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Background 
 
International students are a vital and indispensable demographic who contribute human capital and revenue 
to Canada. They are poorly supported, misrepresented, and misunderstood. International students in Canada are 
thus a vulnerable and marginalized population. One of the several areas that remains poorly understood is 
international students’ experiences of GBV.  
 
International students: An indispensable demographic group in Canada 
 
Considering its ageing crisis, Canada is in need of a growing population that contributes to economic growth. To fulfill 
this need, federal and provincial governments have intensified their efforts to attract international students as potential 
candidates for permanent residency and the Canadian labor force (CFS, 2017; Crossman et al., 2021). The Government 
of Canada, through its International Education Strategy, envisions Canada becoming a global leader and a 
“powerhouse” in international education (GAC, 2019). Recent surveys indicate that a significant proportion of 
international students, around 60 %, plan to apply for permanent residency in Canada (CBIE, 2020). 
 
Furthermore, universities facing financial challenges, due to reduced government funding, as well as lowered and 
frozen domestic tuition, are increasingly reliant on international students as a source of revenue (Usher, 2023). The 
financial pressure has intensified the importance of international students as a significant source of income for 
Canadian postsecondary institutions. 
 
Canada is the world’s third leading destination for international students (El-Assal, 2022a). The growth in the number 
of international students in Canada has been remarkable. In 2008, international students accounted for 6.4 % of the 
post-secondary student population, with just over 100,000 students. However, by 2018-2019, this population had 
tripled to 318,000 students, making up 16.2 % of all post-secondary students in Canada. The enrolment of international 
students contributed to 57.2 % of the overall growth in post-secondary program enrollments, an increase of 43 % from 
2017 to 2022 and approximately 170 % over the last decade (CBIE, 2023; El-Assal, 2022b). By the end of 2021, 
642,482 international students were studying in Canada, and by the end of 2022, a total of 807,750 international 
students had chosen Canada as their destination for higher education (Arthur & Flynn, 2011; CBIE, 2023; INTO 
University Partnerships, 2022; Sivapalan & Khan, 2021). 
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Figure 1. (a) the growth of international students as a percentage of total student population (which includes 

international students and individuals funded by the GPOG) is shown, in (b) the growth of international students is 
displayed, in (c) the number of international students leaving India to pursue education, and in (d) a table of Indian 

and UK students studying abroad is displayed (reproduced from Decock et al., 2016; IRCC, 2019; K.D., 2022; 
Sondhi & King, 2018). 

 
Based on a survey conducted across 31 universities, 12 colleges, and 2 polytechnic colleges and institutes of 
technology, the Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE) estimated that 65 % of all international students 
in Canada originate from China, India, South Korea, France, and Vietnam (CBIE, 2018; refer to Figure 1 and 2). 
Students from India and China constitute over half of the total new international students (IRCC, 2021; Williams et 
al., 2015; Gent, 2022).  
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Figure 2. International students’ origins (reproduced from CBIE, 2018). 

 
In comparison to domestic students, international students tend to be older, ranging from 21 to 30 years old, more 
likely to be male, have a non-English first language, possess a university degree, express a higher inclination to pursue 
further study if they entered college directly from high school, and are less likely to have a job or dependents (Decock 
et al., 2016). Out of the total 373,599 international students enrolled in tertiary education in Canada in 2022, there are 
195,357 male students, 175,449 female students, and 2,793 students whose gender is unknown (Canada International 
Student Statistics, 2023).  Between 2000 and 2019, the majority of first-time study permit holders fall within the 18 
to 24 age bracket, predominantly seen at the college level. Despite an increase in absolute numbers, there is a declining 
share of students aged 17 and below, mirroring a trend of reduced new entrants at primary and secondary education 
levels. Additionally, there is a slight decrease in the share of first-time study permit holders aged 25 to 34, consistent 
with the relatively stable proportion at the doctoral degree level (Crossman et al., 2021). 
 
Specifically, within the field of STEM subjects, there are 85,635 male students, 47,088 female students, and 1,053 
students with unknown gender who are enrolled (gender breakdown provided for STEM subjects only) (Canada 
International Student Statistics, 2023). In the fields of Science and Science and Technology, there are more women 
(18,570) than men (16,170), and 417 students have an unknown gender (Canada International Student Statistics, 2023). 
In Engineering and Engineering Technology, there is a notable difference in enrollment between male and female 
students, with 38,757 male students, 12,780 female students, and 252 students of unknown gender (Canada 
International Student Statistics, 2023). For Mathematics and Computer and Information Sciences, there are 30,708 
male students, 15,741 female students, and 381 students of unknown gender (Canada International Student Statistics, 
2023). In BHASE (Business, Humanities, Arts, Social Science, and Education) subjects, out of the total 233,577 
international students enrolled, 107,427 are men, 124,599 are women, and 1,548 students have an unknown gender 
(Canada International Student Statistics, 2023). Between 2011 and 2017, business, management, and public 
administration emerged as the predominant field of study for international students at both the college and university 
levels, constituting 41% and 25% of enrollments, respectively, in the 2015-to-2017 cohort. This shift was accompanied 
by a compensatory decline in other fields, such as architecture, engineering, visual and performing arts, and 
communications technologies at the college level. Additionally, a discernible increase in international students 
pursuing mathematics, computer and information sciences, and physical and life sciences and technologies was 
observed, with the latter experiencing a more substantial expansion at the university level during the same period 
(Crossman et al., 2021). 
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The economic contributions of international students to Canada are significant. In 2018, it was estimated that 
international students contributed approximately $21.6 billion to Canada’s GDP and supported nearly 170,000 jobs 
for the country’s middle class (CFS, 2017; GAC, 2019; Sivapalan & Khan, 2021). Furthermore, international students 
have helped compensate for the decline in domestic student enrollment in postsecondary institutions and have 
facilitated the continuous growth in overall student enrollment (Decock et al., 2016; El Masri & Khan, 2022; Statistics 
Canada, 2020). International students pay more than four times the tuition fees compared to domestic students (One 
Voice Canada, 2021). British Columbia and Ontario, which attract the highest number of international students, have 
the highest tuition fees for international students (One Voice Canada, 2021). Many institutions now rely heavily on 
international student tuition fees to support their operational budgets, with international students generating around 
40 % of university tuition revenues in 2017/18 (Trilokekar et al., 2021; Usher, 2023).  
 
According to Figure 3, undergraduate tuition for international students has seen a substantial increase of nearly 
$10,000, whereas domestic tuition has remained relatively unchanged from 2018 to 2023. This significant rise in 
tuition for international students is observed as a strategy to address fiscal challenges (Hong et al., 2022; Kovacs Burns 
et al., 2014; Usher, 2023). These increases in tuition fees for international students are exceptionally high, indicating 
the financial burden placed on this student population. It is pertinent to note that the tuition fees for international 
students remain unregulated. In December 2016, an extension of the tuition fee framework capped post-secondary 
institutes from increasing domestic student tuition fees in Ontario to an annual increment ranging from three to five 
percent (CFS, 2017). However, this regulatory framework does not extend its purview to international tuition fees. 
Since 1996, along with the cessation of institutional funding for international students by the provincial government, 
international tuition fees have been bereft of regulatory constraints (Government of Ontario, 1996). This lack of 
oversight confers institutional autonomy, enabling unrestricted escalation of international tuition fees, a phenomenon 
exemplified by instances where fees have undergone substantial increments, reaching up to 50 percent within a single 
academic year (York University Graduate Students’ Association, 2014). The absence of regulatory oversight 
introduces an additional layer of complexity and unpredictability to the financial challenges encountered by 
international students pursuing higher education (Koca, 2016).  
 

 
Figure 3. Undergraduate fees for international and Canadian domestic students (reproduced from Statistics Canada, 

2022). 
  
El Masri and Khan (2022) offer a comprehensive discussion of the challenges international students in 
Canada face. Broadly related to racism (Ahmad, 2019; Apna Health, 2021; Baas, 2014; Forbes-Mewett & 
Mcculloch, 2016; Houshmand et al., 2014; Hutcheson, 2020; Jamal & Kaur Mucina, 2021; Lee, 2020; Lee & Rice, 
2007; McMaster Student Union, 2017; PRC, 2021; Yao et al., 2022; Yercich et al., 2023); financial precarity (Apna 
Health, 2021; McMaster Student Union, 2017; PRC, 2021; Varughese & Schwartz, 2023); compromised academic 
performance (Andemariam et al., 2015; Tessema et al., 2014; Varughese & Schwartz, 2023); hostile, alienating, and 
unsafe environment (Bascaramurty et al., 2021; Das Gupta & Su, 2023; Latimer, 2022); and poor health and 
well-being outcomes (Arthur & Flynn, 2011; Bell & Trilokekar, 2022; Bennett et al., 2022; Chen & Ross, 2015; Das 
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Gupta & Su, 2023; Moranis & Haider, 2023; Ricci, 2019; Trilokekar et al., 2021; Zivot et al., 2020), the constraints 
that international students face do not occur in isolation. 
 
