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Analyzing the Impact of International Students’ Feelings of
Loneliness on Their Academic Performance in Medical
Universities
Background: This study aimed to analyze the impact of
international students’ feelings of loneliness on academic

performance in Medical Universities.

Method: The present qualitative research has been done using the
meta-synthesis method. Therefore, the specialized research
keywords were searched in scientific databases during the
academic years in 2000-2021. Finally, out of 60 reviewed studies,
35 studies reached the final analysis.

Results: The most important psychological and physical components
of loneliness affecting the academic performance of international
students were the components of psychosis, communication isolation,
physical weakness, and socio-cultural maladaptation. The most
important negative consequences of feeling lonely on the academic
performance of international students were the components of
academic failure (academic stress and low academic performance).
The most important solutions at the individual level to alleviate the
feeling of loneliness of international students in medical universities
to improve academic performance were categorized as: improving
mental health, development of communication, physical
improvement, academic achievement, and socio-cultural compromise.
The most important strategies at the university level to alleviate the
feeling of loneliness of international students to improve their
academic performance were identified as the university policies,
capacity building, and empowerment of international students.
Conclusion: Considering the importance of having truck with the
feeling of loneliness by international medical students to improve
academic performance and create mental and physical health
among them, the identified components should be considered by
the managers of Iran’s higher education system.

Keywords: Loneliness, Social Isolation, International Educational
Exchange, Academic Performance, Academic Success
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INTRODUCTION

Currently, more than 2.5 million students are studying
abroad, all over the universe. The number of international
students is prospected to reach up to seven million by 2020
(1). Studying in another country for students not only can be
a great opportunity for personal growth, but also can cause
many different physical, psychological, and social problems
for them (2). One of the most important problems is the
loneliness of international students which can lead to
adverse scientific and non-scientific consequences (3). The
concept of loneliness in this research is similar to that stated
in Perlman and Peplau’s theory of Cognitive differences in
1981. In this theory, unlike many other approaches that
consider loneliness as just a lack of important relationships,
the theory of Cognitive differences focuses on the role of
social expectations and describes loneliness as the result of
differences between the desired social relationships and
what actually exists for the individual (4). Accordingly,
Perlman and Peplau (5), in the conceptualization of
loneliness, have considered it as an unpleasant experience
that occurs when an individual’s network of social relations
suffers from deficiency and disorder in various ways,
quantitatively or qualitatively. There are three important
features in this definition: First, loneliness is a predominantly
unpleasant experience that focuses on negative emotions
such as sadness, restlessness, or dissatisfaction. Second, the
term deficiency is related to the Cognitive differences model
and emphasizes that the individual, in the feeling of
loneliness, considers his existing relationships less than
desirable. Third, this definition reflects the important point
that the number of relationships is not uniquely important,
but their quality is also of importance. It means that a person
can feel mentally lonely if they perceive the lack of quality in
their relationships, despite having an extensive network of
social relationships (6).

Thus, loneliness is a complex, multiple, and multidimensional
phenomenon, which is the product of a combination of
environmental and psychological factors. This is due to the
increasing of the global flow of international students, making
them face a completely new structure and atmosphere, while
being far from family and friends, and feeling lonely. In
addition, there are negative psychological and social
consequences for themselves. In Iran’s higher education, the
number of international students and the infrastructure of
international medical universities are increasing in line with
global trends. According to the land-use planning document,
Iran should have three international medical universities by
2025 (7). One of the most important achievements of such
goals and aspirations is to create favorable conditions for
attracting elite international students and maximizing the use
of their knowledge capacity. However, one of the most
important challenges in attracting international students,
which has intensified with the growing trend of student flow,
is the feeling of loneliness among them. This issue has not
been carefully considered in the world literature, although in
recent years this issue has been the focus of researchers.
However, in domestic studies, no study has been done on the
feeling of loneliness of international medical students on their
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academic performance. Accordingly, the innovation of this
research is conducting a meta-synthesis study and analyzing
the content of international studies to provide a more
comprehensive and universal understanding of the loneliness
of international medical students and its impact on academic
performance also, to provide solutions for this issue.

