participants’ responses (e.g., “Tell me more about what you mean when you say 
your faith held you together during the challenging times”). Three interviews were conducted via 
Zoom and five were completed face-to-face at a location of the participant’s choice, ranging from 60–120 
minutes in length (M = 72 minutes). Anandavalli maintained field notes on participants’ presentation 
during the interview (e.g., body language, tears) to gain deeper understanding of their narratives. 

Data Analysis
     Anandavalli also transcribed all interview recordings. The analysis team was composed of two 
coders, Anandavalli and Kniffin, and an auditor, Borders. All have had training in IPA methodology 
and/or coding through graduate-level coursework and prior experience in conducting similar inquiries. 
Adhering to Smith and Osborn’s (2007) recommendations, we followed an open-coding protocol. Each 
interview transcript was a unit of analysis. Anandavalli and Kniffin read the first transcript multiple times 
to become familiar with the material. Next, similarities and differences within a participant’s narrative 
of psychosocial strengths were noted, and similar experiences were merged under a common emergent 
theme. Similar themes within one participant’s narrative were then clustered together to construct 
superordinate themes. The goal was to reduce the volume of the detail in a participant’s narrative while 
also maintaining the uniqueness of their experience. Then, through consensus, Anandavalli and Kniffin 
developed a shared list of superordinate themes for the first participant’s transcript. The same procedure 
was followed for the remaining seven participants. Borders’ feedback was incorporated at various stages. 
After coding all the individual interviews, Anandavalli and Kniffin created a broad theme list based on 
each participant’s superordinate themes. The broad theme list reflected the overarching experiences of the 
eight IGSCs. Corresponding individual and broad themes were shared with each participant to receive 
relevant feedback (member checking) with all participants responding that the themes were accurately 
reflective of their experiences. No changes were requested by the participants.
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Results

     Five broad themes, with related subthemes, emerged from the eight interviews with IGSC participants. 
The five themes of familial support, social connection, academic aspirations and persistence, personal growth and 
resourcefulness, and resistance and critical consciousness are presented below, supported by participants’ 
quotes that elucidate their relevant experiences. The themes are presented in descending order of 
frequency in the participants’ narratives. 

Familial Support
     In this broad theme, all eight participants described the crucial role their family played in helping them 
remain motivated and succeed as international students in the United States. Their narratives indicated 
that family support was nuanced and was expressed in varying ways, including offering emotional and 
financial support. Furthermore, participants also disclosed that their idea of “family” included relatives 
and community members. Three subthemes were identified under this theme: familial ambition, emotional 
support from parents, and support from extended family. 

     Familial ambition, or family members’ commitment to help IGSCs succeed during their study abroad 
experience, despite challenges, was evident in participants’ narratives. Parents, cousins, and community 
members were deeply involved in helping the participant succeed and achieve something “great,” as 
Jay described. She claimed, “My family’s very supportive . . . they want me to do some great thing . . . 
and for that they support all the time.” 

     Cheryl noted that her parents were dedicated to her professional development and worked hard to 
ensure she made informed decisions regarding her higher education. She recollected a pivotal moment in 
her education when she had to decide if she wanted to accept a college admission offer from a university 
in the United Kingdom:

They always said, “No matter what you study, do your best in it.” So, when I had to 
decide about studying abroad . . . my mom, she literally found people in her circle 
who studied abroad . . . for me to connect with. And make the right decision. 

     Relatedly, a second subtheme of emotional support from parents emerged. Through phone calls and texts, 
IGSCs in the study sought their family’s support when they felt challenged and stressed. For instance, 
Bansal, an IGSC from India, recognized that her parents’ support was crucial to her. Their reassurance 
and communication of support played an important role in her well-being: “You require so much support 
from your parents when you are studying abroad. . . . And they say, ‘No matter whatever happens, 
we’re there for you.’” Similarly, K. S., a doctoral student, sought her mother’s support, especially during 
moments of acute stress. With intense pressure in her STEM research lab and communication challenges 
as a non–native English speaker, she admitted that her mother’s support was important in the initial 
months: “I always told my mom, ‘I am now under pressure again, please say something to comfort me,’ 
and sometimes that works. She is amazing.”