Moreover, in addition to the multifaceted challenges highlighted by El Masri and Khan (2022), international 
students in Canada confront an additional layer of complexity arising from political uncertainty and 
volatility. Instances of diplomatic tensions between host countries and nations of origin, such as the strained 
relations between Canada and India, and Canada and China, significantly contribute to the challenges faced 
by international students. The geopolitical landscape, marked by shifting diplomatic ties and policy changes, 
introduces an element of unpredictability that can exacerbate existing issues (Chiang, 2023). For instance, 
changes in visa regulations, diplomatic incidents, or alterations in international trade agreements may impact 
the stability and well-being of international students. This political turbulence may further compound 
feelings of insecurity, potentially affecting their academic performance, mental health, and overall 
integration into the host society (Gravenor, 2023). 
 
In addition to these challenges, currency fluctuations resulting from geopolitical uncertainties can pose 
financial challenges for international students. For example, diplomatic tensions between countries may lead 
to changes in exchange rates, affecting the value of the currency in which students hold their financial 
resources. A decline in the value of the students' home currency relative to the Canadian Dollar could result 
in increased living costs, making it more difficult for them to afford essential expenses. This financial strain 
adds an extra layer of complexity to their already demanding academic and personal experiences (Cook, 
2023; Qureeshi, 2023).  
 
Calder et al. (2016) conducted a comprehensive study involving 571 international students in an unspecified large 
western Canadian city. The study explored the challenges faced by graduate international students, as well as the 
barriers encountered by university staff and service providers when assisting this population. The findings indicated 
that the most commonly reported challenge faced by international students was affordability, followed by barriers to 
employment, inadequate housing conditions, and insufficient information provided to incoming students. These 
factors significantly impact the well-being and experiences of international students. 
 
In addition to the challenges faced by all students due to the COVID-19 pandemic, international students encountered 
challenges in traveling to Canada, and feelings of isolation for those already in the country (Arora, 2022; Du, 2022; 
King et al., 2022; Kumar, 2021; Mbous et al., 2022; Canada, 2020). These studies highlight the additional hardships 
experienced by international students during the pandemic, affecting their educational and personal circumstances. In 
the fall of 2020, Varughese & Schwartz conducted a survey and in-depth interviews with international students living 
in Ontario, to gain better insight into their experiences and challenges during the ongoing pandemic. It shed light on 
the significant psychological, academic, and financial vulnerabilities they were grappling with. These vulnerabilities 
often occurred simultaneously, exacerbating the overall impact on their well-being. Psychologically, many 
international students reported feeling intense levels of stress, anxiety, and isolation. The pandemic disrupted their 
sense of belonging and support systems, as they were unable to return home and faced challenges in maintaining social 
connections due to social distancing measures. The uncertainty surrounding their health, academic progress, and future 
plans added to their emotional strain (Varughese & Schwartz, 2023). As we will demonstrate in this review, 
compounding vulnerabilities put many international students in potentially exploitative and unsafe conditions, which 
causes them to be at disproportionate risk for GBV.  
 
Gender-Based Violence and International Students 
 

GBV is defined as any coercive, harmful act towards another person that violates basic human rights, based 
upon a person’s gender. It is asserting power and manipulation over another, leading to an unsafe situation, 
with even more damaging long-term effects. While examining the impact and prevalence of gender-based 
violence in Canada, it is important to consider what violence is defined as in connection to economic, social, 
and cultural influences. Gender-based violence can take many forms: cyber, physical, sexual, societal, 
psychological, emotional, and economic. Forms of neglect, discrimination, and harassment can also 
constitute as forms of gender-based violence (Government of Canada, 2021).   
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GBV is a global pandemic affecting 1 in 3 women in their lifetime (Javed & Chattu, 2021, p. 33; IRC, n.d.). The extent 
and different forms of GBV are impacted by western ideals and values about a particular form of heteronormativity 
and power over women’s sexuality (Kaur Mucina, 2018). Women and those who are seen as not conforming to 
dominant white cis-gender norms and expectations are subject to GBV (Government of Canada, 2021). Power 
hierarchies and institutional hegemonic masculinity privileging white cis-gender norms lead survivors to not/under 
report violence.  
 
Indigenous women are reported to be three times more likely to experience assault and/or violence compared to non-
indigenous women, and individuals with physical disabilities are found to be twice as likely to be assaulted compared 
to individuals without physical disabilities (Government of Canada, 2021; Hannaford, 2021). When racialized women 
report violence, their experiences are often taken less seriously within the criminal law system and their perpetrators 
routinely receive less harsh punishments (Canadian Women’s Foundation, 2022; Chisale, 2022; Hannaford, 2021). 
These figures highlight the disproportionate vulnerabilities and heightened risks of GBV faced by marginalized 
groups.  
 
GBV in postsecondary settings is under-researched, although there are a few studies on the prevalence of sexual 
violence on Canadian college/university campuses (for instance, Burczyka, 2020; Hutcheson, 2020; Hutcheson & 
Lewington, 2017; Hutcheson & Parson, 2022; Jeffrey & Barata 2020; 2021; Jeffrey et al., 2022). Hannaford (2021) 
estimates that one in five Canadian and American women will be victims of assault while completing their university 
or college education. Based on the Survey on Individual Safety in the Postsecondary Student Population, Burczyka 
(2020) reported that one in ten (11 %) female students experienced a sexual assault in a postsecondary setting, more 
than twice the proportion of male students who experienced the same (4 %). The figures are higher for unwanted 
sexual behaviours in a public place in the context of postsecondary studies. Racialized students are more likely to 
experience sexual violence than non-Indigenous and white students as are LGBTQ+ students, students with disability, 
and students who wear a visible religious symbol.  
 
 

Objectives 
 
From the literature on GBV more broadly, and specifically on sexual violence in postsecondary settings, the extent 
and prevalence of GBV among international students are unclear. The current study represents the first comprehensive 
review of international students’ experiences of GBV in Canada. It aims to fill a significant void in the existing research 
and focus dedicated to international students and the unique challenges they face.  
 
There are several compelling reasons on the importance and timeliness of focusing on international students’ 
experiences of GBV: 
1. If Canada is a beacon of protecting human rights, then ensuring a secure and safe environment lies at the heart of 

promoting the well-being of international students.  
2. These students often come from countries with varying degrees of oppressive gender norms, and/ or they may 

have already encountered or be aware of GBV prior to arriving in Canada. Unfortunately, the exploitative 
conditions that international students frequently encounter upon their arrival in Canada make them particularly 
susceptible to GBV.  

3. In Canadian postsecondary institutions, prioritizing mental health and overall wellness among students is 
currently a top concern. GBV has significant detrimental effects on both physical and mental health, underscoring 
the importance of addressing this issue.  

4. Despite the substantial and rapidly growing number of international students and the reliance on international 
students, little is known about their experiences of GBV.  

5. Many international students go on to live, work, and settle in Canada, making it crucial to prevent GBV among 
them to foster a healthy citizenry.  

6. We urgently need to acquire the knowledge necessary to comprehend the scale and nature of this issue, to enable 
us to develop culturally sensitive preventive policies and support. 

 
Our scoping review focused on the following questions: 
1. What are international students’ experiences of GBV? What is the extent of different forms of GBV?  
2. What are the underlying causes of GBV among international students?   
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3. What are the impacts of GBV on international students?   
4. What supports are available for international student survivors of GBV?   
5. What are the gaps in research, policy and practice that need to be addressed to prevent GBV among international 

students in Canada?   
 
 

Methods 
 
Preliminary review of literature revealed that a gender perspective in conceptualizing and analyzing international 
students’ experiences is wanting (exceptions include: Sondhi & King, 2017; Sondhi, 2013). Given that gender and 
race are key identities shaping international students’ experiences, the scoping review is set within an overarching 
feminist perspective that privileges gender and race and adopts a gender lens to understand international students’ 
lived experiences with an explicit acknowledgement of hierarchical power relations. While intersecting identities can 
render some groups particularly vulnerable to GBV and their impacts, our purpose in undertaking this review is to 
demonstrate that international students’ GBV experiences are mostly invisible in research, policy and practice in 
Canada and elsewhere. Through this review, we developed a clearer and more nuanced picture of the specific 
challenges faced by international students in the context of GBV. 
 
Our research involved a comprehensive review of scholarly and non-scholarly sources utilizing a political economy 
framework to explore the issue of GBV within the intersections of gender, race, international student status, 
immigration, and power hierarchies. Throughout our review, we were mindful of the racialized contexts that shape the 
experiences of international students. This awareness allowed us to consider the influence of race on GBV and to 
understand how it intertwines with gender, power dynamics, and migration. To enrich our analysis, we engaged with 
critical theories on neo-racism and geographies of migration, drawing insights from authors such as Lee (2020), Lee 
& Rice (2007), and Yao & Mwangi (2022). 
 
Our preliminary review of scholarly sources did not yield satisfactory results. This motivated us to include policy, 
practice, and media sources (broadly categorized as non-scholarly sources) on international students’ experiences of 
GBV. Also, the practical nature of our research focus meant that postsecondary institutions, community-based 
organisations, and media are often at the forefront of information and we attempted to tap into these resources. Again, 
having found insufficient information from these non-scholarly sources, we added another layer to our search, by 
proactively reaching out directly to postsecondary institutions requesting them to share reports and other information 
on international students’ experiences of GBV based on their work with international students and addressing GBV in 
their respective contexts. 
 
