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Abstract

This qualitative study explored the psychosocial stressors experienced by African international students in the USA, an
understudied and underrepresented minority group, during the COVID-19 pandemic. Informed by human rights and capabil-
ity approaches, the study raises awareness about the intersecting stressors caused by the pandemic and the lack of systemic
support for minority students and draws implications for social work. A mix of purposive and snowball sampling was utilized
to recruit and interview 15 (F=35 and M =10) African international students via Zoom. Data were analyzed thematically
using Nvivol2 software. The findings suggest that participants experienced increased communication with family mem-
bers, shrinking social networks, challenges in adjusting to the new virtual life, losing family members, and grieving alone
without adequate social and institutional support. Participants also felt financially neglected due to their inability to work
and exclusion from state and federal pandemic financial relief programs. Insights from findings suggested a need for social
work programs in universities to build and support the socioeconomic network and capacity of international students that can
buffer them against economic and social hardships. Social work programs and academics should advocate for complementary
government policy changes to lift off-campus work restrictions for international students.

Keywords African international students - COVID-19 impacts - Communication challenges - Loss and grief - Financial
challenges

Introduction

Globally, the novel human coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) disrupted normal life activities (e.g., employ-
ment, education, recreational) and affected people in life-
changing ways, challenging the basics of human wellbeing
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(Schleicher, 2020). In response to the pandemic, most coun-
tries, including the USA, instituted containment strategies
to prevent the spread of the virus (Bitler et al., 2020; Xu
et al., 2021) and ease the burden of the pandemic on popu-
lations. In the USA, measures taken to contain the spread
of the virus at individual and community levels included
lockdowns, travel restrictions, universal masking, and social
distancing mandates, establishing community testing and
vaccination sites (Carter & May, 2020) while burden relief
measures included financial stimulus checks, and support for
small businesses through the USA Department of Treasury
as means to alleviate economic woes at the wake of the pan-
demic (Carter & May, 2020; Okonkwo et al., 2021).
Despite these interventions, different population groups,
including ethnic and racial minorities, people with disabili-
ties, students, and those in poverty, were disproportionately
affected by the pandemic and the consequential growth in
health inequities (Lee & Miller, 2020; Tai et al., 2021).
International students worldwide find themselves on the
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ambiguous side of legislation, with insufficient rights, pro-
tection, and unfulfilled potential. They do not have the same
privileges and entitlements as members of their host country.
Due to their non-resident alien status, international students
are affected by insecurity, uncertainty, and disempowerment,
which puts them in an inferior position compared to local stu-
dents (Marginson, 2012). With regard to COVID-19, interna-
tional students experienced a wide range of pandemic-induced
vulnerabilities. The July 6, 2020, Student and Exchange Visi-
tor Program (SEVP) directive ordered international students
who were enrolled in fully online courses to depart the coun-
try or risk losing their legal status (DHS, 2020). The situa-
tion became an additional stressor for international students,
forcing them to worry about compromising their health and
safety as well as their academic goals (David et al., 2023;
Quinn, 2020; Tefera et al., 2023). For many international stu-
dents, who were already vulnerable from being away from
their families, familial and community support systems were
further weakened by the pandemic (Lai et al., 2020). Prior to
COVID-19, international students dealt with stressors such as
living alone abroad and acculturation (Lee & Miller, 2020; Tai
et al., 2021). In the USA, the persistent racially toxic environ-
ment associated with police brutality against Black Ameri-
cans worsened acculturative stress, particularly for African
international students (Leitch et al., 2021). Additionally, when
social interactions between individuals or groups of people
are restricted, as was the case with extended lockdowns, and
social distancing mandates, the already small networks availa-
ble to international students diminished further. Stressors such
as reduced social interactions and lack of robust social support
linked to the COVID-19 pandemic could be detrimental to
the wellbeing of international students (Elmer et al., 2020).

Research Gaps and Relevance to Social Work

Research on the adverse consequences of the pandemic on
people’s wellbeing is growing (Giuntella et al., 2021; Tusl
et al., 2021). Many studies reported on the disproportion-
ate impact of the pandemic on vulnerable and minoritized
populations. For example, although only 22% of counties in
the USA are predominantly black, they account for 58% of
COVID-19 diagnoses and 58% of deaths nationwide (Siegel
& Mallow, 2021). People with low socioeconomic status
suffered the most because of limited health resources, risky
work environments, lack of access to healthy food (Dodds
& Fakoya, 2020), and high prevalence of chronic or pre-
existing illnesses that led to complications of COVID-19
infection and deaths (Basu, 2020). Although numerous
studies have documented the impacts of COVID-19 on vul-
nerable populations in various settings, the focus on vul-
nerable populations in higher education has been limited.
Specifically, research on international students’ wellbeing
during COVID-19 is in its infancy, and as such, there are

knowledge and service provision gaps for this population
(Firang, 2020). Among the few studies on international stu-
dents, Scott English et al. (2022) demonstrated that during
lockdowns, severe anxiety and psychological distress are
commonly experienced by international students. In another
study conducted in Canada during the COVID-19 lockdown,
Firang reported that international students experienced emo-
tional and financial stress and had to seek support from fam-
ily and relatives (Firang, 2020).