     Four participants also referred to how family members, including extended relatives, were invested 
in their education and offered support in diverse ways. Support from extended family was the third 
subtheme. They also said that in their native cultures, the separation between immediate and extended 
family was unusual. For instance, Jay recalled that she wished to join a lab that had sufficient funding 
and scientific equipment to support her innovative research: “My uncle is an education consultant in 
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India . . . so he searched the best universities in the U.S. with good scholarships for me . . . that was 
so helpful!” Bansal, a first-generation study abroad student, recounted that she sought support from 
her cousin who had recently completed his higher education as an international student in the United 
States. According to her, his perspective and experiences helped her prepare for the cultural and 
academic transitions involved with studying abroad:

My cousin is also an international student here in the U.S. He gave me a lot of advice, 
so I was pretty prepared for the ups and downs. He advised, “Be flexible and open.” 
So, his experiences prepared me for the best and worst. 

Social Connections
     All participants discussed narratives of supportive and challenging moments as they built social 
connections in the United States. Their social connections were classified into two subthemes: support 
from Americans and an international student network. 

     Within the subtheme of support from Americans, we noted that all participants experienced both positive 
and challenging interactions with local Americans. Jay, for instance, applied for a local host-family 
program through her campus initiative and sought their help in the early months. Although it has been 
over a year since she moved to the United States, her host family has continued to help her in multiple 
ways. “They showed me several shops and vegetarian restaurants . . . they’re still helpful to me and they 
are still treating me as their niece.” According to her, she made efforts to maintain her connection with 
her host family, as they taught her about social and cultural norms in the American South. 

     Three participants received guidance from their American peers. For example, K. S. articulated that 
she found a strategy to overcome her limited English proficiency: “I built friendships with my American 
classmates. They’re really nice and helpful. They know . . . I can’t always understand what the professor 
is saying. After class, I asked them to send me their notes and they did.” However, A. Z. struggled to 
build a deeper relationship with her American counterparts, who she perceived to be less relational than 
people in her culture. She found them disinterested in getting to know her and her Brazilian heritage: “I 
want to make friends with American students . . . but Americans like to study on their own . . . maybe 
competition on grades. But Americans in my class usually don’t like to talk to me or other immigrants.”

     Building an international student network was another subtheme. All participants disclosed that they 
sought and offered extensive help to fellow international students. Fani, a student from Indonesia, 
shared that, “As an international student, we don’t really have family here. So, when I meet other 
international students, we kind of help each other.” Participants also offered practical aid to one another. 
M. F. employed her past experiences of navigating through a foreign country and offered guidance to 
younger international students: “This girl, from Jamaica, I invited her home for a home cooked meal. 
I help her with her big shopping once a month and let her use my car and Costco card. Just yeah . . . 
wanted to be helpful.”

     T. L. disclosed that she countered feelings of loneliness by developing strong bonds with her Chinese 
friends, who gave her a familial experience:

We traveled a lot and, like to release your stress, you can hang out with a group of 
friends. And have some fun because they can get what you mean. . . . A sense like you 
have family here. Then they can give you that feeling.
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Academic Aspirations and Persistence
     Although IGSCs experience multiple stressors, all participants shared they were ambitious and keen 
on excelling in their education. As they persevered in their education, they experienced a deep sense 
of pride in their achievement. Experiences under this theme were categorized into three subthemes: 
academic persistence, pride in achievement, and ambition. 

     The first subtheme was academic persistence. Participants disclosed that despite adversities, they 
were determined to excel in their education. M. F., a mother of two adolescent girls, was dedicated to 
completing her doctoral education: “I came here with two daughters . . . and being a doc student, it’s 
hard. But I have learned a lot in my program and grown a lot. I plan to successfully . . . complete the 
program in one to two years.” Similarly, for T. L., adjusting to U.S. classrooms meant getting used to the 
English-dominated, participatory culture in American classrooms: “The language barrier makes you feel 
like an intelligence barrier. The Americans speak so fast . . . it’s not easy. But I didn’t give up.”

     Three individuals also shared a sense of pride in their achievements. Thus, the second subtheme was 
pride in achievement. A. Z., for instance, shared her feeling of happiness and confidence as she performed 
well in her dissertation proposal defense: “When I finished my proposal . . . it felt so good that I did 
[it] on my own.” Participants also talked about how they viewed their educational journey as being 
composed of multiple milestones, and with each passing milestone, they experienced a renewed sense 
of achievement. Bansal explained, “It is a sort of an accomplishment, a feeling that ‘Yes, you did this,’ 
and you reach the end of the line finally, this is what you gain.” 