We emailed 67 public universities and 53 public colleges across Ontario, British Columbia, Quebec, Nova Scotia, 
New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, and Newfoundland and Labrador, since these regions attract high volumes of 
international students. Considering the substantial number of private colleges, we emailed a sample of 10% in 
provinces with the highest international student percentages, namely, Ontario, Quebec, and Nova Scotia. We used a 
random number generator to select 10% of private colleges that are registered with each province in our sample, 
totalling 79 private career colleges in Ontario, Quebec, and across the Maritimes. Our selection criteria were designed 
to capture a representative sample from the Canadian higher education landscape. We prioritized larger institutions 
that typically attract a higher enrollment of international students. By including universities and colleges, we aimed to 
encompass a diverse range of academic programs, student demographics, and regional characteristics. Additionally, 
we leveraged existing partnerships and collaborations with certain postsecondary institutions. By employing these 
selection strategies, we aimed to ensure the validity and impact of our study. Out of the institutions contacted, only 32 
responded, of which solely three provided materials that are used in this review.  
 
Our research encountered several limitations:  
1. Our focus was solely on web-based resources, which may have resulted in the exclusion of unpublished papers 

and materials that could have provided valuable insights. Not all postsecondary institutions and community-based 
organizations that undertake work with international students provide information on their websites. Additionally, 
while we did not impose any restrictions based on the publication date, we excluded non-English literature, such 
as French, due to the absence of French-speaking researchers on our team. Consequently, there may be relevant 
information and perspectives that we were unable to access. The knowledge mobilization workshops with various 
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stakeholders including international students as part of our research process did not help to mitigate this limitation 
to the extent we had hoped for due to poor response and attendance. 

2. In response to the lack of comprehensive information about GBV among international students in Canada, we 
expanded our search to include similar western countries that host a significant number of international students. 
Canada currently has over 800,000 international students, while Australia hosts more than half a million 
international students. We also identified several sources from the United States, which houses the largest 
international student population globally, with over one million students (Study in the USA, n.d.). China and India 
serve as the primary source countries for international students in Canadian, Australian and American post-
secondary institutions1 (Duffin, 2020; Nawaz, 2023). By including data and insights from Australia and the United 
States, countries with significant international student populations, we aimed to supplement the limited 
information available from Canada. Immigration processes, the cost of living, and tuition fees are comparable 
between Canada and Australia, although Australia tends to be slightly more expensive for international students. 
Australian researchers and organizations have made more concerted efforts to gather nationally representative 
data on GBV among international students. Additionally, there is Australian commentary available on this topic. 
This approach allowed us to draw upon experiences, research, and discussions from different contexts and provide 
a broader understanding of GBV among international students. However, it is important to acknowledge that 
while these countries share similarities with Canada in terms of immigration processes, cost of living, and tuition 
fees, there may still be unique contextual factors that influence the experiences of international students and the 
prevalence of GBV in each specific country.  

3. Despite our efforts to gather information directly from postsecondary institutions, we did not receive much 
information from them. There could be several reasons for this outcome. One possibility is that institutions may 
not have specific data or information regarding the experiences of international students with GBV. Alternatively, 
it is possible that certain institutions were unwilling to share the requested information due to concerns about 
potential exposure. Despite our assurance of anonymity, institutions may have had reservations about disclosing 
sensitive information. GBV is a complex and sensitive issue, and institutions may have internal protocols or legal 
considerations that restrict their ability to share certain details. 

4. We also encountered methodological limitations within the materials we reviewed. A notable limitation is the lack 
of a gender perspective within the scholarly literature on international students. An intersectional analysis with a 
critical gender and/or race lens was lacking in many of the sources we examined. There is a dearth of attention 
given to women, gender diverse groups, and gender issues, let alone a comprehensive adoption of a feminist 
perspective. Although there is a growing body of work on international students and GBV separately, the literature 
that combines the two areas is insufficient.  
There is an insufficient number of studies being conducted that include international students, or are about 
international students (Bonistall Postel, 2020). And those that do exist fail to recruit adequate numbers to provide 
a thorough comparative analysis. Studies such as Fethi et al. (2022), Budd et al. (2023) and Daigle et al. (2018) 
attempt to make generalization about the prevalence of various kind of violence among international and domestic 
students; however, the population of international students included in their samples are extremely 
disproportionate, thereby debasing their results. Moreover, there are instances wherein researchers obtain data 
from the general student population, and attempt to generalize their results to international students, when the 
data may not even adequately encapsulate the experiences of international students (Bonistall Postel, 2020). 
Furthermore, in sources that do analyze GBV and international students together, the sample sizes of international 
students are often small, resulting in statistically insignificant results and potentially leading to erroneous 
conclusions, particularly when compared to domestic students. Additionally, the challenges faced by international 
students are often magnified by media and CBO reports that, at times, rely heavily on anecdotes. While personal 
narratives can provide valuable insights, the overreliance on anecdotal evidence may hinder the development of 
comprehensive and systemic approaches to addressing the issues at hand and may at times oversimplify potential 
solutions. It is imperative to balance these narratives with rigorous research methodologies and data-driven 
approaches to ensure a more accurate and nuanced comprehension of the systemic issues affecting international 
students in Canada. For instance, initially, international students faced stigmatization in the context of food bank 
utilization, driven by anecdotal narratives in the media that portrayed them as not requiring food assistance 
(Bhugra, 2023). However, extensive research has contradicted this narrative, revealing a more nuanced reality 
(Ibiyemi et al., 2022; Lupton, 2023; Tarasuk & Li, 2023). 

 
Notwithstanding these limitations, a primary scholarly literature search was conducted using:  

- Google Scholar  
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- PubMed 
- Elsevier 
- Sagepub 
- Frontiers 
- Research Gate 
- PsycInfo 
- JSTOR  
- Sage Journals 
- Omni 
- Anthro Source (American Anthropological Association) 
- UK Data Archive (UKDA) 
- LibGuides at the Australian National University 
- Monash University 
- CITY – University of London Library Services 
- UK Health Security Agency  
- Public Health Scotland 
- Scottish Public Health Observatory 
- British Sociological Association 
- UWE Bristol 
- University of South Wales – FINDit 
- Australian Psychological Society 
- Gov.UK 
- Maynooth University  
- University of Edinburgh 
- Princeton University Library 
- University of British Columbia 
- New York Academy of Sciences  

 
A secondary reference search was conducted solely using Google Scholar to (1) ensure that the articles referencing 
other articles had summarized the articles adequately and (2) to identify more articles and their eligibility for the 
current review. The inclusion criteria for the literature review consisted of the following: written in English, qualitative 
or quantitative scholarly articles, dissertations, Master’s theses, and studies, concentrated on international students and 
GBV while considering their experience, underlying cause, impact, supports, and gaps in research and literature.  
 
All search terms included “international students AND” with one or more of the following terms: “(International 
students') status,” “COVID-19,” “Gender,” “Statistics,” “Gender Inequality,” “Race,” “Visible Minority,” 
“Nationality,” “Ethnicity,”  “Reporting (GBV),” “Domestic students,” “Identity,” “Perpetrators,” “Power hierarchy,” 
“Mental Health,” “Gender-based violence,” “GBV,” “Kinds of (GBV),” “Survivor(s),” “Intimate partner abuse,” 
“Intimate partner violence,” “Domestic violence,” “domestic abuse,” “Physical abuse,” “Physical violence,” “Sexual 
abuse,” “sexual violence,” “sexual assault,” “Emotional abuse,” “Psychological abuse,” “Trauma,” “traumatic 
experience,” “Consent,” “Extent of (GBV),” “Reasons behind (GBV),” “Understanding (GBV),” “Why (GBV) 
occurs,” “Underlying cause of (GBV),” “Cause(s) (of) (GBV),” “Prevalence of (GBV),” “Reasons of/for (GBV),” 
“Supports for (GBV),” “Impact of/on (GBV),” “Interventions (GBV),”  “How to support (victims of GBV),” 
“Prevent/Prevention (GBV),” “Combating,” “Helping (GBV),” “Gaps in,” “Limitations in,” “Policies,” “Positive 
difference,” “Suggestions for policies,” “Suggestions for clinical practitioners,” “Improvements,” 
“Recommendations,” “Promoting safety,” “Guidelines,” and “Initiatives”. The current study aimed to find articles 
related to international students and gender-based violence in Canada, U.K., Australia, and U.S.A., hence the following 
terms were added to each search: “Canada,” “North America,” “USA,” “America,” “United States,” “Australia,” 
“U.K.,” “United Kingdom,” “England,” “Scotland,” “Wales,” and “Ireland”. 
 
Following the initial compilation of literature found, duplicates were removed via a manual approach. An annotated 
bibliography was created to verify the relevance of the remaining articles. Articles that did not meet the inclusion 
criteria were removed. A total of 243 sources were found and reviewed against the inclusion criteria, leaving 87 
scholarly sources.   
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Figure 4. Distribution of origin for 87 articles included in this study. 