Within the larger international student body, research
focusing on African international students’ experiences in
the USA during the pandemic is extremely limited. There
are more than 50,000 African international students in the
USA, and Nigeria (17,640) and Ghana (6448) are among
the top 25 countries in terms of places of origin for interna-
tional students. Kenya (4059), Ethiopia (3006), and South
Africa (2713) are the other sub-Saharan African countries
with a significant number of international students (Open-
doors, 2023). Although the overall number of international
students continued to grow, sub-Saharan Africa had the
highest growth compared to other regions, with an 18%
growth (Opendoors, 2023). Despite the increasing presence
of African international students, only a handful of studies
tried to report on the experiences of this unique group. Gir-
may (2017), in a study conducted pre-pandemic, reported
that African students faced barriers associated with cultural
value differences, racial/ethnic prejudice, and difficulty with
academic norms and expectations. Acculturative stress, ste-
reotypes, assumptions by American peers and faculty, and
discrimination were among the challenges African students
experience (Boafo-Arthur, 2020; George Mwangi et al.,
2019). Elsewhere, we noted that the COVID-19 pandemic
adversely affected African international graduate students’
academic routines and performance. Such experiences were
only heightened by social and regulatory barriers linked with
non-immigrant status in the USA (Tefera et al., 2023). More
research on the experiences of African international gradu-
ate students, as a vulnerable population, during a crisis is
needed.

In addition to filling the overall research gaps, this study
also aims to make a case for social work research and prac-
tice to pay attention to the struggles of international stu-
dents, particularly African students, from a human rights
point of view. The study argues that, as a profession that is
fundamentally committed to social justice and human rights,
social work should prioritize the rights of international stu-
dents as a vulnerable and minority group in the US. How-
ever, we could only find one study that reported on Austral-
ian social work academics’ response to helping international
students during the pandemic, demonstrating the need for
social work schools to step up their efforts in responding to
the needs of international students (Fronek et al., 2021). A
previous study pointed out the limited attention to human
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rights in social work education in the USA and the limited
involvement of social work in promoting justice in academic
circles (Sousa-Meixell et al., 2022). Research showed that
international students often face unique challenges, includ-
ing cultural adaptation, language barriers, and potential
discrimination, which can impact their mental health and
academic success (Sousa-Meixell et al., 2022). Furthermore,
these students frequently navigate complex immigration pol-
icies, lack access to essential support services, and remain
invisible in times of crisis underscoring their vulnerabil-
ity (Harris et al., 2017). Social work’s ethical obligation to
empower and advocate for marginalized groups necessitates
a focus on this demographic (Henry, 2015). By integrating a
global perspective into social work education and practice,
as advocated by Cubillos-Vega (2017), social workers can
better understand and address the specific needs of interna-
tional students. This approach aligns with the profession’s
core values and enhances its capacity to foster inclusive,
supportive environments for all students, particularly those
far from their home countries and support systems (NASW,
n.d.).

Theoretical Framework

This paper was informed by a combination of the human
rights framework and the capability approach. The human
rights framework is a holistic framework that stresses the
universality, interdependency, and equality of all human
rights (Marks, 2005). A holistic human rights approach
rejects traditional, hierarchical distinctions between civil and
political rights and economic, social, and cultural rights;
it views with skepticism those governments that claim to
endorse human rights in general while ignoring certain cat-
egories of rights (Nickel, 2008). By applying a human rights
framework to the analysis of employment-related immigra-
tion policies outlined by the USA government in relation
to African international graduate students, most of whom
are on F-1 visas, we attempt to raise awareness on issues
related to international students’ socioeconomic wellbeing
in higher education.

The capability approach helps us to focus on more practi-
cal aspects of using rights stated in the human rights frame-
work. The framework emphasizes the importance of an indi-
vidual’s freedom to choose the type of life they truly value.
For example, it proposes that individuals should be able to
choose their jobs freely. Guiding their access to opportuni-
ties should be configured to enhance their capability to do
s0, not prevent them from it (Nussbaum, 2000; Sen, 1992,
1999). According to this approach, each nation must restore
and enhance capability sets, allowing individuals to translate
rights and freedoms from formal into fundamental rights and
freedoms (Bonvin and Farvaque, 2006). The approach calls
for empowerment and considers the social context at large
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(Bonvin, 2012). The capability approach advocates for ena-
bling everyone to pursue their goals and protect their rights
during a global crisis (Taborda, 2020). The approach aligns
with our study as African international graduate students
need equal access to resources and socioeconomic oppor-
tunities, including participation in the labor market in the
USA. Employment is one of the most basic means by which
people can contribute to the development of their identities,
social relationships, and community life. We use the capabil-
ity approach to discuss the employment-restrictive student
visas that deprive students of their rights to fully exercise
their capabilities, such as their right to work and travel. Such
deprivation can result in loss of self-confidence, economic
insecurity, and disruption of social life (Taborda, 2020).
Informed by these perspectives, and in line with the need
to fill the gaps in social work research and develop strategies
to support international students during the current and pro-
longed COVID-19 pandemic or future pandemics, this study
examines the psychosocial stressors experienced by African
international graduate students at a Midwestern university.

