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Abstract
International Graduate Students (IGS) are an integral part of
the United States (US) higher education ecosystem. How-
ever, they face enormous challenges while transitioning to
the US due to cultural shock, language barriers, and intense
academic pressure. These issues can cause poor mental
health, and in some cases, increased risk of self-harm. The
relative ease of access and ubiquity of social technology
have the potential for supporting IGS during socio-cultural
transitions. However, little is known about how IGS use so-
cial technology for seeking support. To address this gap, we
conducted a qualitative study with the IGS in Western Mas-
sachusetts to understand how they seek social support. Our
preliminary findings indicate that our participants preferred
seeking informational and network support through social
technology. They expressed that they preferred to seek emo-
tional support in-person and from their close contacts but
we found a latent pattern that shows they use technology
passively (e.g, following others posts, comments, etc). We
also found that over time, their support-seeking preference
changes from people of similar ethnicity to people with sim-
ilar experiences. Finally, we identified language as the pri-
mary barrier to actively seek any kind of support through
technology.
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Introduction
International graduate students (IGS) are an integral part of
the US higher education because of their significant contribu-
tions, particularly in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing, and Mathematics) education [26]. However, they face
many challenges throughout the process of adjusting and
adapting to the new society including ethnic discrimination,
cultural shock, language barriers, and homesickness [13,21,
26]. Previous work shows that these challenges are also
prevalent in immigrants who transition to the US [7]. How-
ever, most IGS face further challenges due to their unfa-
miliarity with the academic environment [7] and the pres-
sure of maintaining higher academic performance [19]. As
a result, they become more vulnerable to having poor men-
tal health and depressive symptoms compared to the other
international students (e.g., undergraduate students) [8]. A
study in 2017 found that one out of three (32%) graduate
students have the risk of developing a psychological disor-
der and 2.3% of them reported contemplating suicide [9,14].

Social support is the com-
bination of informational, in-
strumental, network, esteem
and emotional support [3, 4].
According to the definition,
informational support is any
kind of information or advise.
Instrumental support is tangi-
ble support like offering ride
share, exchanging goods,
etc. Network support is the
sense of belonging within
a group or team. Esteem
support is providing feed-
back. And, emotional support
is providing love and empathy.

Social technology is the
combination of social soft-
ware such as social network-
ing sites (SNS) and commu-
nication capabilities such as
chat applications [17])

Social support is vital for individuals’ adjustment and adapta-
tion. Research shows that it has highly positive influences on
reducing transitional stress [18]. According to Barbee et. al.,
social support is the combination of informational, in-
strumental, network, esteem, and emotional support [3,
4] . Although academic institutions in the US have the facili-
ties and services for providing social support (e.g., informa-
tion sessions, in-person counseling, etc.), IGS often face dif-
ficulties availing these resources due to social stigma, lack of
awareness, and fear of their impact on academic career [9].
Research also shows that social technology, which consists
of social software and communication applications to socially

connect people [17]) (e.g., social networking sites (SNS),
chat applications, etc.), has the potential to facilitate social
support and reduce transitional stress [11]. IGS frequently
use social technology to stay in contact with their family and
friends back home. [25]. In a separate vein, HCI and re-
lated scholarship have also explored the general struggles of
the immigrants [10, 11, 16, 23], their information-seeking be-
haviors [5,6], design and practice with communication tech-
nology [1], and infrastructural politics around their access to
various services [22]. However, these topics do not directly
address the unique needs of the IGS in the US. Hence, we
know less about how IGS navigate social support specifically
through the lens of the frequently used social technology.

To address this gap and gain a better understanding of how
IGS seek social support, we conducted a qualitative study
consisting of 71 initial surveys with IGS all over the US and
16 semi-structured interviews with the IGS from various ed-
ucational institutes in Western Massachusetts. Preliminary
findings revealed that our participants preferred seeking in-
formational and network support through social technology,
but they preferred to seek emotional support in-person and
from close contacts. However, despite the preference of not
using technology for emotional support, they end up using
social technology in passive ways by following others’ posts,
comments, watching videos, etc. We also found that during
their first few years of transitioning to the US, they preferred
to seek support from people of similar ethnicity. However,
this preference shifts over time towards seeking support from
people with similar experiences. Finally, we found that for
non-native English speaking IGS, language was a primary
barrier to actively seek any kind of support through technol-
ogy. Despite the ubiquity of social technology, the language
barrier precipitated the increase in time and cognitive load
required to explain background context for seeking support,
which impeded participants’ support-seeking process.



