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Abstract

The Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has caused widespread fear and stress around
the world. People’s reactions to the crisis have aggravated social problems such as social
discrimination and xenophobia. The most vulnerable groups who have felt the immediate
impact of outbreak-related discrimination include international students who originated
from different countries in Asia. In this connection, the study aimed to explore the
immediate psychosocial impact of the COVID-19 outbreak on Asian students in Turkey.
Significantly, this paper aimed to help gather valuable information in mapping psy chosocial

support guidelines for people affected by the pandemic.

The respondents of the study are bona fide students at different universities across
Turkey. The study is cross-sectional and utilized a semi-structured questionnaire to collect
the necessary data. The questions, which are researched and based on literature review, were
sent to different organizations, associations, and/or groups of international students from
Asia via a google form. Generally, the questionnaire included the socio-demographic
characteristics of the participants, COVID-19 impact, related specific psychosocial
experiences, and the preventive measures taken during the pandemic. The Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was utilized for data analyses. Chi-square test or
Fisher’s exact was applied to determine the variables that are associated with self-reported

COVID-19 impact.
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Furthermore, the work aimed for results that are beneficial to the tailoring of social
support to the vulnerable groups during the outbreak through increasing public awareness
and facilitation of more inclusive policies. It specifically looked for valuable results that
will seek to help health policymakers and service providers to develop inclusive and
effective interventions towards international students during disease outbreak such as the
COVID-19.

Keywords: Asian students, psychosocial, discrimination, coronavirus disease

Introduction

Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is an infectious disease caused by a newly discovered
coronavirus that originated from Wuhan, China. According to World Health Organization
(WHO), as of this writing, it has now infected more than 6.5 million people and has killed
around 400, 000 people around the world. Most people infected with the COVID-19 virus will
experience mild to moderate respiratory illness and recover without requiring special
treatment. Older people, and those with underlying medical problems like cardiovascular
disease, diabetes, chronic respiratory disease, and cancer are more likely to develop serious
illness (WHO).

Because there is still no available specific interventions or vaccine against the virus,
specialists have resorted to the control tools of isolation and quarantine. The COVID-19
pandemic has caused widespread fear and stress around the world. People’s reactions to the
crisis have aggravated social problems like discrimination and xenophobia. Vulnerable groups
that experience the immediate impact of outbreak-related discrimination include people from
different countries in Asia. In Turkey, some foreigners, particularly international students, have

experienced discriminatory reactions from the locals. There had been reports of such incidents
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that happened generally in public places such as shopping malls, markets and in transport

facilities.

This study aimed to explore the psychosocial impact of the outbreak on Asian students in
Turkey. Specifically, the study explored the respondents’ psychosocial experiences and their
compliance with preventive measures and protocols throughout the pandemic. Significantly,
this paper aimed to help gather valuable information which can support the baseline data in aid
to the policy makers in mapping out psychosocial support guidelines for people affected by the

pandemic.

Methods

Research Model

The study is cross-sectional and is highly descriptive. A semi-structured questionnaire
was utilized to collect the necessary data. The set of questions used in the questionnaire are

researched and based on literature review.

The questionnaires were sent to different organizations, associations, and/or groups of
international students from Asia via google form. Generally, the questionnaire includeed the
socio-demographic characteristics of the participants, COVID-19 impact, related specific
psychosocial experiences, and the preventive measures they have taken during the pandemic.
The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was utilized for analyses of the data. Chi-
square test or Fisher’s exact was applied to determine the variables that are associated with the

self-reported COVID-19 impact.

Population and Sample

Participants of this study are international students from different countries in Asia, who
were officially enrolled at different universities across Turkey for the academic year 2019-2020.

A total of 122 out of 130 participants, who responded to the survey, were validated and accepted
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for the study. They were composed of 69 undergraduate and 53 graduate students. A google
form link of the semi-structured questionnaire was sent to several international student groups
through their personal and group social media platforms like Facebook and WhatsApp. Table

1 summarizes the demographic profiles of the respondents.