Methods
Research Design and Setting

A phenomenological qualitative design was used to explore
the challenges and experiences of African international
graduate students during the COVID-19 pandemic. A quali-
tative design is helpful to develop first-hand knowledge in
areas where no adequate information is available (Creswell
& Poth, 2017). Using a phenomenological qualitative design
helped us to have the flexibility of probing for more in-depth
information about participants’ lived experiences and per-
spectives during a particular phenomenon — the COVID-19
pandemic. The study was conducted at the University of
Missouri. In the 2021/2022 academic year, the university
had 1436 international students enrolled from 104 coun-
tries. Although the total enrollment of international students
decreased from 1931 (2018/2019), to 1455 (2019/2020), and
to 1436 (2021/2022), enrollment from African countries
increased during the pandemic. For example, enrollment
from Nigeria and Ghana increased from 34 to 41, and 15
to 28, respectively, during the 2020/2021 and 2021/2022
academic years. The trend shows the growing significant
presence of African international students at the university
(University of Missouri, 2021).

Participant Recruitment
Purposive sampling and snowball technique were used to

recruit study participants (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2020). Par-
ticipants who (i) identified as an international student from
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the African continent, (ii) enrolled in a graduate program at
the University of Missouri, (iii) can communicate in Eng-
lish, and (iv) were willing to be interviewed and share their
experiences were recruited for the study. Student leaders of
the African Graduate and Professional Students Associa-
tion helped the recruitment by providing recommendations
and connections to other students (snowballing). Of the total
of 24 African international students recruited initially, nine
declined the interview for various personal reasons. Hence,
interviews were conducted with 15 African international
students: 5 females and 10 males.

Data Collection

In-depth interviews were conducted using a semi-structured
interview guide. The interview questions were informed by
the components of human rights and capability approaches.
Participants were asked about the personal, communica-
tion, and financial challenges they experienced during the
COVID-19 pandemic. They were also asked about factors
that affected their functionalities, capability, and agency to
achieve their academic and personal goals. Following the
COVID-19 mitigation protocols, all interviews were con-
ducted remotely via Zoom. The interviews lasted 40—70 min,
were audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim. Four inter-
viewers, all African graduate students and authors of this
study, conducted the interviews. The interviewers read the
consent form and explained the purpose of the study, pri-
vacy protocols, and data storage and usage issues before
conducting each interview. All participants confirmed their
willingness and consented to participate in the study. The
Institutional Review Board of the University of Missouri
(IRB no. 2049642) approved the study.

Analysis

Thematic analysis was applied to identify, categorize, and
synthesize the qualitative data (Braun & Clark, 2006; Frost,
2011). The coding scheme started with identifying broad
examples of student experiences (e.g., individual-, inter-
actional-, and environmental-level experiences) and devel-
oped through inductive analysis that identified new themes
and expanded on sub-themes related to the three levels of
experiences. An initial coding scheme was developed after
the research team reviewed the first three transcripts and
examined relationships among the initial codes (Frost,
2011). Axial coding was used to read over the codes and
their underlying data from the transcripts to group into
categories. The human rights framework and the capabil-
ity approach were used to further understand the emergent
themes. For example, the human rights perspective revealed
deeper meaning around communication and grief among
international students during a pandemic and helped to

create new concepts. Codes that closely resembled were
grouped together and redundant codes were merged (Wil-
liams & Moser, 2019). After reviewing and resolving differ-
ences in the codes, a comprehensive codebook was devel-
oped to guide the coding process. The four researchers who
conducted the interviews coded the interview transcripts
independently using the codebook and Nvivol2 software.
After the initial coding, the research team held continuous
meetings to deal with disagreements in coding, redefine
themes, and generate the final code reports from the software
(Creswell & Poth, 2017).

Trustworthiness and Reflexivity

Several techniques were employed to increase trustworthi-
ness. Prolonged immersion in the data and probing during
interviewing facilitated the production of thick descriptions
of the experiences and perspectives of participants and ena-
bled researchers to avoid overgeneralization (Polit & Beck,
2010). As a research team of African international gradu-
ate students and one African scholar (WM), the research-
ers adopted reflexivity and positionality to minimize the
impact of their own beliefs and experiences throughout the
research process and the analysis and interpretation of study
findings (Palaganas et al., 2017). During the interviews, the
researchers intentionally adopted the “back seat’” approach to
let participants lead the conversation, express their opinions
freely, and have a degree of control of the interview process.
As African graduate students themselves, the interviewers
deliberately avoided asking leading questions and bring-
ing their own experiences into the interview. Instead, they
assumed a “learner” position and used probing questions
to gather as much information as possible based on partici-
pants’ responses. The study was conducted during the pan-
demic, and while the sociopolitical and racial tension was
high due to George Floyd’s death and widespread protests.
The interviewers were careful not to project their positions
on participants during the interviews. Direct quotations and
thorough descriptions were used to present the voices of the
participants and thereby decrease the influence of research-
ers’ opinions (Darawsheh, 2014).