 
Of the articles identified, twenty-nine were about international students living in Canada, one in the U.K., 32 in the 
U.S, and 7 were about international students in Australia (refer to Figure 4). The remaining 18 articles were regarding 
international students from multiple countries (6) or in other countries such as Netherlands, India, USA, China, 
Norway, Belgium, Lithuania, and Indonesia (12) (refer to Figure 4).  
 
Recurring themes that arise across empirical articles, academic institutions, news articles, and government documents 
are insufficient literature, vulnerability to sexual and labour exploitation, cultural barriers, neo-racism, language 
barriers, immigration and administrative barriers, and insufficient aid. These recurring themes impact international 
students’ well-being, safety, and vulnerability to GBV. We found that 20% of the included literature focused on the 
prevalence of GBV (within international students, domestic students, and other populations), 21% focused on the 
causes of GBV, 11% focused on the impact of GBV, 11% focused on available supports, 6% focused on gaps in policy, 
research and practices, and 31% focused on other topics (i.e., research on international students regarding their mental 
health, statistics on international students) (Figure 5). To elaborate further, of the 20% of included literature (17 
articles) that focused on the prevalence of GBV, only 47% (8 articles) were regarding international students and GBV. 
Articles regarding international students and GBV made up for only 9.2% of the total scholarly literature included. 
The findings highlight the limited literature on GBV in relation to international students, indicating a significant gap 
in research and understanding in this area. 
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Figure 5. Pie chart of included literature in scholarly review.  

 
Non-scholarly sources were located by using a string of relevant search terms combined using Boolean operators 
(AND, OR, NOT) input into Google, Canadian post-secondary institution websites, relevant organizations’ websites—
identified through referrals from stakeholders, participation in the International Student Experience Summit at 
Sheridan College held in July 2022, or references from sources that had already been located—and media sources that 
specialize in higher education. Each source was looked at for references related to authors, reports, and articles that 
could also be included in the review.  
 
We located 56 non-scholarly sources published between 2011 and 2023. Non-scholarly work included organizational 
resources, institutional reports, policies, programming, and blog posts, news articles, and a documentary. Thirty-nine 
sources are situated in the Canadian context. To supplement gaps in Canadian data such as extent of GBV among 
international students, types of GBV, and impacts of GBV, we looked for sources in other western countries hosting 
international students and found 11 Australian sources and seven American sources (Figure 6). We found two Canadian 
organizational reports Grewal & Kim (n.d.) and MOSAIC BC (2021) that delved deeper into the impacts of GBV on 
international students.  
 

 
Figure 6. Distribution of origin non-scholarly materials included in this study.  
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Review of reports and documents from, community organizations, media, and postsecondary institutions reveal are, 
the extent of GBV among international students, its underlying causes, impacts, supports available, gaps in policy, 
practices, and research, and implications of the findings. Recurring themes are: financial insecurity, immigration 
status, isolation, and cultural differences We found that 25% of sources included in this review discuss the extent of 
GBV among international students, 57.14% explore underlying causes of the issue, only 14.29% of sources mention 
impacts of GBV that international students might face, 39.29% mention supports available for students, and 28.57% 
of sources found point out gaps in policy, practices, and research (refer to Figure 7). Unsurprisingly, several sources 
mentioned more than one category. International students are found to be disproportionately vulnerable to GBV 
because of financial insecurity, precarious immigration statuses, isolation from campus and local communities, and 
real and perceived cultural differences. 

 
Figure 7. Distribution of non-scholarly works included. 

 
 

Results 
 
Despite the limited scholarly and non-scholarly resources, we gained important insights on international students’ 
experiences of GBV. This section presents the findings of our scoping review.  

 
Extent of GBV among international students in Canada  
 
International students encounter barriers in reporting and accessing support services resulting in lower rates of GBV 
reporting (for instance, Australian Human Rights Commission, 2017; Grewal & Kim, n.d.; Heywood et al., 2022; 
Jack, 2023; MOSAIC BC, 2021; One Voice Canada, 2021; Pottie, 2023). As a result, the existing numbers do not 
accurately reflect the true extent of GBV experienced by international students (Crace, 2017; Hutcheson & Parsons, 
2022). Through this scoping review, we found that current work on prevalence of GBV among international students 
in Canada is based on self-reported data from either small-scale studies or from organizations outside of post-
secondary institutions such as Apna Health (2021). There is no systematic sustained study of international students’ 
experiences of GBV even though many reports on GBV in Canada (for example, Grady, 2020; Ministry of Advanced 
Education, 2021) highlight international students—as a homogenous group— as a vulnerable and at-risk population. 
Efforts to identify the core aspect of this issue fall short outside of information campaigns and workshops that vaguely 
recognize that international students might also need GBV prevention efforts.  
 
Based on the perspectives of 65 individuals across Australia and the United States whose work involved providing 
support services to international students, Forbes-Mewett and McCulloch (2016) found that international female 
students were particularly vulnerable to sexual harassment, domestic violence, and sexual exploitation. Flack et al. 
(2015) investigated the prevalence of sexual assault victimization among American undergraduate students enrolled 
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in study-abroad programs based on a sample of 208 female students from a university in northeastern United States. 
Approximately 19 % of the participants experienced some kind of sexual assault during their time as an international 
student abroad. This highlights the concerning issue of sexual assault and the vulnerability of female students studying 
abroad, irrespective of the location.  
 
The only nationally representative data on GBV among international students that we found is from Australia, where 
a survey conducted by the Australian Human Rights Commission revealed that 5.1% of international students 
(approximately 22,000 individuals) studying in Australia reported experiencing sexual assault in a university setting 
in 2015 or 2016, with a higher likelihood of knowing the perpetrators involved (101 East, 2018; Australian Human 
Rights Commission, 2017). The Commission's findings also showed that in 2016, 22% of international students 
experienced sexual harassment at university, compared to 27% of domestic students. International students were more 
than twice as likely (27%) as domestic students (13%) to be sexually assaulted on public transit. Notably, a significant 
proportion of assaults against international students occurred within the first month of their arrival in Australia (EROC 
Australia, 2018). International students also reported instances of sexual harassment at work or in professional 
placements (Heywood et al., 2022). 
 
In the absence of a similar national survey, data on GBV among international students in Canada is limited to the 
results of a climate survey out of McGill University by Shariff et al. (2018). Among the 41.1% of the student body 
who participated in the survey, 28.3% of those who reported experiencing sexual harassment were international 
students and 30.9% of the students who reported experiencing sexual assault were international students. Although 
this study was based on a small sample (1260 completed responses, 28% of which were from international students), 
it highlights the need for focused research on GBV among the over 800,000 international students in Canada. 
Hutcheson & Parsons (2022) summarize the findings of and refer to a French study conducted by Bergeron et al. 
(2016). Bergeron et al. (2016) report that 41.6 % of international students (out of a sample of 260 international 
students) from Francophone universities in Quebec experienced at least one incident of sexual violence on campus. 
About 39 % of international students at McGill University experienced sexual harassment and 23.6 % experienced 
sexual assault.  
 
Fethi et al. (2022) conducted a study in Canada examining campus sexual violence among international and domestic 
students. With a sample size of 6,554 students, including 764 international students, their research revealed that 
international students had higher odds of experiencing campus sexual violence compared to domestic students. 
Research on violent victimization rates among domestic and international college students in the US yielded 
contrasting findings. While Daigle et al. (2018) discovered a significant percentage (17.3%) of violent victimization 
among a sample of 403 international students, Budd et al. (2023) found, with a larger sample size (4980 participants), 
that international students had a lower perception of campus sexual assault risk and were less likely to be victims 
compared to domestic students, although international students constituted only 18.3% of the survey sample. 
 
While some studies indicate higher victimization rates among international students, others suggest lower perception 
of risk and victimization compared to domestic students. In the absence of research and rich data, we can only surmise 
the factors leading to contrasting findings are related to cultural and contextual differences, methodological variations, 
heterogeneity of international student population, and campus contexts.   
 
The scoping review did not find specific data that disaggregated GBV among international students based on gender 
identity, race, class, disability, sexual orientation, and religion. The lack of differentiated data makes it challenging to 
fully understand the extent of GBV. Several characteristics, including being a member of the 2SLGBTQ+ community, 
identifying as female, being young, and pursuing an undergraduate degree, are associated with an increased risk of 
experiencing sexual violence (Beaulieu et al., 2017). Irrespective of whether students are international or domestic, 
one consistent finding across studies is that female students face more GBV than their male counterparts (Budd et al., 
2023; Burczycka, 2020; Daigle et al., 2018; Fethi et al., 2022; Flack et al., 2015; Forbes-Mewett & Mcculloch, 2016). 
 
Indeed, there is a significant lack of knowledge regarding the specific forms of GBV experienced by international 
students, including the experiences of non-binary international students and who the perpetrators are.  
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Roots and ramifications of GBV among international students  
 
This section forms the bulk of the results’ section. It is organized under the main root causes of GBV, with the first 
part under each root cause discussing the causes and the latter part focusing on how GBV relates back to the root 
cause. This is followed by a discussion of two specific impacts of GBV on international students: academic outcomes 
and health outcomes. The final part of the results section focuses on prevention and support strategies. 
 