METHODS

The present qualitative research has been composed using the
meta-synthesis method. The meta-synthesis method is a
systematic combination and interpretation of the findings of
studies in a specific field to create a deeper understanding of
the phenomenon. This process includes four steps: (1)
Designing questions, (2) applying search strategy, (3) extraction
of key concepts, and (4) combination of key concepts (category
formation) (8-10). Based on this methodological framework, by
exploring the study records of the subject, in the first stage,
using various parameters such as the target population, what
and how of the questions are made. In this study, Four
questions have been explored: What are the most important
psychological and physical components of loneliness affecting
the academic performance of international students in medical
universities?, What are the most important negative
consequences of feeling lonely on the academic performance of
international students in medical universities?; What are the
most important solutions at the individual level to alleviate the
feeling of loneliness of international students in medical
universities to improve their academic performance?; What are
the most important strategies at the university level to alleviate
the feeling of loneliness of international students in medical
universities to improve their academic performance?.

In the second stage, a systematic review search strategy was
utilized. Accordingly, the following specialized keywords
were searched: the loneliness and international students
(and Academic Performance), the loneliness of international
medical Students (and Academic Performance), depression
of international students (and Academic Performance), and
depression of international medical students (and Academic
Performance). The reputable scientific databases, as sources
of this search were: Science Direct, Springer, Wiley Online
Library, PubMed, ERIC, Sage Journals, and Emerald, and the
dating spectrum in 2000-2021 (in all months of the year).
The result of this research was a total of 60 sources of articles
and dissertations, and finally, 35 international articles and
dissertations were selected according to PRISMA. The Criteria
for choosing these articles were the method of research
(quantitative, qualitative, and mixed), the indexing
databases, the focus of the study (problems or challenges
regarding the loneliness of international students), and
access to the full text of the articles. Exclusion criteria were
the title, abstract and main text of the article related to the
field of research.

The third step was extracting key concepts. After reading the
text of the articles, the most important key concepts, or in
other words, the concepts that had a special meaning were
extracted separately from each article. In the fourth stage, the
extracted key concepts were classified into secondary
subcategories based on their common points and differences.
Then the secondary subcategories were categorized based on
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their differences and common points in the form of primary
subcategories. For the reliability of the findings, the method
by Peer debriefing were used. These articles include
reference numbers (5, 11-44).

RESULTS

In response to the first question of the research (What are the
most important psychological and physical components of
loneliness  affecting the academic performance of
international students in medical universities?), after

extracting the key concepts of each article, the mentioned
concepts were classified into primary and secondary
subcategories. Table 1 explains this classification in detail.

In answer to the second question (What are the most
important negative consequences of feeling lonely on the
academic performance of international students in medical
universities?), like the answer to the previous question, the
findings of this section are, also, presented in Table 2, after
being categorized in the form of primary and secondary sub-

categories.
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Figure 1. Article selection process

Table 1. Most important psychological and physical components of loneliness affecting the academic performance of
international students in medical universities (2000-2021)

Main Primary
Component Subcategory Key Subcategory
Psychological
. Paradoxes
Psychosis

Feeling lonely among international students and academic performance

Communication

Isolation Inability to Establish
Unscientific
Communication
Harmful High-risk
Behaviors
Physical
Weakness

Key Concepts

Feeling of loss / Fear of talking to strangers / Cognitive confusion / Feeling of
helplessness / Feeling of inferiority / Feelings of frustration / Feeling of
meaninglessness and absurdity / Feeling of failure / Feeling of restlessness / Job
concerns / Nostalgia / Aggressive behavior / Feeling of self-blame / Feeling of
shame / Feeling of pessimism / Feeling of distrust/ Pessimistic thoughts / Feeling
of confusion/ Feeling hesitant to return to your home country or continue your
studies in the host country/ Feeling judged by others / Feeling tired/ Becoming
insignificant about the things around / Emotional problems / Having a temporary
emotional feeling in the host country / Feeling of hopelessness / Feeling sad /
Feeling inferior / Feeling angry / Feeling losing / feeling guilty / Decline of self-
esteem/ Negative feelings for the host country/ Feeling of separation / Feeling
of dissatisfaction / Pressure from financial problems and shortages / Having
contradicting feelings / Feeling of fear / Feeling of being rejected/
Embarrassment/ Fear of not meeting expectations / Anxiety about weakness in
English (or the language of the destination country)/ Increased psychological
pressure to return to home country