Methodology
Initial Survey
Our qualitative study started with an initial survey with 71 re-
sponses. Figure 3 shows country of origin and gender of our
participants. In the survey we asked about their biggest chal-
lenges after coming to the US, their social support needs,
and the types of social technology they used. The participa-
tion criteria for this survey were: (1) being at least 18 years
old, (2) being an international student in the US, and (3) to be
enrolled in a graduate program. We created our initial survey
on Survey Monkey [20], distributed the survey link on social
networking sites (e.g., Facebook, and Twitter) and general
student email groups of UMass Amherst which is a large US
public university. The survey was open from July 2019 to Au-
gust 2019. We also wanted to find eligible participants for
the semi-structured interview using this survey, so we asked
whether they wanted to be contacted further for the inter-
views. We arranged for a raffle draw after closing the survey
where three winners received $50 Amazon gift cards.

Figure 1: This figure shows
different SNS used by survey
respondents.

Figure 2: Different Chat
Applications used by survey
respondents. We refer to
Facebook Messenger as FBM in
this graph.

From the initial survey, we found that Facebook (86%), and
LinkedIn (73%) were their highest used SNS, and Facebook
messenger(80%) and WhatsApp (70.42%) were their high-
est used chat applications. The detailed social technology
usage information of the survey participants is presented in
Figures 1, and 2. Regarding their biggest challenges, they
reported transportation, housing, English fluency, loneliness,
and homesickness after coming to the US (Figure 4). In re-
sponse to their needs for various social support after their
transition, 52% reported informational support, followed by
37% instrumental and network, 20% emotional and 7% es-
teem support (Table 3).

Interviews
From the initial survey, 45 participants (25 male, 19 female,
and 1 non-binary) showed interest in the interview. When

Figure 3: This figure depicts country and gender of Survey
respondents. We had respondents from 15 different countries,
where most of them were from Asia.

we contacted them to schedule interviews, 16 participants
(9 male, 6 female, 1 non-binary, avg age = 25) responded.
All 16 participants (75% Ph.Ds and 25% masters) were liv-
ing in Western Massachusetts. The detailed demographic
information of the interview participants is presented in Ta-
ble 1. Among them, only three participants (P3, P10, and
P13) were living with a partner.

Data collection and analysis
In semi-structured interviews, we asked the participants both
open-ended and focused questions. We selected the medium
of the interview according to the participant’s choices (e.g.,
phone call (3 participants), video conference (5 participants),
and in-person (8 participants)). There were twelve primary
questions (e.g., How was your transition to the US? What
type of challenges did you have? What types of support do
you seek? How do you seek support and why? What are the
barriers you found while seeking support, etc.). The average
interview time was 45 minutes and we offered a $20 Amazon
gift card to each participant. The study protocol and recruit-



Figure 4: This figures shows survey respondents’ biggest
challenges. Our analysis of the data showed that their
self-reported biggest issues was varied according to their stay
length in the US.

ment process were reviewed and approved by the University
of Massachusetts Amherst IRB.

*P Country Gender *L

P1 Bangladesh M < 1
P2 Taiwan F < 1
P3 Bangladesh M 1 - 2
P4 Bangladesh M 1 - 2
P5 Iran M 1 - 2
P6 Iran M 1 - 2
P7 India M 1 - 2
P8 Italy F 1 - 2
P9 India M 2 - 3
P10 Bangladesh M 2 - 3
P11 India NB 3 - 4
P12 China F 3 - 4
P13 Iran M 3 - 4
P14 Nepal F > 5
P15 Vietnam F > 5
P16 China F > 5

Table 1: This table shows the
demographics of interview
participants including country of
origin, gender (M (Male),
F(Female), NB (Non- binary),
and *L (stay length in the US),
and *P ( Participants’ number).

The first author and two research assistants conducted all
the interviews. We described the study purpose and the con-
tents of the consent form to each participant. The interviews
were audio-recorded with participants’ permissions and were
manually transcribed from the recordings. We gathered a to-
tal of 700 minutes of interview recordings. For the prelimi-
nary qualitative data analysis, we transcribed the data and
performed a thematic analysis on the data. Using the iter-
ative coding method, we derived key themes gradually with
iterative refinements. Furthermore, we extracted represen-
tative quotes from the participants to support the analytical
claims.