Almost two thirds (61%) of all sources we found discuss underlying causes of GBV among international students. To 
reiterate, the roots of GBV for this population lie at the intersection of gender and race. with inequality and neo-
colonialism underpinning the current commodification of international higher education. Privileging education offered 
in western countries, and in turn charging exorbitant tuition fees from international students from mostly non-western 
countries is at the heart of the challenges and problems that international students face. The intersection of gender, 
race, international student status, immigration, financial and other forms of precarity that international students endure 
is likely to make women and non-cis conforming international students more vulnerable to GBV and less likely to 
report violence against them (Hutcheson, 2020). Moreover, colonial narratives play a role in sexualizing and 
objectifying the bodies of international women students from non-Western countries (Hutcheson, 2020; Jamal & Kaur 
Mucina, 2021; Krane et al., 2000; Park, 2010). 
 
Culture, racism, & isolation  
 
Racism, stereotypes and prejudice play a significant role in making international students vulnerable to GBV (Ahmad, 
2019; Hutcheson, 2020; Lee, 2020; Lee & Rice, 2007). The cultural differences and the experience of being in an 
unfamiliar country further amplify this vulnerability, affecting their access to protective and supportive services, as 
well as the relevance and effectiveness of such services. The recent media reports on the banning of international 
students from utilizing food banks underscore the manifestation of cultural, racial, and social isolation within this 
demographic. Such restrictions perpetuate a culture of exclusion by disproportionately affecting international students, 
potentially driven by stereotypes or biased assumptions about their financial capabilities (Bhugra, 2023). This policy 
not only exacerbates the challenges faced by international students but also reinforces systemic inequalities, 
contributing to their sense of isolation within the host community (Lupton, 2023). Research points out high levels of 
food insecurity among this student population (Ibiyemi et al., 2022; Sivapalan and Khan, 2021).  
  
Reports show that many international students are inadequately educated about sex, domestic violence, and sexual 
violence, as well as stigma (Kamal Khanum, 2019; MOSAIC BC, 2021). This does not mean that international students 
do not understand what GBV is. Instead, they are vulnerable to misconceptions about GBV such as the misperception 
that only rape qualifies as sexual violence which can cause them to minimize their victimization, and they are less 
likely to find supportive, accessible services that make them feel comfortable and validated (Grewal & Kim, n.d.; 
MOSAIC BC, 2021).  
 
International students become targets of prejudice at times of crisis such as during the recent COVID pandemic. In a 
study exploring the social stigma surrounding Asian international students during COVID-19 in the U.S., it was found 
that after COVID-19, Americans thought of Asian international students as "scapegoats, bearers of disease, cash cows, 
and political pawns” (Yao et al., 2022, p.1034). When it comes to GBV, the foreign status of international students 
presents them as “exotic” individuals, increasing unwanted sexualization and stereotypes regarding these students 
((Ahmad, 2019; Hutcheson, 2020; Lee & Rice, 2007; Shariff et al., 2018; Yao et al., 2022). International students find 
themselves unduly blamed and stigmatized in the discourse surrounding issues such as housing crises and food bank 
shortages (Bhugra, 2023; Lupton, 2023). This scapegoating reflects broader societal dynamics, where vulnerable 
populations, including international students, become the focal point of blame. Such framing not only obscures the 
complex socio-economic factors contributing to these issues but also exacerbates the social isolation and 
discrimination experienced by international students (Su et al., 2023). In academic circles, there is a growing 
awareness of the need to challenge these unfounded narratives, advocating for research-informed discussions that 
address the structural issues underlying housing and food insecurities faced by international students, rather than 
perpetuating stereotypes that contribute to their marginalization. 
 
Literature outside of Canada point to similar themes. International students in Australia reported feeling too 
embarrassed or ashamed to report sexual harassment or sexual assault. In the case of sexual harassment, some 
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international students reported that they did not realize what they had experienced was harassment and thought it 
might be part of Australian culture (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2017). The Red Zone Report (EROC 
Australia, 2018) found that disclosing assault in a second language is difficult, especially when technical terms are 
involved or required (for example, vulva, penis, anus, rape, consent).  
 
Reports from the United States note that stigma and lack of sexual education in international students’ home countries 
could add barriers to discussing GBV (Cobler, 2014), and international students often do not understand that they had 
experienced misconduct or abuse, as per Title IX regulations2 meant to protect students in American post-secondary 
institutions (Folts & Sanina, 2022). At the same time, international students are not a homogenous category. Apart 
from individual differences, there are differences in political, economic, socio-cultural, age, and gender contexts and 
thus are likely to engender different levels of sensitivity and understanding of appropriate and healthy gender 
behaviour. Many international students may already have experienced GBV in their home countries. For example, 
students from India may have experienced gender regressive practices and behaviour, son preference, gender 
discrimination, inequality, and violence (Harris et al., 2020; Shetty, 2022) or targeted due to their nonconforming 
sexual/ gender identities.  
 
The literature tends to point to international students’ naivete as a root cause of vulnerability to GBV, which fails to 
understand structural causes of GBV and wrongly blames international students for not understanding their host 
country contexts. Johal (2022) writes that, international students can possess the misconception that industrialized, 
Western countries like Canada will have less violence or more resources than students’ home countries, which might 
cause naivete among incoming international students in turn putting them at risk. Hoock et al. (n.d.) found that 
international students in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania are targeted for GBV because of perceived vulnerability due to 
inexperience with host culture, which Yercich et al. (2023) corroborate with Canadian evidence.  
 
The danger of relying on anecdotes, such as the notion that international students deliberately become pregnant in 
Canada as a means to secure permanent residency and citizenship, lies in the perpetuation of harmful stereotypes and 
misinformation. This narrative oversimplifies complex immigration processes and fails to recognize the diverse 
motivations, aspirations, and challenges that international students face. More importantly, this narrative fails to 
consider the potential adverse consequences, as health insurance coverage for pregnancy and related complications 
may not be comprehensive for all international students, further emphasizing the need for a more informed and 
compassionate discourse on the challenges faced by this demographic (The Real Canadian Experience, 2021).  
 
Yercich et al. (2023) argue that within international student communities, there can be a feeling of newfound freedom 
among male and female international students who now are living away from their families and home cultures, 
encouraging them to engage in riskier (sexual) behaviour which opens them up to potential GBV. However, being 
ignorant of GBV and newfound freedom on college and university campuses are not unique to international students, 
and do not sufficiently account for increased vulnerability that international students face when it comes to GBV.  
 
International students, especially those who come from collectivist cultures that emphasize interdependencies 
(Hofstede & Bond, 1984) are largely isolated because of their unique experiences in Canada (and other host countries) 
and having moved away from informal supports such as family in their home countries (Allimant & Ostapiej-
Piatowski, 2011; Kale, 2021; MOSAIC BC, 2021). Chira (2013) found in a small study of international students in 
Atlantic Canada that participants overwhelmingly rely primarily on co-nationals for friendship and support; however, 
most international students interviewed were disappointed by this and wished to have a fuller network including 
Canadian friends. Isolation is therefore not always voluntary and is often due to language barriers, cultural differences, 
and social exclusion. At the same time, being alienated from domestic students and ghettoized with students from the 
same cultural/gender contexts may reproduce inappropriate gender/sexual behaviour around consent, male privilege 
along with a lack of awareness around consent and rights in Canada.  
 
GBV results in further isolation and loneliness for international students. Additional impacts of GBV include 
psychological or social impacts such as fear and aggression, anxiety and depression, confusion or amnesia, feelings 
of grief, guilt, and shame, phobias such as social phobia, obsessive compulsive behaviour, PTSD, self-harm or 

 
2 Title IX states that no person in the United States shall be excluded, denied benefits, or subjected to discrimination 
of any education program or activity receiving federal financial assistance on the basis of sex.  
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suicidality, substance abuse, fear of intimacy, sexual dysfunction, or dependence on others which contribute to further 
isolation of international students who experience GBV (Grewal & Kim, n.d.; MOSAIC BC, 2021). One Voice 
Canada’s (2021) report titled "The Realities for International Students: Evidenced Challenges" draws attention to the 
distressing trend of increasing suicides among international students in Canada (also Rumneek, 2023; Sasitharan, 
2023). While the causes and gender of the international students are not available, the unsettling reality is that a portion 
of these international student fatalities may well be linked to suicides resulting from GBV. It is plausible to posit that 
incidents of GBV and suicide may be intricately linked to a confluence of diverse vulnerabilities and risk factors 
discussed in this report, suggesting a complex interplay of various elements that contribute to these distressing 
outcomes. 
 
Survivors of GBV often turn to mothers or female peers to disclose their experiences; however, international students 
are more isolated and do not always have this option (Lee, 2019). For international students who are from “face 
saving” cultures, where family appearances are important social capital, survivors also might not disclose to their 
families back home because of shame (EROC Australia, 2018; Ma et al., 2021). International students experience a 
lack of social support in general which makes them more vulnerable to exploitation and violence and the repercussions 
of violence often more damaging (Apna Health, 2021; Grewal & Kim, n.d.; Yercich et al., 2023).  
 