Findings
Demographic Information

A total of 15 African students (five female and 10 male)
students, all racially identified as Black, and most of them
between the ages of 33 and 37 (46.7%) took part in the
study. Most participants were married (66.7%) and lived
in the USA for over 2 years (93%). Most participants were
doctoral students (73.3%) on F-1 visas (80%), living in
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community apartments (66.7%) using income from their
graduate assistantship positions (86.7%). See Table 1 for
further details.

Three major themes emerged from data analysis: (1)
impact on communication and social networks, (2) griev-
ing alone: inability to be with families during loss, and (3)
financial impact/challenges.

Table 1 Demographic information (N=15)

Demographics N %
Gender

Female 5 333
Male 10 66.7
Age (years)

23 to 27 5 333
28 to 32 2 133
33 to 37 7 46.7
<38 1 6.7
Marital status

Single, never married 5 33.3
Married or cohabiting 10 66.7
Race

Black 15 100
Country

Nigeria 10 66.7
Ghana 2 13.3
Zimbabwe 1 6.7
Cameroon 1 6.7
Ivory Coast 1 6.7
Years as international student

2 to 3 years 7 46.7
4 to 5 years 7 46.7
More than 5 years 1 6.7
Level of educational pursuit

Doctorate degree 11 73.3
Master’s degree 4 12.7
Immigration status

F-1 visa! 12 80
J-1 visa® 3 20
Source of income

GTA or GRA 13 86.7
Other 2 13.3

-1 visa is an academic student visa that allows international stu-
dents to temporarily live in the US to study full-time in an accredited
academic institution

2 J-1 visa is an exchange visitor visa that allows foreign nationals to
participate in approved exchange programs to study, work, or engage
in cultural exchange programs

@ Springer

Theme One: Impact on Communication and Social
Networks

Participants experienced strains on communication with
family members, shrinking social networks, and the strug-
gle to adjust to the new virtual life during the pandemic.

Communication with Family Members

Most participants stated that their communication with
their family members has changed significantly following
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants reported
that the frequency of their communication increased out of
concern about each other’s wellbeing. One participant said,
“They call me often because they are concerned about my
safety given the ongoing pandemic and hostile political situ-
ation at the same time” (participant 3, female Ph.D. student).
Participants said they spent more time using social media
applications such as Facebook Messenger, Telegram, and
WhatsApp communications as the primary means to stay
connected with their families in Africa. They relied on these
free platforms, particularly WhatsApp, as it gives a sense
of family as users could chat in groups (with video calling
capability) and also because direct calling through mobile
network services is unaffordable. A participant said,

During the pandemic, I spoke with family members
more on WhatsApp because we have a family What-
sApp group. So, whatever is happening, a group mem-
ber usually posts a chat. We also do phone calls rarely,
but it is more expensive to call using mobile networks.
(Participant 14, female Ph.D. student)

Not only was there an increase in the frequency of com-
munication, but also a shift in the content of participants’
communication from general family matters to predomi-
nantly pandemic-related topics. Although they expressed
concerns and compassion to one another during the calls,
there were also instances when participants ran into argu-
ments with their family members in Africa due to differences
in understanding of the impact of the pandemic. Although
the pandemic was highly politicized, it was interesting to
note that these political positions also influenced how people
in Africa perceived the virus. For example, when express-
ing an argument they had had with a family member, one
participant said,

Because she was of the opinion that the virus is not
severe and that she has friends in America (who edu-
cated her on the virus), she was coming from the
political point of view (that the virus was a hoax as
the media claimed the then President had said early in
the pandemic), and all that. You know what? We just
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had to stop talking about it before long. (Participant
10, male Ph.D. student)

In describing their disappointment with the lack of under-
standing or misinformation their family members had about
the virus, the key message this revealed was the power of
political messages, particularly those from the developed
world such as the USA, UK, and Canada, have on people
in other parts of the world. As participants stated, academic
issues were off the table and communications were all about
the conspiracy theories, precautions, magnitude, and uncer-
tainties around the virus — and most of it was based on
information gained from T.V. and social media — particu-
larly Twitter and Facebook.

Shrinking Social Network

Contrary to the increased frequency of communication with
family members, participants reported that their communi-
cation decreased with non-family members such as friends
and colleagues during the pandemic. As the participants
described it, it was “not eventful” as everyone was trying
to stay safe from the virus (participant 6, male Ph.D. stu-
dent). One participant said, “We were not meeting at all
because everybody was trying to be safe. Only a few people
who were very close who knew themselves did meet” (par-
ticipant 2, male M.A. student). Although the intensity of
their communication decreased, it was important for African
international graduate students to be open and transparent in
their communication to protect themselves against the virus.
For example, they declined in-person visits and invitations
if they felt they had been exposed or were showing symp-
toms such as sneezing, coughing, and experiencing loss of
appetite.