     The third subtheme was ambition. Five participants reported that they were ambitious and sought out 
the strongest chances of succeeding in their respective careers. Cheryl admitted, “I want to get trained 
by the best . . . I want that stamp of approval . . . that I am getting the best training.”

Personal Growth and Resourcefulness
     All participants’ study abroad experiences were dotted with several moments of growth and personal 
development. Participants’ experiences of overcoming obstacles were grouped into three subthemes, 
which were self-reliance, self-discovery, and use of campus resources. 

     Three participants shared that they had come to rely on themselves and gained a deeper sense of 
confidence and self-reliance as a result of studying abroad. Bansal said that she gained a sense of efficacy 
and faith in her ability to cope with adverse situations: “Back in India . . . I would be afraid.” However, 
she said, “It [being an IGSC] shapes you in a way that now you don’t fear that I cannot conquer this. . . . if 
something comes up, I can deal with it. Now, I am strong. Mentally strong!”

     Participants recognized that even in the face of adversity, they believed they were capable of 
overcoming challenges as a result of the study abroad journey. Fani said that she had come to embrace 
her self-confidence and agency: “If I don’t have friends who help me, I can just figure it out by myself.” 

     Four participants also discovered aspects of themselves as a result of studying abroad (self-discovery). 
Jay shared that her identity was “revealed” as a result of studying in the United States and being away 
from her family: “When I came to a new place, I needed to start explaining about myself. And I got to 
understand myself and my culture, and all the strengths I have.”

     Under the subtheme of use of campus resources, participants, including Cheryl and M. F., noted that 
they took on the responsibility to ensure they built supportive networks in the community and strong 
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relationships with library and department staff. Relatedly, A. Z. reported that she regularly attended 
Graduate Student Association events and went to the campus gym to ensure she did not feel isolated. 
She shared, “I realized I had to do something about this. I will go crazy otherwise.”

     Fani recognized that as a Fulbright scholar she would lose her scholarship if did not meet the strict 
grade criteria for each term. Although she could not excel in her first midterms as an international 
student, she overcame that challenge:

All of my midterm exam . . . pretty bad score really. I was so stressed. But I met them 
[professors] during the office hours, and it’s really helped me. . . . I asked him so many 
questions and went to every single office hour meeting.

Resistance and Critical Consciousness
     Despite being surrounded by dominant American culture and norms, four participants found several 
ways to resist the mindless adoption of the U.S. way of life. They retained their home cultural practices 
and shared observations of injustices and biases embedded in the American society. The two subthemes 
were retaining home culture and critical consciousness.

     Under the subtheme of retaining home culture, K. S. shared that despite being away from her home 
in China, she continued to find ways to celebrate her cultural events: “The other Chinese students and 
I meet for Chinese New Year . . . even though we are away from home . . . we will celebrate to bring 
happiness.” Similarly, A. Z. talked about listening to Brazilian podcasts and music as a way to retain 
her link with her home culture. Participants also fostered resistance through retaining their faith and 
religious beliefs, which often stemmed from their home cultures. M. F., a Catholic, shared that “faith is 
always there for me. I do believe God is looking out for me. There is . . . someone looking out for me.”

     When asked what potential injustices they had observed in the host country and how they addressed 
them, four IGSCs shared that they gained deeper awareness of embedded biases and injustices within 
the American society. Their narratives were indicative of heightened critical consciousness. Cheryl shared: 

I think getting educated about what a microaggression is . . . helped me label the 
subtle discrimination I was exposed to. . . . In my first semester, I realized my 
professors weren’t as harsh on me as they were for White students . . . almost 
patronizing. Like I am not good enough to meet their White standards.

     Participants also questioned and challenged the status quo as opposed to accepting it. A. Z. recognized 
that she did not want to subscribe to the larger “workaholic” culture in her research lab. She wanted to 
maintain her cultural practices of work–life balance with time allocated for self-care. T. L. said, “I did 
not notice anything wrong here. Not yet.” However, she acknowledged that having grown up under a 
relatively more restrictive government and culture, “everything here [in the United States] felt more free.” 

Discussion

     For ease in discussion and in alignment with our literature review, we grouped participants’ 
descriptions of various psychosocial strengths as interpersonal strengths (familial support, social 
connections) or intrapersonal strengths (academic aspirations and persistence, personal growth and 
resourcefulness, and resistance and critical consciousness). 