Findings
To gain an understanding of the social support-seeking of
IGS, we analyzed the collected data to extract high-level themes.
In this section, we present our preliminary findings with rela-
tion to these themes and corresponding participants’ quotes
(Table 2) to ground these themes.

Social technology was predominantly used for informational
and network support-seeking
Our participants primarily used social technology (e.g., Face-
book, Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook Messenger, WhatsApp,
etc.) to seek informational and network support (Table 4).
During the early transition phase, they mentioned the need
for various academic, legal, and logistical information. This
supports our survey data, where respondents reported in-
formational support as one of their main needs. Intervie-
wees mentioned seeking information about class schedules,
course administration, research, lab culture, and norms. Al-
though some of this information was strewn about in various
institutional websites, the participants sought support via so-
cial technology to demystify and navigate through the unfa-
miliar academic system in the US. Furthermore, all partic-
ipants wanted easily accessible information regarding stu-
dent visas, part-time work opportunities, optional practical
training (OPT), for which they relied on social technology. For
network support, they joined several student organizations
and local groups over SNS to get accustomed to the new
culture and activities. However, all participants mentioned
that they preferred not to seek emotional support via social
technology. Particularly, they did not want to share their emo-
tional challenges over SNS as it was time consuming and
needed extra effort to explain the background context to the
broader audience (see Table 2). Furthermore, when asked if
anonymity can help with sharing emotional challenges over
SNS, they mentioned that anonymity did not reduce the fear
of being judged or getting abused for posting over the SNS
platforms.

Preference for passive support-seeking through technology
Our analysis shows that participants mentioned their reluc-
tance to seek emotional support through social technology.
However, they followed others’ footsteps passively over so-
cial technology, where people had discussions towards their



Support Seeking Themes Supporting Quotes from the Interview Participants

Informational and Network P5: "If I post my emotional challenges on Facebook, I just need to explain all the background and reasons, which is time consuming."
Support Seeking P7: "I wanted some information about how to apply for a visa. So [I used] links that [has] been shared in a chat group."
through Technology P9: "Social media is not like providing that [emotional support], it is definitely providing informational support."

P8: "Even if I am anonymous, If I share a problem and somebody says something abusive it hurts my emotional state.
So, that will do a lot worse than better."

Preferring Passive P1:"In times of difficulties, it [watching YouTube videos] always helps me to feel a little bit better, along with getting information."
Support Seeking P9: "Most of the time I can search google or search in the group to see the post. If I can google properly, I don’t need to make a post myself."

P10: "I follow the big names in twitter from my research fields who are publishing big papers or big journals, I try to follow them,
I try to follow LinkedIn, I get information from there, that’s it."
P13:"Most of the time people [other students] talk about their own experience [in the student online groups] and their own way of getting things."

Preferring to Connect with P8:" Having international students to talk to you about your courses is really important.
People with same But I didn’t find that information from domestic students that much helpful, because the criteria are very different for them."
Experiences over Ethnicity P10: "I try to talk to people who have similar mentalities like me, and who have prior experience or prior understanding of what I’m going through.

so that maybe they’re a bit more sympathetic to me."
P14:As an international student, I think there’s also a lot of questions regarding a lot of different policies [e.g. visa status] that apply to us,
which I think becomes very crucial and important information that you can only ask another international student."

Table 2: In this table, we summarized corresponding quotes of the interview participants that supports main themes of social support-seeking
that we cover in this paper.

struggles around their daily lives, or sensitive issues, such
as, visa processing, academic pressure, to find solace. Par-
ticipants mentioned that sharing their transitional and aca-
demic challenges was uncomfortable through online com-
munication such as video calls, messages through chat ap-
plications, posts over SNS, etc. The discomfort stemmed
from the fear of being judged and having negative interac-
tions with the broader audience as well as language barri-
ers which makes it harder to engage in back and forth online
communication. Our results indicate that despite their prefer-
ence towards seeking emotional support in-person, the ma-
jority of the participants ( 80%) passively used social tech-
nology for emotional support at times of difficulties by watch-
ing YouTube videos (entertainment and inspirational videos),
cartoons, and funny memes.