Because of the decreased communication, participants
said that their social network shrunk during the pandemic as
social events were cancelled, including welcome ceremonies
for new students, Friendsgiving, and various international
student events that would have usually been held throughout
the year. The change affected participants who were actively
engaged in student sports clubs and social associations. A
participant said,

Unlike previous summers, we do not meet now to play
soccer. There is another group, the African group.
Besides academic stuff, we used to have many things to
do during the summer, but now, many of those people
are. So, they are no longer even in my friendship circle
anymore. And it is just two or three people I speak
with regularly now. (Participant 5, male Ph.D. student)

Although there was a quick pivot to online/virtual
events, participants stated that planning socially distanced

events was challenging and that they gave up trying at all.
Participants also found adjusting to the new virtual net-
working very difficult as it could not provide them with
all elements of in-person gatherings. One of them said,

I missed the time when we could all meet in person.
When you’re meeting in person, you have food from
home, you see friends, you will get to talk, you know.
Now, everything has changed, and it is not the same.
(Participant 9, female Ph.D. student)

Challenges in Adjusting to Virtual Life

In addition to the reduced social network, African interna-
tional graduate students were challenged by the new ways
of communication. Pivoting to virtual and email commu-
nications for social life, keeping their social (physical)
distances when they accidentally meet people in grocery
stores, and relying on phone calls and texts have been chal-
lenging. Besides the pressure to adjust to virtual life, some
participants found managing it very time-consuming and
challenging. One participant said,

We do social networking, which is a problem, right?
Because you go and stay on Twitter or Facebook
all day long. Much social networking, so suddenly
responding to a lot of messages. I stay home, sit,
scroll down my WhatsApp, and see all the messages;
it consumes time. (Participant 1, male Ph.D. student)

Participants said performing their duties in an organ-
ized and timely fashion took work. Because they spend
most of their time online, participants needed help finding
adequate time to complete tasks and execute their plans.

On the contrary, these trying times pushed some partici-
pants to be creative and taught them other ways to engage
and stay connected. For example, participants tried to cre-
ate their own online communities to chat, exchange ideas,
play online games, and engage in virtual get-togethers.
Some participants stated that they leveraged technology to
tackle social disconnectedness and felt they could accom-
plish more using virtual and technology-assisted spaces.
One major exploration most participants talked about was
that the reduced in-person interaction created an oppor-
tunity to search for old friends and new connections via
social media. One said,

I have started talking with some old friends from
high school, which was weird. COVID-19 switched
my network relationships from people present in my
immediate life to people far away. It was more like
online friendship than just an immediate or close
friendship. (Participant 6, male Ph.D. student)
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Theme Two: Grieving Alone: Inability to be
with Families During Loss

The second important theme that emerged during the analy-
sis was African students’ inability to travel for family-related
emergencies. Some participants reported that their family
members passed away during the pandemic, and they could
not make the trip to Africa due to the travel restrictions.
Death bereaves us of our loved ones, and grieving with fam-
ily members can be the social support to recover from the
loss. Participants reported experiencing emotional distress
due to being unable to be with their loved ones in sorrow-
ful times. A female student who lost her sister said, “I was
supposed to go to my sister’s funeral...I could not go due to
COVID-19 restrictions. That has affected me mentally and
emotionally.” (participant 8, female M.A. student).

Participants stated that death or loss of family members
and grief are central to their culture. Attending a family
member’s funeral and participating in the following cer-
emonies is highly expected, failing to do so strains family
relationships and is considered disobedience. As participants
agreed, besides the personal emotional pain the death of a
family member creates, the inability to meet those cultural
expectations results in extra stress. Because they could not
travel, students were forced to grieve alone with no ade-
quate social support system in place. Detached from their
cultural and familial environment, handling the loss of a
family member alone in the midst of a global pandemic was
mentally devastating for the participants. Another female
Ph.D. student whose mother-in-law passed away shared her
challenges in handling the situation. She said, “That was the
toughest time for me as I had to do everything to comfort
him (her husband), holding my grief of losing her” (partici-
pant 11, female Ph.D. student).

Participants also stated that there was no adequate struc-
tural or institutional support available for international stu-
dents in times of family emergencies during the pandemic.
As participants reported, the academic and scholarship
programs did not have clear strategies to help international
students travel during times of emergencies or provide them
with emotional or counseling support during loss. The
above-stated participant said,

We also lost my mother-in-law, my husband’s mother.
He wanted to go, so we reached out to Fulbright. They
could not guarantee that if he was to go, he had to
write an undertaking that he may not be back in the
USA It was difficult as his family was expecting him to
be there and attend the funeral. (Participant 11, female
Ph.D. student)

The inability to travel and mourn with their families
and the lack of adequate social and institutional support
exacerbated participants’ stress during the pandemic and
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affected their studies. One participant stated, “Because I
could not be with my family to mourn my sister’s death,
I was despondent and could not concentrate on my stud-
ies” (participant 7, female Ph.D. student). Participants felt
unsupported and alienated by the growing travel and visa-
related restrictions during the pandemic.

Theme Three: Financial Impact

Participants shared their perspectives on their financial
burden during the pandemic, which emerged as a third
central theme. Under financial impact are three sub-
themes: family responsibilities and fear of health costs,
lack of financial support, and coping with the financial
challenge.