Table 1: The summary of the respondents’ demographic profiles (N=122)

Characteristics Variables f %
Gender Male 69 56.6
Female 53 43.4
Age 20 & under 27 22.2
21-25 58 475
26-30 26 21.3
31 & above 11 9.0
Marital Status Single 109 89.3
Married 13 10.7
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Educational Level Undergraduate 69 56.6

Graduate 53 43.4
Field of Study Education, social & health 72 59.0
sciences
50 41.0
Others
Residence in 54 44.3
Turkey Istanbul
68 55.7

Outside Istanbul

70 574

Home Country Southeast Asia
52 42.6

Other regions

Data Collection Instruments

A semi-structured questionnaire was used as the main instrument for the collection of
necessary data. Using google form, a link to the questionnaire was sent to the heads of several

international student associations around Turkey via email and to different groups of students
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from Asia through their personal and or group social media platforms like Facebook and
WhatsApp. A heading letter to the participants or respondents was attached to the questionnaire.
It contained instructions introducing the guidelines in filling out the form, the objectives and
the significance of the research study and the importance of their voluntary, honest and sincere
participation. They were also assured of the utmost observance of anonymity and

confidentiality.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS18.0).
Specifically, Chi-square test or Fisher’s exact were conducted to determine the association of
the study variables. All the demographic variables were tested for association with the self-
reported COVID-19 impact.

Findings

As shown in Table 1, the study was participated by 130 students from Asia. 122 out of
130 were included in the study after 8 responses were deemed invalid due to incompletion of
the criteria set for participants. The participants were composed of 70 students (57.4%) from
the Southeast Asia and 52 students (42.6%) from the other regions in Asia. Statistical analysis
on the country of origin of the respondents suggested that the incidence of discrimination was
higher among students from the Southeast Asia than those from the other regions. More than
half of the respondents (59%) were under the fields of social sciences and humanities, health
allied sciences, and education. This demographic factor was link to the psychosocial experience
variables such as fear of the virus and frequent talk about the pandemic virus. Analyses results
showed that students from these field of studies have expressed more fear of the COVID-19
and that they talked about it more than those who were from the other disciplines. However,
the Chi-square tests results revealed no statistical significant association between the self-

reported COVID-19 impact and the socio-demographic profiles of the respondents.
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Table 2 shows the summary of respondents’ psychosocial experiences during the

pandemic.

Table 2. Psycho-social experiences during the pandemic(N=122)

Characteristics f %

Concern about COVID-19

Much 84 68.9

Not much/ a little 38 31.1

Frequency of talk about COVID-19

Much 75 61.5

Not much/ a little 47 38.5

Experience fear of COVID-19

Much 64 52.5

Not much/ a little 58 475

Worry for family

Much 87 71.3
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Not much/ a little

Depressed of the COVID-19 origin

Much

Not much/ a little

Experience feeling of hopelessness

Often

Not often/ occasionally

Experienced related discrimination

Yes

No

Heard about related discrimination

Yes

No

COVID-19 impacted my life

Agree

Disagree

35

32

90

28

94

43

79

88

34

111

11

28.7

26.2

73.8

23

77

35.2

64.8

72.1

27.9

91
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Happy and satisfied at government’s 76 62.3
policies
46 37.7
Agree
Disagree

As shown in the table above, the 91% of the participants reported that the pandemic has
impacted their lives. While the majority of the respondents were very much concerned about
COVID-19 (68.9%), frequently talked about it (61.5%), worried for their family back home
(71.3%), almost half experienced only a little fear of COVID-19 (47.5%) and only 26.2%

reported feeling of much depression in relation to the pandemic originating from Asia.

While 72% of the respondents have heard about corona-related discrimination, there was
only 35% who have experienced as such. The incidence of discrimination is higher amongst the
students from the Southeast Asian countries. The relationship of these variables was significant,
X2 (1, N=122) =18.9, p<.05. This implies that students from the Southeast Asia were more

likely to experience discrimination than were those from the other regions.