Heywood et al. (2022), in Australia’s National Student Safety Survey, found that international students were more 
likely than domestic students to report “I didn’t want to get anyone into trouble” (21.0% compared with 13.3%) or “I 
was worried it would affect my studies or career opportunities” (17.2% compared with 10.1%), but less likely to report 
“I did not think I needed help” (51.3% compared with 62.1%). This group is less likely to formally report sexual 
harassment or sexual assault as they do not know who to make a formal report to (Australian Human Rights 
Commission, 2017). Once again supplementing Australian data to understand the context of international students in 
Canada experiencing GBV, highlights isolation, fear and shame as central barriers to accessing protective services and 
reporting GBV, despite often recognizing that they need support.  
 
Existing campus supports are also underutilized by international students because of barriers such as shame, cultural 
and community beliefs, language and comprehension barriers, and lack of awareness of support. Furthermore, bias 
and discrimination from service providers, concerns over confidentiality, victim blaming (individually, collectively 
and institutionally), and unsatisfactory past experiences with university services also play a role in underutilization 
(Yercich et al., 2023). This additionally creates a cycle of silence and vulnerability that reinforces perpetrators’ 
perceptions that international students will not report violence or access support, which contributes to further risk of 
GBV. This indicates that Canadian on-campus services are inadequate to make international students feel comfortable 
and supported, which is a disservice to international students who are being targeted for GBV and must be addressed.  
 
Lack of understanding of reporting procedures and protective policies bar international students from accessing formal 
support when they experience GBV, which contributes to isolation that international students already experience. 
VanTassel (2020) and Joshī et al. (2013) found that international students in Canada expressed a lack of knowledge 
surrounding sexual assault and Canadian university policies, and experienced anxiety about the university’s services 
and prevention procedures. International students can experience disenfranchisement when they are not properly 
supported or educated on campus services, leading to further isolation, fear, at a time when they are already adjusting 
to a new culture and country (Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002; VanTassel, 2020). Post-secondary institutions are 
responsible for these oversights.  
 
As Yercich et al. (2023) point out, international students often experience bias, discrimination, social stigma, racism, 
and victim blaming with university services. Health and violence prevention services can also perpetuate 
discrimination and stigma. When international students experience GBV and various impacts of GBV, particularly 
physical and sexual health impacts such as physical injuries and sexually transmitted infections, they often need to 
access services where they might experience language and comprehension barriers, stigma, victim blaming, service 
providers who are unwilling to be patient with international students, and further victimization that is unique to 
international students’ situations. Health and violence prevention services, ostensibly designed to offer support, may 
perpetuate discrimination and stigma. Barriers that international students encounter can encompass language and 
comprehension challenges, pervasive stigma, potential victim blaming, and service providers who may exhibit 
impatience with international students, contributing to a distinct form of victimization. Additionally, experiences with 
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rape crisis centers and interactions with law enforcement officers may, at times, retraumatize and revictimize 
international students, as biases held by officers may insinuate promiscuity, thereby compounding the victim-blaming 
phenomenon. The existence of these challenges underscores the imperative for cultural sensitivity training within these 
entities to ensure a trauma-informed and empathetic response to the unique needs of international students facing 
GBV. Addressing these systemic biases is paramount for cultivating an environment wherein survivors, specifically 
international students, feel secure in seeking assistance without apprehension of further trauma. 
   
Underreporting  
 
Despite the widespread recognition of the long-term impacts and negative health consequences, GBV remains 
significantly underreported on a global scale. The literature we examined highlights the persistent theme of 
underreporting of GBV among international students. This not only hampers our ability to accurately assess the true 
extent and nature of GBV but also undermines the effectiveness of criminal deterrence measures and support. 
Underreporting does not directly cause GBV; rather, underreporting can have several indirect consequences that can 
contribute to further GBV. Underreporting is influenced by various factors, including social stigma, fear of reprisal, 
lack of trust in institutions, cultural barriers, and systemic issues. In addition to emotions of shame, embarrassment 
and guilt, victim blaming is not uncommon (i.e., where the woman is blamed for not protecting her virginity), which 
contributes to victims’ hesitancy to report their assault and/or reach out for help (Lee et al., 2005). Addressing 
underreporting requires efforts to create a safe and supportive environment for survivors to come forward, combat 
stigma and victim-blaming, strengthen legal and support systems, and raise awareness about GBV and its 
consequences. 
 
Across Canada, U.S.A. Spain and Australia, international students’ experiences of GBV can go unreported due to 
social norms in their respective cultural backgrounds (Apna Health, 2021; Aubert and Fletcha, 2021; Brubaker et al., 
2017; Forbes-Mewett & Mcculloch, 2016). This reluctance to report GBV amongst international students is 
specifically hindered by feelings of social stigma, guilt and shame (Apna Health, 2021; Forbes-Mewett & Mcculloch, 
2016). As Forbes-Mewett and Mcculloch (2016) note, the reluctance to report GBV is further hindered by fear of the 
repercussions (such as deportation) associated with filing a report, letting the family down and/or embarrassing them, 
and fearing that their safety or their family’s safety may be at risk (for example, in intimate partner violence, the 
perpetrator may retaliate or attack not only the victim but their supporters as well in order to isolate the victim) 
(Alasmari et. al., 2022).  
 
Financial precarity  
 
As we unravel the complex web of causes underlying GBV experienced by international students, financial insecurity 
seems to be at the crux of the exploitation and risky situations that these students often find themselves in which in 
turn expose them to GBV. To understand how financial insecurity leads to GBV, we first discuss the financially 
precarious situations that most international students find themselves in.  
 
International students not only face the burden of exorbitant tuition fees in Canada, but they are also required to pay 
immigration fees, often send money back to their families, and struggle to find adequate and affordable 
accommodations, all of which contribute to financial insecurity (Heck, 2021; MOSAIC BC, 2021). International 
students are also vulnerable to exchange rate fluctuations and face restricted access to financial aid and government 
assistance programs. A high proportion of international students do not have adequate financial resources to take care 
of the steep tuition fees, high cost of living and remittances. International students are ineligible to apply for most 
scholarships and funding opportunities and must rely on employment, high interest loans from home, and cost cutting 
measures such as living in overcrowded apartments and forgoing meals to make ends meet.  
 
Even before travelling to Canada, international students are at risk of exploitation and abuse. Recruiters for career 
colleges in Canada have been criticized for financially abuse of prospective international students (Baksh et al., 2022). 
This could put international students at risk of financial precarity and immigration misinformation, which are 
underlying factors that contribute to GBV. The Office of the Auditor General of Ontario found that public colleges in 
Ontario have limited oversight or power over recruitment agencies. This is perhaps even worse for private colleges in 
Canada; private colleges are often predatory and take advantage of prospective international students’ desire to come 
to Canada and lack of knowledge of the Canadian context (Baksh et al., 2022; Edwardson, 2022). The extent of 

https://www.auditor.on.ca/en/content/annualreports/arreports/en21/AR_PublicColleges_en21.pdf
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exploitation and misinformation needs to be studied further in order to truly understand international students’ contexts 
and vulnerability when they arrive in Canada.  
 
Bringing international students to countries such as Canada is an unregulated market, in which everyone profits except 
the student at least in the short term.3 For instance, various companies in India assist individuals in applying to 
universities and colleges abroad, lending money for tuition, teaching students required languages, and providing 
consultations for the immigration process resulting in a lucrative business (Bascaramurty et al., 2021). Many of these 
companies routinely provide false promises, misleading information, exaggerate the chances of admission to 
prestigious universities, job prospects, or potential immigration opportunities, creating unrealistic expectations among 
students, and in some instances legal woes for the international students (for example HT, 2023; Vasudeva, 2023). 
They often charge high fees for their services, such as application assistance, visa processing, language training, or 
exam preparation while also inexplicably inflating fees, increasing the financial burden on students and their families 
prior to departure. Once students arrive in Canada, the academic institutions, property owners, and employers benefit 
financially while the student’s financial burden worsens (Bascaramurty et al., 2021). Over the next 2 years, the IRCC 
is enhancing international student recruitment effectiveness by introducing mandatory verification of letters of 
acceptance directly between IRCC and designated learning institutions. These measures aim to streamline processes, 
strengthen partnerships, and address fraud, but their impact on the overall quality of life for international students 
within Canada remains to be observed, emphasizing the need for ongoing evaluation and analysis (IRCC,2023). 
 
International students are typically targets of wages lower than the legal minimum due to their perceived lack of 
experience and immigration status (El Masri & Khan, 2022; Kaur, 2022; One Voice Canada, 2021). In turn, due to the 
low wages, international students work in excess of 20 hours, which until November 15, 2022 was in violation of their 
student visas (Kaur, 2022; One Voice Canada, 2021). In November 2022, the cap of 20 hours per week on legal 
working hours for international students with select work permits was removed as a temporary measure (IRCC, 2022). 
This cap was identified as a major source of exploitation (Kaur, 2022; One Voice Canada, 2021). Furthermore, the 
restricted work hours contributed to an environment conducive to workplace sexual harassment (Apna Health, 2021). 
While the removal of the cap of 20 hours of legal work could have made work more accessible, it is unclear if and 
how it has reduced the exploitation of international students through low wages. 
 