182

The Professional Counselor | Volume 11, Issue 2

Interpersonal Psychosocial Strengths
     IGSCs in the study relied on an intricate network of relationships to support their well-being. These 
networks included family, relatives, and other international students. Participants’ narratives indicated 
that their families played a significant role in actively guiding and supporting them to further their 
professional development. Furthermore, the pervasive role of “extended family” in their academic 
development was significant. Participants shared experiences of how relatives played a proactive role 
in ensuring that they were emotionally and academically supported. Additionally, family members’ 
aspirations for the participants were also shared; parents maintained high hope and ambition for their 
children. Although scholars (Sato & Hodge, 2015) have considered the role of familial support for 
international students, family as an active and aspiring system committed to the students’ professional 
development is an underexplored area in counseling research. Additionally, participants also indicated 
that peer mentorship played an important role in strengthening the international student support system. 
As participants experienced difficulties adjusting in a foreign country, their peer mentors offered support 
in the form of advice or transportation to other international students on campus. The presence of a 
supportive network of peer mentors is potentially indicative of leadership within the IGSC community. 

     Through participants’ narratives, it was also clear that they expected efforts to facilitate cross-cultural 
transitions to be bidirectional. For instance, IGSCs wanted their education programs to understand 
their unique cultural practices that dictate work–life balance and values concerning workaholism. Thus, 
participants viewed cultural adjustment as a relational and interactive perspective as opposed to a 
cocooned process governed by individual international students’ actions and inactions. 

Intrapersonal Psychosocial Strengths 
     Participants in the study applied their intrapersonal psychosocial strengths such as self-reliance, 
strategic use of campus resources, academic persistence, and heightened critical consciousness to 
navigate through their study abroad experiences. These findings align with those by Yakunina et al. 
(2013) and other scholars (He & Hutson, 2018; Jones et al., 2018) who noted that international students 
possessed various strengths, such as personal growth initiative, that had a positive effect on their 
acculturative stress and level of adjustment in the host culture. 

     Through our data analyses, it was evident that each participant developed a distinctive set of assets 
to support their well-being and academic pursuits. Their unique combination of strengths appeared 
to depend on their past experiences of living abroad, age, and particular needs. Furthermore, these 
strengths were not stagnant. Instead, they evolved and were responsive to the participants’ changing 
circumstances. For instance, Fani and T. L used office hours to improve their grades, whereas A. Z. 
relied on campus events to distract herself from academic pressure. Their stories of perseverance are 
comparable to the findings by He and Hutson (2018), who noted that all their participants in their 
study on international students were driven to meet the program requirements. As they experienced 
intense academic pressure in the form of a workaholic advisor or challenging coursework, they 
adopted combinations of these strengths to keep themselves psychologically healthy and academically 
competent. Despite the critical role played by values such as perseverance and resourcefulness, 
counseling researchers have not explored the psychological benefits of the same for IGSCs. 

     Participants’ awareness of their strengths evolved as they stayed in the United States. They came 
to recognize that although they were insulated from worldly challenges as they lived in their home 
countries, successfully relocating and surviving in a foreign country instilled confidence within them. 
According to them, another change they observed was heightened awareness of social injustices in the 
host country. Participants’ deeper awareness of critical issues of power and privilege are comparable 
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to findings by Wick and colleagues (2019), who observed that study abroad experience allowed their 
participants to gain a deeper understanding of embedded social injustices within the host and home 
country. These deeper insights resulted in participants’ commitment to engage in social justice work to 
remove the biases. Participants in the present study learned about the nuances of social hierarchies (e.g., 
racism, religionism) and how they impact their everyday experiences as IGSCs. 

     Although the IGSCs in the present study applied a variety of strengths, we wish to iterate that 
the responsibility for their well-being cannot be placed solely on these participants. Far away 
from their families and home cultures, international students experience multiple stressors, such 
as visa restrictions and xenophobia (Anandavalli et al., 2020). Anandavalli and colleagues (2020) 
recommended multiple strategies for counselors and larger institutions to offer meaningful support 
to international students during uncertain sociopolitical times, such as the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic. Adopting a bioecological approach, Anandavalli and colleagues indicated that professional 
counselors must be equipped to support international students at various levels of the systems (e.g., 
culturally responsive counseling within the microsystem, political advocacy within the macrosystem). 
Thus, although participants in the present study exercised multiple psychosocial strengths to support 
their well-being, structural support and advocacy are necessary to offer them a safe and welcoming 
study abroad experience. 