Neurosis / Personality Disorders / Psychological Distress / Depression / Social

Mental llinesses Alienation / Increased Suicidal Thoughts

Inability to Establish Lack of communication with classmates / Difficulty with communicating with
Scientific professors / Difficulty with communicating on campus due to poor language
Communication  skills

Lack of communication with roommates / inability to communicate new /
reluctance to communicate / time difference and difficulty in communicating
with family / inability to communicate with people in the community / lack of
intimate relationships with others / homelessness and disconnection

Drug use / Alcohol consumption / High-risk sexual behaviors

Inactivity and physical illness / Increase in-home illnesses / Disorders and
changes in the pattern of sleep / Difference in nutrition and digestive problems
|/ Decrease of appetite and weight/ Negative effects of climate and allergy /
Low physical energy

Physical Diseases
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Table 1. Continued.

Main
Component

Primary
Subcategory

Key Subcategory

Social
Maladaptation
Socio-cultural
Maladaptation
Cultural
Maladaptation

Key Concepts

Inability to adapt to the environment / Social stigma to the nationality of
international students / Sense of non-belonging to society / Existence of
discrimination in the host country / Value conflict / Social deviation /
Incompatibility with the norms of the host country / Losing personal identity
/ Lack of social support / Lack of interest in the music and television programs
of the host country / Unfamiliarity with the customs of the host country/ Lack
of familiarity with the social lifestyle in the host country

Cultural shock / Abandonment of religious beliefs / Cultural loneliness /
Cultural prejudices / Cultural conflict / Unfamiliarity with the culture of the
host country / Cultural stress / Cultural separation/ Religious incompatibility

in medical universities

Table 2. The most important negative consequences of feeling lonely on the academic performance of international students

Main
Component

Primary
Subcategory

Academic
Failure

Feeling lonely among
international students

Key Subcategory

Academic Stress

Low Academic
Performance

Key Concepts

High scientific expectations of those around / Unfamiliarity with the
university educational environment / Academic stress / Exam anxiety / Stress
due to high academic competition

Low satisfaction with academic life/ Increase of the pressure of work and
study / Conflict between work, life, and study / Decreased academic
motivation / Decreased academic performance / Feeling of not belonging to
university / Aversion to the university of the host country / Low scientific
productivity / Being the first generation of students (first experience of being

and academic performance

a student) / Loss of interest in doing scientific activities

In response to the third question (What are the most
important solutions at the individual level to alleviate the
feeling of loneliness of international students in medical
universities to improve their academic performance?) like the
answer to the previous question, the findings of this section
are, also, presented in Table 3, after being categorized in the
form of primary and secondary sub-categories

In response to the fourth question (What are the most
important strategies at the university level to alleviate the
feeling of loneliness of international students in medical
universities to improve their academic performance?) the key
concepts of each article were enumerated and then
categorized based on differences and similarities. Table 4
presents the findings of this section in detail.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to analysis international students’
feelings of loneliness on their academic performance in
medical universities. The first section dealt with the most
important psychological and physical components of
loneliness that affected the academic performance of
international students in medical universities. Based on the
findings, the first component was psychosis. The findings of
this component are consistent with the sample studies (12-
14; 37). The second component was having isolated
communications. Being separated from family and friends,
international students of medical studies find themselves in
a thoroughly unfamiliar environment, and due to differences

in languages, it is difficult for them to communicate with
others. The findings of this component are in line with the
results of some surveyed studies (5; 20; 44). The third
component was physical weakness. Facing new and
unfamiliar conditions has a notable effect on the physical
health of international students. Factors such as new climate,
new nutrition, risky behaviors, etc. can be a threat to the
physical health of international students of medical studies.
The findings of this component are in line with the results of
some sample research (14; 25; 31). The fourth component
was socio-cultural maladaptation. Cultural and social
alienation is another important component of international
students’ feeling of loneliness. Some of the international
students become lonely and isolated when confronted with
a new culture and social condition. The results of this
component are in harmony with the findings of some of the
sample studies (16; 21; 36). The second section dealt with
the most important negative impacts of the feeling of
loneliness on the academic performance of international
students in medical universities. The findings of this
component are consistent with the results of some of the
sample research (17; 34).