Companies are often hesitant to hire international students due to their unfamiliarity with the host country, young age, 
and (citing) lack of professional experience (Kaur, 2022). This puts international students at the mercy of whoever is 
willing to hire them, making them extremely vulnerable to labour exploitation (Kaur, 2022; One Voice Canada, 2021). 
Coffey et al. (2021) studied the experiences of three female international students working at a hospital in Australia 
in 2020. These international students worked through COVID-19 in healthcare and described instances of racial 
discrimination, the exploitative nature of their work, and even having to work “with a creep”, due to the lack of 
financial stability during the pandemic. The groundbreaking legislation eliminating the requirement for Canadian work 
experience in over 30 occupations in Ontario, including regulated professions such as law, accounting, architecture, 
engineering, electrical, and plumbing, signifies a significant stride towards reducing barriers for international students. 
The removal of the Canadian experience requirement, starting with Professional Engineers Ontario (PEO), sets a 
precedent for enhanced career opportunities and professional integration for international students seeking to 
contribute their expertise in the Canadian workforce and to foster a more inclusive and equitable environment that 
recognizes their skills and qualifications (Jones, 2023). 
 
Students in a financially insecure position can experience sexual exploitation by locals or property owners offering 
“free” rental living in exchange for sex, or truck drivers who drive students through the Hamilton-Windsor belt (Apna 
Health, 2021). Sex for money is reported to be common among international students who are in financially precarious 
situations (Heck, 2021). Furthermore, Johal (2022) found that students in this cohort living in Canada have complained 
about propositions for sexual favours by abusive employers and property owners, as well as unwanted or unplanned 
pregnancies. Survivors of trafficking and sexual violence are disproportionately girls and women, making this a deeply 
gendered issue. Inadequate money and contraception compounded by barriers to integrating into Canada sufficiently, 
social stigma, inequities in and inaccessibility to health coverage, and lack of support systems may lead to unwanted 
pregnancies, further isolation and greater vulnerability (Apna Health, 2021). 

 
3 One could argue that international students are willing to spend exorbitant sums on their educational experience in 
Canada in the hope of securing a good life through PR, citizenship, and employment.  
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High levels of insecurity around finances, food and housing, and other stresses noted among international students 
can trigger violence as a response, often against intimate partners and those perceived as weaker (Decock et al, 2016). 
These factors that lead to vulnerability also place international students in potentially exploitative situations such as 
sexual exploitation and human trafficking (Apna Health, 2021; Ricci, 2019). Financial conditions also foster 
dependency and insecurity that cause many GBV survivors to remain in violent relationships, be fearful of accessing 
support and “rocking the boat,” or continue to exchange sexual favours for money or housing in order to remain 
financially afloat.  
 
International students in Canada report higher rates of housing insecurity than domestic students, which is a significant 
factor in their vulnerability to abusive arrangements (Brunet, 2022; Simpson & Fitzgerald, 2021). Housing costs make 
up a significant portion of international students’ budgets (Apna Health, 2021; McMaster Student Union, 2017; PRC, 
2021). This is in the context of housing availability lagging behind the exponential increase in international student 
enrolment (Bula, 2022; Statistics Canada, 2022).  
 

 
Figure 8. Screenshot of an advertisement on Kijiji for a shared room in Brampton, Ontario (Das Gupta & Su, 2023).  

 
International students in Canada disproportionately experience severe housing abuse, discrimination, and abuse from 
property owners,4 and abuses such as overcrowded housing, illegal basement units, overcharged rent and deposits, 
and expectations that the student bears maintenance costs (Das Gupta & Su, 2023; PRC, 2021). Many international 
students experience bullying, harassment, and/or assault in connection with their housing. The Peel Region Council 
(PRC, 2021) reported racialized international students being abused and discriminated against by property owners. 
These housing conditions, which are illegal, overcrowded, and substandard, are frequently targeted at international 
students (refer to Figure 8 for an example). Property owners exploit their unfamiliarity with the country and temporary 
immigration status for their own gain (Das Gupta & Su, 2023).  
 
While there is no data on how many international students in Canada experience violence in university owned or 
affiliated accommodations, Australian data is useful to supplement what international students in Canada might be 
facing when it comes to housing, and therefore develop comprehensive solutions. The University of New South Wales 

 
4 While “landlord” is the legal term for property owners who lease property to tenants, we use the more inclusive term 
“property owners” in this study.  
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Human Rights Clinic (UNSW Human Rights Clinic, 2019) in Australia reported threats or assault by property owners 
against international students, particularly when the owner lived with the student in a head tenant/subtenant, homestay 
arrangement, which is an added risk factor that Canadian researchers should look into for in homestays and other 
common living arrangements for international students. International students in Australia experience abuse from 
property owners and disproportionate housing insecurity, but potentially experience heightened risk of sexual 
harassment and sexual assault in university owned or affiliated housing (EROC Australia, 2018). A solution that 
focuses on underlying causes of students’ housing insecurity and vulnerability to abuse both on and off campus is 
therefore critical. 
 
COVID-19 added another layer of precarity for international students, contributing to heightened risk of GBV (Apna 
Health, 2021). Many international students who had on-campus housing accommodations were rendered homeless 
when campuses shut down (One Voice Canada, 2021). Many newcomers and international students in Canada did not 
have access to the Canada Emergency Response Benefit or the Canada Emergency Student Benefit, therefore 
experiencing financial precarity that had potential to exacerbate harmful relationships and contributing to the rise of 
domestic violence and “problematic dynamics within relationships” during the pandemic (Grady, 2020, para. 5; One 
Voice Canada, 2021). International students experienced increased housing insecurity, harmful living conditions (for 
example, overcrowding), financial insecurity and poverty, physical and mental health concerns, and isolation at higher 
rates than domestic counterparts during the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as immigration delays and travel restrictions 
that contributed to further insecurity and isolation (Yercich et al., 2023).   
 
Financial impacts of GBV on international students include disrupting the ability to earn an income (both short and 
long term) due to time off; changes in performance at work/school; job loss; and inability to work (Grewal & Kim 
n.d.; MOSAIC BC, 2021). This affects students’ financial positions, their ability to pay rent or send money to family 
back home, support themselves, and feel like they can leave abusive relationships, jobs, or housing arrangements. 
International students who have experienced GBV could therefore experience increased vulnerability to violence 
because of heightened financial precarity and dependency, contributing to the vicious cycle of abuse.  
 
Immigration 
 
International students experience insecurity related to immigration status and fear of immigration repercussions 
(Grewal & Kim, n.d.; Malankov & Mooney, 2019). It would not be an exaggeration to infer that deportation and other 
immigration woes are the worst fears of international students which follows that they will engage in behaviour to 
avoid this risk.  
 
International students often encounter administrative and financial hurdles both before and after their arrival in Canada 
(Hutcheson & Lewington, 2017). If an international student fails to meet the regulations and requirements set by the 
host country, government, or academic institution, there is a possibility of severe consequences such as deportation. 
Unfortunately, there have been instances where academic institutions exploit the international students' need to comply 
with these regulations and stipulations (Singh, 2023). These cases are reported to be increasingly prevalent, 
particularly as the population of international students continues to grow and more designated learning institutions 
(DLIs) emerge. Some of these institutions seem to focus on enticing international students with promises of high-
quality education but fail to deliver on those promises (Singh, 2023).  
 
Many international students in Canada do not report inappropriate behaviour because they think it will cause them to 
be deported (Khan et al., 2019; Pottie, 2023). International students can also be dependent on abusive partners through 
secondary visa status or due to financial insecurity, which creates added barriers to leaving abusive conditions (Yercich 
et al., 2023). Navigating reporting and justice systems are especially complicated with non-citizen status, as making 
sense of these processes require language proficiency, understanding complex jargon, dealing with a lack of targeted 
services, and financial ability to pay for many of the services (Hutcheson & Parsons, 2022).   
 
In addition, prior to November 15, 2022, study permits in Canada only allowed international students to work up to 
20 hours per week off campus, unless under certain circumstances (e.g. scheduled breaks), which put many students 
in positions of financial insecurity and in competition with other students for on-campus jobs (IRCC, 2022). Financial 
precarity and economic dependency that many international students experience may result in illegal work. This puts 
them in a vulnerable position, and many are victims of overwork or labour exploitation across Canada (Ricci, 2019). 
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Because of the gender-related power imbalances that exist, women, gender-diverse individuals, and 2SLGBTQ+ 
students are at a heightened risk of experiencing abuse and exploitation. Students are less likely to leave exploitative 
or dangerous work environments for fear of further financial precarity, immigration repercussions, and the risk of not 
finding another job.  
 