Support Respondents(%)
Type

Informational 52%
Instrumental 37%
Network 37%
Emotional 20%
Esteem 7%

Table 3: Self-reported social
support needs of the survey
respondents.

Support SNS (%) Chat (%)
Type

Informational 50 68
Instrumental 25 18.75
Network 37.5 93.7
Esteem .06 43
Emotional 0 68.72

Table 4: Social support seeking
by interview participants through
social technology.

Support-seeking preference changes over time from people
with similar ethnicity to people with similar experiences
As the stay duration in the US increased (more than two
years), the participants’ preference towards seeking social
support changed from people of similar ethnicity 1 to people
with similar experiences. At the beginning of the transition,
our participants sought all kinds of support from similar eth-
nic people whom they met for different social needs and in-
terests (e.g., finding housing, ride, foods, religious practices).
Over time, this was shifted to seeking support from other IGS
who went through similar experiences regardless of their eth-
nicity. They met with other IGS through various academic
and non-academic activities (e.g., labs, classrooms, depart-
ment programs, conferences, internships, and part-time jobs).
A few participants (12.5%) met with other IGS studying in

1Ethnicity is the cultural identity of a person including language, religion,
nationality, ancestry, dress, and customs [15].



different universities in the US, or working on a similar re-
search field through Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter. Al-
though some participants (12.5%) found that the cultural dif-
ferences and incompatible norms between ethnically diverse
people were challenging to overcome, most of them found
that the similar experiences of transition and academic chal-
lenges brought them closer together over time to seek all
types of support from each other.

Discussion and Conclusion
Our preliminary results surfaced several themes of how IGS
in the US seek social support and the role of social technol-
ogy in this support-seeking process. Our findings suggest
that despite many offline facilities and resources provided
by institutions, IGS prefer to seek informational support re-
garding academic institutes through social technology. This
corroborate previous findings that addressed the same phe-
nomenon due to lack of awareness of such resources and
unfamiliarity of the US education system [9]. Aligned with
previous research, we also found reservation among partic-
ipants to share sensitive personal information over SNS to
seek emotional support due to the fear of receiving nega-
tive reactions from the broader audience of SNS [3, 10]. We
further found that our participants attributed such negative
reactions to a lack of understanding and empathy for tran-
sitional and academic stress of IGS in the US. Furthermore,
as most of our interviewees were non-English speakers, they
found it very difficult to engage in back and forth communi-
cation about their emotional problems in online spaces. Un-
fortunately, due to various reasons such as lack of easy ac-
cess, or knowledge about offline resources, they ended up
passively seeking emotional support using social technology.
While studies mentioned anonymity can be useful in sharing
personal information without fear of repercussions [2], our
interviewees specifically mentioned that anonymity does not
help. We found that even protected by anonymity, the fear of

receiving negative or abusive remarks around a cry for emo-
tional support was enough to deter them from seeking emo-
tional support through social technology. Hsiao’s work on
new immigrants in the US shows a preference to seek sup-
port from similar ethnicity [11]. Here we extend their work by
identifying how the support-seeking preference can change
to people with similar experiences over time.

Our findings further point to the language barrier as the pri-
mary challenge for support seeking via SNS which demands
time, and cognitive efforts. All of our participants were non-
native English speakers, and reported a need for additional
effort to explain the background context for seeking support
over SNS. These findings corroborate with previous research
[12, 24] on how non-native English speakers (i.e. interna-
tional students and immigrants) face challenges in similar
scenarios such as accessing online health care services. We
further identified that the change in the preference of seeking
support from people of similar ethnicity to people of similar
experience might demand to communicate in English from
non-native English speaking IGS. Therefore, the language
barrier impedes not only informational support but also emo-
tional support for IGS in the US. While we believe our find-
ings are beneficial for understanding how IGS seek social
support, we report our findings based on a relatively small
sample. In the future, we intend to explore a broader sam-
ple size covering vast geographic regions and academic at-
mospheres to examine the dynamics of wider cultural back-
grounds and practices. We believe that gaining a better un-
derstanding of thier current support-seeking pattern, and pref-
erences can pave the way to advance the design of social
support systems that addresses IGS’s unique challenges and
needs. Considering the vulnerability of intentional graduate
students, it is crucial for HCI researches to investigate tech-
nical interventions that help IGS with a smoother transition
and better mental well-being.
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