The third section of this paper took care of the most important
solutions, at the individual level, to alleviate the feeling of
loneliness of international students in medical universities in
order to improve their academic performance. The first
component was the improvement of mental health. Improving
the mental health requires two levels of mental and practical
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Table 3. The most important solutions at the individual level to alleviate the feeling of loneliness of international students in
medical universities to improve academic performance (2000-2021)

Main
Component

Feeling of Lonely by International Students

Primary Sub- Secondary Sub- Key Concepts
category category

Strengthening positive self-image / Increasing the spirit of resilience / Positive

thinking / Self-understanding / Emotional compatibility / Self-criticism /

Focusing on discharging negative emotions / Accepting change / Fostering

Mental Actions  hope for the future / Preserving calmness and composure / Increasing self-

confidence / Increasing self-respect / Fostering a sense of self-success /

. Strengthening Empathy / Extroversion / Engaging the thought in various

Improving Mental activities
Health

Communication

Development

Physical
Improvement

Academic
Achievement

Socio-cultural
compromise

Coping with circumstances / Realistic expectations of self/ Sharing feelings
with family and friends / Sharing personal problems with other international
students / Separation from the previous life / Self-encouragement to do actions
/ Brave encounter with problems / Managing emotions / Controlling stress /
Developing a spirit of personal independence in doing actions /Having a sense
of humor / Getting used to the new lifestyle

Practical Actions

Development of  Increasing interaction with other international students / Increasing interaction
Scientific with native students / Active presence in associations and groups of peers /
Communication  Developing relationships with faculty members

Developing electronic communication with home country / Developing public
Development of  relations skills / Changing patterns of social communication / Developing
Non-scientific ~ personal communication / Developing communications in social media /
Communication  Developing social skills / Having a positive mindset of communicating with

others / Finding new friends / Developing relationships with neighbors

Healthy eating / Raising awareness about sexual health / Doing relaxing
Physical Health  activities such as yoga/ Performing physical activity and exercise for physical
health / Joining sports clubs

Watching movies/ reading books/ Going for walks/ Balancing work, life, and
Physical Relaxation education/ Doing voluntary activities/ Listening to music/ More sightseeing
and shopping

More Familiarity with the society of the host country / Adaptation to the new
educational system / Preparing a list of academic goals / Recognizing strong
and weak points, with a focus on string points / Sharing academic problems
with faculty members of the host university / Sending more time with students
on campus

Managing
Academic Tensions

Personal improvement/ Improving and developing English language skills /

Improvement of  Continuous engagement in scientific activities / Improving academic self-

Academic efficacy / Improving the quality of academic life / Increasing educational

Performance motivation / More classroom participation / Self-learning / Joining groups and
work teams / Learning new things

Creating a sense of collective social identity / Admission of international
students in social environments / Recognizing the customs of the host country

Social compromise / Changing society’s view and attitude towards international students /
Familiarity with the administrative system and laws of the host country /
Reconstruction of identity/ Managing social conflicts

Creating a multicultural learning environment / Accepting new cultural values
/ Creating a spirit of transition to a new culture / Strengthening religious beliefs
/ Increasing religious activities / Conducting intercultural activities

Cultural
compromise

Table 4. What are the most important strategies at the university level to alleviate the feeling of loneliness of international
students in medical universities to improve academic performance?) (2000-2021)

Main
Component

Feeling of Lonely by
International Students

Primary Sub-
category

University
Policies

Secondary Sub-

category Key Concepts

Facilitating the administrative processes of students / Regular visits to the
accommodation of students / Developing the relationship between university
University administrators and students / Developing the relationship between university
Management staff and students / Encouraging academic activities of students/ Development of
counseling services / Development of career services/ Development of financial
aid and loans to students

Management Establishing voluntary teams to help students / Creating student clubs / Creating
Institutionalization international student associations
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Table 4. Continued.