Family Responsibilities and Fear of Healthcare Costs

Participants with family-related responsibilities and who
had no adequate assistantship funding suffered the most.
In addition, the expensive healthcare service in the USA
added financial pressure on international students. One
student said,

COVID created a lot of financial anxiety for me
because health care is costly here. So, you automati-
cally think, what happens if I get the virus and I have
to go to the hospital? How do I do that? (Participant
13, male Ph.D. student)

Some of the participants were “breadwinners” with
the responsibility of supporting their families back home.
The pandemic-related lockdowns and crushing economies
in their respective home countries affected participants’
families. The shortage of some products, increased prices,
extended stay at home, and loss of jobs all worsened fami-
lies’ financial positions. Hence, the situation increased the
financial demands of students’ families and added an extra
burden for students to send relief money to their families
during COVID-19. As one of the participants shared,

It affected my family because my mum is a teacher,
and with the lockdown in Nigeria, they had to shut
down schools. They did not teach for months; their
workplaces did not pay them, so they had to seek help
from us (children). (Participant 4, male MSc student)

Due to the economic crisis caused by the pandemic, even
non-family members were demanding financial support from
African international students. One participant said, “Apart
from family, even friends...reach out and share their finan-
cial issues with me, and if it is something I can do, I assist
them” (participant 12, male Ph.D. student).
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Lack of Financial Support

According to participants, campus closure created a finan-
cial strain on international students who rely on on-campus
employment for survival, particularly over summer break
when they can work 40 h on campus. For many students,
their spouses were also not authorized to work anywhere in
the USA. These restrictive student visa conditions created
stressful situations for many students. One student said,

I was under stress because I did not have a job oppor-
tunity. I had to move out [of my apartment] because of
financial limitations. I had to reconsider my expenses
and all that. I had to move from my former apartment
to share the space with others because it was less
expensive. I had to be jobless. Almost three months,
yeah, that was tough. (Participant 15, female Ph.D.
student)

Besides the lack of employment opportunities, the over-
all financial impact of COVID-19 on the university trick-
led down to African international graduate students as the
university started to cut down positions and services. As
participants reported, departments underwent different
adjustments, such as mergers, budget-cutting, and down-
sizing research projects. These measures, in turn, reduced
opportunities for financial support and tuition waivers for
international students. A participant said,

Because of the downsizing of the research project, 1
could not get an assistantship as I used to in the pre-
pandemic years. [ hoped to get a job with campus din-
ing or other campus jobs, but the campus was shut
down. I could not pay my bills and rent; that was quite
challenging. (Participant 9, female Ph.D. student)

Further, participants expressed that they felt neglected
as no financial support was targeted at them by the state or
federal government. Nevertheless, they contributed to taxes
and were burdened with COVID-19. One participant said,

Many people were already losing jobs, and like stu-
dents, many of them were working on campus, and
when the campus is closed, those jobs are not avail-
able anymore, so you lose all those sorts of income. [
regret that they also did not give it (COVID-19 relief
funds) to international students. Our case is even more
severe because we can only work on campus. You can-
not work outside the campus (unlike USA citizens and
residents). (Participant 7, female Ph.D. student)

Another student added, “They are USA citizens, although
we all pay taxes here, as students and everything, there is
still a difference. We are seen as non-resident aliens. So that
is it” (participant 2, male M.A. student). Feeling emotional,
another student expressed,

We are all developing this country together, so if there
should be support, why not make it general? I do not
know how much international students are bringing
into the economy, so if we are doing that, why don’t
they consider us as part of the people who will be ben-
eficiaries of the stimulus checks? I wonder why, but it’s
understandable from the lens of being an American
citizen. But I think it should be spread across whether
you are a citizen or not. (Participant 10, male Ph.D.
student)

Although participants expressed frustration with the lack
of support, this robbed them of their sense of belonging.
When universities shut their doors, and the government
determined they did not qualify for federal support, inter-
national students felt orphaned and adopted new coping
strategies.

Coping with the Financial Challenge

African international graduate students relied on different
strategies to cope with the financial pressure during the pan-
demic. Most relied on their financial and budgeting skills to
control their expenses and live on a low budget. One par-
ticipant said,

I am really well organized in terms of finance. One of
the rare people, I will say that, but we all need money.
I was meticulous about everything I had to spend, and
I was just making sure not to be over budget. (Partici-
pant 15, female Ph.D. student)

Others relied on personal savings from the very small
assistantship stipends and borrowing from friends as noted
by one participant, “I was very stressed. I had debts to cover
because I borrowed money from friends” (participant 06).

Fortunate students reported utilizing small financial
support provided by the university’s international center,
graduate school funding, and the Fulbright scholarship pro-
gram. However, they said the support was very minimal and
couldn’t help them significantly. One participant reported,

I received the $250 support from the international
center, which is not enough. The university could have
done better to support us. Some students struggled to
feed their families. (Participant 3, female Ph.D. stu-
dent)

Some participants stated they were discouraged by the
small amount and decided not to apply. As one of them said,
“...felt that was meaningless and did not think to apply.
What would that change, really?” (participant 14, female
Ph.D. student). For most participants, to apply and compete
for such a small amount of money that they were not even
sure about getting it was frustrating. They believed it was
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just more symbolic than actual support with a genuine inten-
tion of supporting international students.