Results show significant associations between the study area (field of study) and the
variables fear of COVID-19 and frequent talk about Coronavirus. Students from education,
social, and health sciences reported a higher rate of fear and a higher frequency of talk about

the pandemic.

The participants reported a low incidence of hopelessness and a higher rate of satisfaction
with the government’s policies and these were found to be significantly related. A chi-square
test of independence was performed to examine the relation between feeling of hopelessness

and the satisfaction with the government policies. The relationship was significant, x* (1,

N=122) =5.9, p<.05.
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Table 3: COVID-19 preventive measures taken during the pandemic (N=122)

Characteristics f %

Postpone visit to the affected area

Yes 102 83.6

No 20 16.4

Minimized contact w/ fellow Asians

Yes 68 55.7

No 54 44.3

Strict compliance to handwashing

Yes 113 92.6

No 9 7.4

Increased care for room ventilation

Yes 106 86.9

No 16 131

Minimized visits to public gatherings

Yes 112 91.8
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No 10 8.2

Minimized visits to hospitals

Yes 112 91.8

No 10 8.2

Using mask when going out

Yes 121 99.2

No 1 0.8

Practice social-distancing

Yes 118 96.7

No 4 3.3

As shown in table 3, the respondents have taken preventive measures to protect
themselves from the pandemic virus. They religiously or strictly complied with the preventive

measures and protocols as recommended.

Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendations

The respondents’ expression of the COVID-19 outbreak having impacted their lives
implies the fact that the outbreak is already a pandemic. Its effects have already been felt
worldwide regardless of race, geographic location and economic and social status. These
findings are consistent with the results of related researches in the past like the Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak in 2003. SARS-related fear, worry and helplessness

were experienced by Asian students during the said epidemic.

392



This study revealed that more than 35% of the respondents have experienced
discrimination and 72% have heard about COVID-19 related discrimination. Further analysis
showed that this incidence of discrimination is most common among respondents from the
Southeast Asian nations. These findings confirm the Chi-square test result which revealed a
significant association between home country and incidence of discrimination both the heard
and the first-hand experience. The implied causal factor of discrimination might be racial under
the guise of prevention from the Coronavirus Disease. Significantly, it was neither structural

nor institutional.

The significant relations between the study variables field of study and psychosocial
experiences of the respondents suggests that students from health allied sciences, social
sciences and education might be more sensitive to potential health risk or other social changes

caused by the pandemic. And thus, more likely to be influenced.

Meanwhile, the results showed that the respondents did not experienced much
hopelessness. This psychosocial experience of the respondents is significantly related to the
host government’s policies and protocols. This indicates that the government policies have
positive impact on the respondents. During a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic, highly
vulnerable groups such as the international students who are away from their family, their
immediate support system, need all the support they can get from all sources of strengths. In
this instance, their host community or government plays a key role in their ability to cope with

the crisis and to prevent or minimize any threat to their well-being.

Furthermore, most of the respondents have taken necessary prevention measures against
Coronavirus Disease. This reflects their sensitivity to the virus’ potential health risk and threats
to well-being. This can be an indication of their concern about the virus and their coping
mechanisms to minimize their fear and worries. Such attitudes of compliance with the
preventive measures is a manifestation of the respondents’ commitment to social accountability

and their solidarity with their host communities.
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In conclusion, the research suggests that the pandemic has a psychosocial impact on Asian
students in Turkey. Furthermore, this also suggests that the related government policies had a
positive impact on the respondents as manifested by the low rate of hopelessness related to
happiness and satisfaction with the host government policies. It is therefore recommended that
social support for foreign students should be included in the directives and policies tailored for
a disease outbreak like COVID-19. Additionally, the small size sample and the bias
susceptibility of the respondents’ self-reported impact which may differ from their personal
experiences limit the generalization of the findings. Thus, the findings are merely indicative
and not conclusive. It is therefore recommended that future studies of the subject matter should

explore further the causality of the psychosocial impact of such outbreak.
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