Main Primary Sub-  Secondary Sub-
Component category category
University Development of
Policies Educational
Atmosphere
w
€
[<F)
]
& . Physical Facilities
= Capacity
5 Building
g
= Digital Facilities
E
>
o
> Development of
s scientific ability
-
G Empowering
2 International
© Students
e Development of

mental capacity

Key Concepts

Creating a platform for the expression of students’ opinions / Freedom of
expression in classroom / Applying different teaching methods for students /
Collaborative learning for students

Development of university infrastructure / Development of psychological
counseling centers / Organization and increase of facilities for students /
Establishing of offices for students / Development of recreational and sports
facilities of the university

Developing digital technologies for students’ accommodation /Creating
recreational software for students

Empowering students / English language teaching programs / Teaching the
techniques of coping with stress / Development of international students’ research
skills/ Providing social skills workshops / Providing mental health training /
Development of internships for students

Improving the level of welfare/ Continuous monitoring of the mental health status
of students / Holding regular counseling sessions / Developing academic
counseling services / Continuous support for students / Motivating international
students / Creating special insurance coverage for students / Providing social
support / Recognizing and resolving students’ social incompatibilities / Creating

strong links between native and international students

actions. The findings of this component are in line with the
results of some of the sample studies (23; 29; 40). The second
component was the development of communication.
According to this paper, the scope of interactions at both
scientific and non-scientific levels should be expanded. The
findings of this component are in consistency with the results
of some of the research samples (11; 27; 35). The next
component was physical recovery. It includes improving
bodily health through nutrition modification, joining various
sport clubs, and doing regular physical exercises along with
mind control exercises, such as yoga, doing various activities,
and so on. The findings of this component are in line with the
results of some studies (39; 41; 43). The fourth component
was academic achievement. The findings of this component
are in line with the results of some of the sample studies (30;
2; 38). The last component was socio-cultural compromise.
The findings of this component are in harmony with the results
of the some of the sample studies (24; 33; 42).

The Fourth section had the most important academic solutions
to relieve the loneliness of international students of medical
studies. The first component was academic policies. This
component is divided into three categories. The first category
is related to university management activities. The second
category is management institutionalization. The third
category is the development of the educational environment.
The findings of this component are in agreement with the
results of sample studies (17; 19; 22). The second component
was building capacity in both hard and digital facilities. Welfare
amenities, sports facilities, libraries, laboratories, classroom
smart technologies, and accommodation for international
students should be better developed. The third component
was the empowerment of international students. The findings
of this component are in compliance with the results of some
of the research sample (26; 28).

Due to the increase of the number of international students, the

problems of international students are also going to rise. These
problems can drastically reduce the academic performance of
international students and have many negative psychological
and physical consequences for them, which has attracted the
attention of many researchers. In this research, the researchers
have endeavored to illustrate a more general and
comprehensive picture of the issue by synthesizing the previous
studies. Based on this research, identifying the components of
loneliness that affect the academic performance of international
medical students, individual and academic solutions were
provided for them. However, this study was limited to the
resources published in English and Persian languages. Another
limitation is the lack of resources called Gray Literature, due to
their unavailability. Nonetheless, international dissertations
related to the subject that were available, are included in the
process of analysis to fill the gap of Gray Literature as much as
possible. Another limitation was the full text of some studies
being unavailable. Therefore, the present researchers may
encourage subsequent researchers to explore international
students’ feelings of loneliness through a local investigation,
using mixed research methods in a specific geography (one of
the Iranian universities of medical sciences, for instance). The
present researchers also suggest that, through quantifying the
obtained components and designing a questionnaire, a
comparative inquiry should be conducted in the field of several
universities of medical sciences in Iran.
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