Discussion

Informed by a combination of the human rights framework
and capability approach, this qualitative study explored the
psychosocial stressors experienced by African international
students during the COVID-19 pandemic in the USA. The
findings show that African international students expe-
rienced stressors, including communication challenges,
shrinking social networks, emotional distress caused by loss
and grieving alone, and left unsupported and marginalized.
These challenges are discussed in light of the major compo-
nents of human rights and capability approaches: function-
ing, capability, and agency (Slabbert, 2018).

According to the capability approach, functioning refers
to an individual’s “beings and doings” that can be enabled
or constrained by conditions, also known as conversion fac-
tors (Slabbert, 2018). Being far from their families during
a global pandemic, African international graduate students
reported that the frequency of communication with their
families increased and became overwhelming and stress-
ful affecting their ability to perform academic and personal
duties. Although the increased communication was out
of concern for wellbeing, international students and their
families struggled to fully grasp one another’s context and
realities, often leading to misunderstandings and arguments
(Amelia, 2020). Differences in sources of information,
beliefs about the COVID-19 virus, vaccination, and precau-
tions strained communication. Trying to convince families
to follow COVID-19-related precautions and the importance
of vaccination strictly was a stressful experience for African
students. As these misunderstandings mudded communica-
tion with families, international students could not receive
emotional support from families. Thus, students’ affiliation
with loved ones, one of the central human functional capa-
bilities (Nussbaum, 2000), was negatively affected. The
situation also led students to spend more time on virtual
communication platforms and social media, which affected
their productivity. The findings support a previous study
that reported a positive correlation between international
students’ increase in psychological and physical problems
and excessive time spent on communication technologies
(Suhail & Bargees, 2006).

Besides the strained communication with families, the
shrinking of their social network meant the opportunity for
emotional support decreased, and African international grad-
uate students had to deal with their challenges alone. Stu-
dents “emotions,” an important part of human capabilities,
were affected by their ability to establish attachments with
other people and their ability to love and be loved as well as
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grieve losses (Nussbaum, 2000). The impact of COVID-19
in causing increased levels of loneliness, stress, anxiety, and
depression among students because of the deterioration of
social networks was reported by Elmer et al. (2020). The
impact of the shutdown and travel restrictions was grave
among those who lost family members and relatives during
the pandemic. Such experiences result in emotional distress
and mental breakdowns that affect African international stu-
dents’ progress toward achieving their academic and career
goals or their “functionalities” as stipulated in the capabili-
ties approach (Slabbert, 2018; Walsh, 2020).

According to the capability approach, people need to
be supported and empowered to realize their capabilities
and potential amid difficulties (Sen, 1992). On the con-
trary, the findings highlighted the absence of adequate sup-
port for students who suffered the loss of families during a
global public health crisis. The absence of interculturally
informed approaches to support international students dur-
ing loss and grief has been reported previously, and the
problem became more evident during the pandemic (Ichi-
kawa, 2021). The lack of institutional- and program-level
preparedness to support students during a crisis such as
the pandemic exacerbated the problem. Our findings high-
lighted a lack of intentional efforts to support a growing
population of vulnerable students in adjusting to the new
socially disconnected lifestyle. This was particularly strik-
ing given the growing number of universities investing con-
siderable resources in advancing the practice of diversity,
equity, and inclusion. However, African students were left
to deal with their vulnerabilities without institutional sup-
port. The findings showed that students relied on their own
“agency,” which, according to the capability approach, is
their ability to act on what is beneficial (Saleeby, 2007).
Accordingly, African international graduate students relied
on their skills and creativity to create and engage in online
communities to cope with the shrinking social network and
the emotional distress of loneliness. Our findings strengthen
existing reports from Germany and Brazil, where interna-
tional students had the same experience and created shared
cultural exchange virtual tools that filled the disconnections
resulting from the lack of in-person group activities (Liu
et al., 2021). Elsewhere (Tefera et al., 2023), we discuss the
importance of Ubuntu among African international graduate
students, which further supports the need for culturally sen-
sitive services for international students studying in Ameri-
can universities.

According to the human rights framework and capabil-
ity approach, fulfilling one’s aspirations, functionalities,
and capabilities requires dignity, safety, and equal treat-
ment (Slabbert, 2018). Evidence in this study suggests that
multiple conversion factors hampered African international
students’ aspirations, and they were worried about the grow-
ing alienation of foreign citizens, mainly when no support
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was provided. Instead, the media was swamped with news
of acts of violence by police against African Americans
(e.g., George Floyd: May 25, 2020, Ahmaud Arbery: Feb-
ruary 23, 2020), and international travel bans. As per the
capability approach, “bodily integrity,” which is students’
ability to move without the fear of abuse and violence, was
in question (Nussbaum, 2000). For African international
students, navigating the new living space in the intersec-
tion of distrust in university administration and government,
violence against Black, inability to travel home, the COVID-
19 infodemic, and the on-and-off nature of the pandemic
was complex and led to a lot of the confusion, grumpiness,
worry, and fear. Similarly, Valentine et al. (2020) pointed
out that growing racial tension and protests in the USA had
negative impacts, including loss of trust and increased safety
concerns among international students and their families.
In addition, the findings show that excessively restrictive
immigration policies had a detrimental influence on the live-
lihoods of international students and prompted persistent
financial challenges.