Implications

     In qualitative inquiries, given a relatively smaller and more homogenous sample, transferability of 
findings to different settings should be based on counselors’ and researchers’ deep and contextualized 
knowledge. 

Counseling and Counselor Education Implications
     Firstly, participants indicated that they employed multiple strengths to meet diverse needs (e.g., 
cultural celebrations, academic excellence). Accordingly, counselors are advised to explore IGSCs’ 
strengths. To achieve this, counselors can use strengths-based intake interviews and experiential 
activities that leverage their strengths (e.g., creative visualization of familial support). Anandavalli 
(2021) discussed using strengths-based counseling with international students of color, infusing 
an asset-based approach by using community cultural wealth theory and identifying six potential 
psychosocial strengths. Secondly, counselors can also collaborate with other relevant communities to 
offer culturally sensitive mental health support. For instance, given their reliance on religious beliefs, 
some IGSCs may benefit from counseling interventions that incorporate their spiritual traditions. 
Additionally, mental health counselors may collaborate with local religious leaders to offer culturally 
responsive psychoeducation on mental well-being. Thirdly, given counselors’ role as advocates of 
change (Ratts et al., 2015), they can offer anti–implicit bias training and related anti-racism workshops 
for faculty and staff working with IGSCs. Furthermore, many IGSC participants in the study reported 
experiencing growth and heightened critical consciousness as a result of studying abroad. Safe support 
groups run by culturally responsive counselors can offer IGSCs a platform to process their unique 
journey. Given the presence of stigma against counseling among some international cultures (Pendse & 
Inman, 2017), these support groups could be offered in destigmatizing spaces such as student lounges.  

     Within the counseling profession, the proportion of international students enrolled in master’s-level 
and doctoral programs is increasing. Although the exact number of IGSCs within counselor education 
is unknown, existing literature indicates that over 4% of doctoral students in accredited counselor 
education programs identify as international students (Council for Accreditation of Counseling and 
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Related Educational Programs, 2015). Counselor educators may model an intersectional and strengths-
based approach by appropriately identifying the strengths of IGSCs and actively incorporating them in 
advising and mentoring relationships. 

Research Implications
     The present study offers several directions for future inquiries. Firstly, within the international 
community, there is extensive diversity, and deeper knowledge of various intersectional groups 
is needed. For instance, little is known in the counseling field about the challenges that LGBTQ+ 
international students face and their unique strengths and support systems. Exploring the unique 
psychosocial assets they employ could offer much-needed perspective on the heterogeneity of 
international students’ experiences. Secondly, at present there is no instrument to measure IGSCs’ 
psychosocial strengths. Instrument development may aid counselors in assessing international students’ 
strengths, applying them appropriately in the counseling setting, and measuring any changes, especially 
as a longitudinal study. Lastly, research on training strategies to enhance counselors’ competence in 
working with international students is urgently needed, especially in the area of asset-based training. 
As international students are exposed to the effects of increasingly fragile sociopolitical periods, such 
as COVID-19–prompted Sinophobia, counselors are increasingly likely to be called to respond to this 
community’s needs (Anandavalli et al., 2020). Counselor educators are invited to develop training 
modules to adequately prepare student counselors to work with IGSCs in a strengths-based approach.

Limitations

     Although valuable data were gained through this inquiry, the study is not without its limitations. 
Interviews for the current study were completed in English. Given that for many international students 
English is not their preferred language, data and the narratives offered could have been different if 
alternative languages for interviewing had been offered. Also, all the participants in the study were 
located in the American South. Potentially, narratives could have differed if participants were from 
states with larger international student populations (e.g., New York, California). Furthermore, although 
unintentional, both the researchers and participants in this study identified as cisgender female. Inquiries 
involving all genders’ experiences as IGSCs could offer varied and salient details on their narratives.

Conclusion

     Counselors must have knowledge of IGSCs’ psychosocial strengths to leverage them effectively in 
counseling. Researchers have repeatedly indicated that incorporating minoritized clients’ strengths in 
counseling results in improved resilience, confidence, and self-efficacy. However, despite persistent 
calls by scholars, extant literature offers limited information on IGSCs’ strengths. Our IPA investigation 
with eight IGSC participants provides a rich description of unique psychosocial strengths they employ 
to support their mental health. Professional counselors can expand their cultural competence to work 
with this community by examining and implementing these findings. 
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