Moreover, many African international graduate students
come from households with low socioeconomic status and
bear the responsibility of supporting themselves and their
families while in school. As participants reported, they expe-
rienced financial anxiety as they would be unable to handle
healthcare costs if their children or spouses contracted the
COVID-19 virus and needed treatment. The loss of jobs
aggravated their financial anxiety because of the campus
closure. Restrictive immigration policies impeded Afri-
can students’ agency and ability to achieve their academic
and career goals and play a meaningful role in advancing
USA society (Slabbert, 2018). As their international non-
immigrant status does not allow them to engage in off-cam-
pus jobs, those international students who lost on-campus
jobs were left without any means to cover their expenses.
Immigration regulations deny international students access
to many types of employment — e.g., off-campus or full-
time employment during studies. The restrictive policies
compromise international students’ rights to realize their
potential and maximize their capabilities, especially in
times of socioeconomic and health crisis (Taborda, 2020).
After completing their studies, international students have
to apply for a change of status — to OPT, H1-B, or another
status that would allow them to work full-time off campus.
Hence, international students must traverse a complex maze
of job-related immigration restrictions to participate in the
USA labor market. Also, the university’s financial support
was minimal and insignificant compared to their financial
problems. Although international students pay taxes and
contribute to the USA economy, they were excluded from
the COVID-19-related financial support packages by the
USA government (Coffey et al., 2021). The situation created
feelings of financial neglect and economic marginalization

among the students (Johnson et al., 2020). The same finan-
cial neglect and inattention were experienced by interna-
tional students in other countries like Australia, indicating
the issue is somewhat of a global concern (Nguyen & Bal-
akrishnan, 2020). African international graduate students
relied on their tight budgeting skills and borrowing money
from others to survive the financial hardship.

Implications

Insights from this study suggest the need for actions at differ-
ent levels to reverse the challenges experienced by African
international students during pandemics, and the conversion
factors that impede them from realizing their capabilities.

Implications for Social Work Profession and Practice

At the policy level, social workers should advocate against
the injustice experienced by international students. Social
workers need to inform and pressure lawmakers to consider
the unjust student immigration conditions (e.g., unauthor-
ized to work outside campus, the limit on the hours of
employment to only 20 h per week) that marginalize stu-
dents and put them in precarious conditions. As outlined
in the human rights framework, such selective granting of
rights and hierarchical distinctions of rights hinder the socio-
economic wellbeing of African graduate students and limit
their potential for development. On the contrary, following a
holistic human rights approach that gives freedom of move-
ment and work can help them be creative and contribute to
the economy of the USA and the vitality of the communities
they live in.

Social workers should work on strengthening interna-
tional students’ community and social networks through
social integration programs. Creating programs that help
integrate international students into the local community
and the wider student body could reduce feelings of iso-
lation and alienation. Opening the socioeconomic spaces
and employment opportunities can also allow international
students to socialize, learn about the culture, make Ameri-
can friends, and develop interpersonal and communication
skills, which is a valuable asset for their future job prospects
(Kwadzo, 2014). Social workers should also advocate for
including international students in emergency prepared-
ness plans, ensuring that these plans address potential bar-
riers to accessing information, financial aid, and healthcare
resources during crises.

Implications for Social Work Programs
in Universities

Social work school programs could organize virtual
spaces, match students with support buddies, and provide
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the necessary logistics and training to help students
adjust to the new virtual life. Such initiative will help
develop belongingness and reduce isolation and loneli-
ness among international students. To ease the stress of
staying on track with their study plans, social work pro-
grams could advocate for adopting flexibility — in the
types and formats of evaluations. As proposed in the capa-
bility approach, recognizing students’ capacities and giv-
ing them the freedom to choose what works best for them
can help them adjust during public health emergencies
like the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead of forcing teach-
ing—learning methodologies, identifying African graduate
students’ concerns and providing them with the needed
resources that could improve their socioeconomic well-
being is important (Nussbaum, 2000; Sen, 1992, 1999).
For example, universities should have a plan to facilitate
travel in times of emergency, and social work academics
and practitioners can advocate on behalf of students for
special considerations.

Social work programs should develop interprofessional
collaboration with educational and health service depart-
ments to ensure coordinated support for African interna-
tional students. Working with law schools to provide pro
bono guidance and legal services for international students
is also imperative. Social worker programs should take the
lead in helping universities offer culturally informed coun-
seling services to support international students during
family loss and grief. The development and implementa-
tion of such support should involve international students
and scholars with authentic cultural insight and experi-
ence, not just the standard student counselors (Ichikawa,
2021).

Study Limitations

As a qualitative study that relied on data from a small sample
size, inferences should be made considering study limita-
tions. All participants were graduate students who stayed
more than 2 years in the USA. The experience and maturity
of the participants affected the nature and magnitude of the
challenges reported in the findings. The perspectives pre-
sented in this study could not be generalized to undergradu-
ate and newer students. Future studies may expand on the
findings of this study by including a larger and more diverse
sample of students from other regions of the USA to increase
generalizability and representation.
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