Research out of Australia and the United States illuminate further why international students might be vulnerable to 
GBV because of immigration status. Australian researchers have found that international students can hold the belief 
that they do not have protection under national laws in their host country (101 East, 2018). International students in 
Australia also fear immigration repercussions if they speak out about GBV (101 East, 2018; Allimant & Ostapiej-
Piatowski, 2011; Kale, 2021; EROC Australia, 2018). In the United States, reports reveal international students have 
a lack of understanding of or unfamiliarity with protective legal and administrative policies (Fischer, 2022; Folts & 
Sanina, 2022) and insecurity related to immigration status and fear of immigration repercussions (Cobler, 2014; 
Fischer, 2022). Additionally, international students can be at risk of exploitation by their professors and advisors, 
primarily due to the academic obligations associated with their student permits and visas (Bloom et al., 2021; 
Hutcheson, 2020).    
 
International students with academic difficulties as a result of GBV face the risk of deportation. Bonistall Postel (2020) 
reports how international students in the U.S. who are unable to maintain a full course load must obtain special 
approval in order to keep their visa status. Furthermore, in order to obtain the aforementioned special approval, 
international students must share details of their assault with multiple authorities and individuals to prove their need 
to reduce their course load (Bonistall Postel, 2020; Lin et al., 2013). This is also the case in the event that an 
international student wants to transfer schools, change their address, change their name, or need more time to complete 
their study than initially planned (Bonistall Postel, 2020). It should be noted that a reduced course load can only be 
requested once during the duration of an international students’ education (Lin et al., 2013). More recent considerations 
by the IRCC indicate that international students can request a reduced course load beyond a singular instance. This 
flexibility is contingent upon extenuating circumstances, including medical reasons, although the documentation 
process may not necessarily adopt a trauma-informed approach, requiring detailed submissions such as a police report. 
 
Taken together, these studies highlight the intricate connections between academic repercussions, immigration status, 
and the experiences of international students who have experienced GBV. The added pressure to maintain academic 
performance for immigration purposes, combined with the emotional and psychological toll of GBV, creates a 
heightened sense of stress, anxiety, and uncertainty among international students in Canada. Addressing these 
challenges requires a comprehensive approach that recognizes and supports the unique needs of international students, 
both academically and in terms of immigration processes, while also providing appropriate resources for healing and 
recovery from GBV. 
 
Impacts of GBV on academic and health outcomes of international students 
 
GBV has far-reaching consequences for survivors—international students are no exception—a affecting various 
aspects of their lives. As discussed above, international students’ experiences of GBV feeds into a vicious loop of 
financial precarity, immigration woes, isolation, and underreporting. In this section we highlight further two 
interrelated effects.  
 
Academics 
 
One significant area where GBV affects international students is their academic performance. Brewer et al. (2018), 
Brewer and Thomas (2019), Jeffrey et al. (2022), and Klein and Dudley (2014) highlight the negative consequences 
of GBV on academic outcomes for both international and domestic students. For instance, Brewer et al. (2018) found 
that in the U.S. undergraduate students who experienced intimate partner violence were more likely to have lower 
GPAs and encounter higher academic issues, irrespective of their sexual orientation. Findings from this study and 
others hold true for international students as well. International students who experience GBV are also susceptible to 
negative academic impacts, similar to their domestic counterparts. The challenges posed by GBV, such as physical 
and psychological trauma, financial stress, fear, and isolation, can significantly hinder international students' ability 
to focus on their studies and perform academically. It underscores the need for support services and interventions 
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tailored to address the unique circumstances faced by international students who are victims of GBV, aiming to 
mitigate the detrimental effects on their academic success and overall well-being. 
 
Additionally, research conducted in Canada by Khan et al., (2019), Shariff et al. (2018), and Francis et al., (2016) 
sheds light on the academic repercussions that international students face when dealing with the mental and emotional 
tolls of GBV, which, in turn, can have a direct impact on their immigration status. If international students’ academic 
performances suffer or they need to take time off of school, this can affect their academic timelines and study permit 
status in Canada. This added dimension of the international student experience in Canada contributes to heightened 
stress, anxiety, and overall precarity among these students. 
 
Mental health 
 
GBV has a profound impact on the mental health of (international) students, exacerbating their vulnerability and 
affecting various aspects of their well-being. Survivors of GBV may experience a range of mental health issues, 
including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation. The trauma and distress 
associated with GBV can disrupt their academic progress, social integration, and overall sense of belonging, leading 
to heightened levels of stress, isolation, and anxiety (Francis et al., 2016; Khan et al., 2019; Shariff et al., 2018). 
International students may face additional challenges, such as cultural and social isolation, language barriers, 
immigration-related stress, cultural stigma, and financial dependence, which further contribute to the adverse mental 
health impacts of GBV (Khan et al., 2019; Shariff et al., 2018). These factors, combined with the cultural adjustment 
and unique experiences of being an international student, intensify the psychological toll of GBV and hinder their 
access to appropriate support services (Shariff et al., 2018).  
 
Research indicates that addressing the mental health needs of international students affected by GBV requires 
comprehensive and culturally sensitive support services. Providing accessible mental health resources, counseling, 
and trauma-informed care can help survivors navigate the complex challenges they face (Khan et al., 2019; Mori, 
2000; Shariff et al., 2018). It is crucial to create a safe and inclusive environment that fosters awareness, understanding, 
and prevention of GBV among international student populations. Educational initiatives, cross-cultural training, and 
community networks can play a significant role in promoting mental well-being and empowering survivors to seek 
help and support (Francis et al., 2016; Shariff et al., 2018). By addressing the mental health impacts of GBV, 
institutions and organizations can contribute to the overall safety, well-being, and success of (international) students.  
 
Physical health 
 
GBV has significant implications for the physical health of international students. Survivors of GBV often experience 
a range of physical health consequences, including injuries, chronic pain, and reproductive health issues. The physical 
violence associated with GBV can result in various injuries, such as bruises, cuts, fractures, and internal trauma 
(Duvvury et al., 2013). Additionally, sexual violence can lead to sexually transmitted infections (STIs), unintended 
pregnancies, and gynecological complications (Duvvury et al., 2013; Kim et al., 2016). These physical health 
consequences not only pose immediate risks but also have long-term impacts on the overall well-being and quality of 
life of international students affected by GBV.  
 
The trauma experienced as a result of GBV can lead to chronic stress, which has been associated with a range of 
physical health problems. Prolonged exposure to stress hormones can weaken the immune system, making survivors 
more susceptible to infections and diseases (Dillon et al., 2013). Additionally, the constant state of hyperarousal and 
vigilance that accompanies the aftermath of GBV can disrupt sleep patterns and contribute to sleep disorders, further 
compromising physical health (Coker et al., 2002). The physical health impacts of GBV can extend to somatic 
symptoms such as headaches, gastrointestinal issues, and musculoskeletal pain (Chen et al., 2017; Randle & Graham, 
2019). These physical health consequences can not only cause immediate discomfort but also have long-term 
implications for the overall well-being and quality of life of international students affected by GBV.  
 
International students face unique challenges that contribute to worse physical health outcomes related to GBV 
compared to domestic students. Cultural barriers, including language and unfamiliarity with local resources, fear of 
deportation, make it more difficult for international students to seek immediate medical attention and hinder their 
access to healthcare. Immigration and administrative barriers, such as visa concerns, financial insecurity and limited 
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access to health insurance compound the difficulties in affording medical care and support for the physical health 
consequences of GBV. Social isolation, stemming from being away from their support networks, exacerbates the 
impact of violence on their physical well-being.   
 
GBV can also contribute to the development or exacerbation of chronic health conditions among international 
students. The stress and trauma associated with GBV can result in physical health issues such as chronic pain, 
migraines, gastrointestinal problems, and sleep disorders (Krug et al., 2002; Stockman et al., 2018). International 
students who are already managing pre-existing chronic health conditions may experience worsening symptoms or 
increased difficulty in managing their conditions due to the physical and emotional toll of GBV (Shariff et al., 2018). 
The physical health impacts of GBV further compound the challenges faced by international students, impacting their 
daily functioning, overall physical well-being, and ability to pursue their academic and personal goals.  
 
Addressing the physical and mental health consequences of GBV for international students requires a 
multidimensional approach. It involves providing access to medical care, counseling, and support services that address 
both the immediate and long-term health needs of survivors. Culturally sensitive healthcare providers and 
comprehensive support systems can play a crucial role in promoting the recovery and well-being of international 
students affected by GBV. 
 
Support 
 
In our scoping review, we also examined current support available to international students in Canada and other 
western countries with high international student populations. All Canadian universities have support and resources 
dedicated to sexual and gender-based violence and a separate unit that focuses on international students. From the 
limited information we gathered from Canadian postsecondary institutions, we do not have information about GBV 
experiences of or support dedicated to international students experiencing GBV. The expectation may well be that 
international students like domestic students will reach out to student support services.  
 
A review of literature on existing supports and key recommendations reveals that efforts in Canada to address GBV 
among international students is focused on addressing cultural differences and awareness, which relies on explanations 
of vulnerability to violence that remove agency from international students and at worst reproduces neo-racist 
narratives that international students are inherently naïve and pliable. Rather than assuming that international students 
do not understand GBV or are unaware when they are victimized, we advocate for support and programs that 
acknowledge the specific vulnerabilities faced by international students. These vulnerabilities, including financial 
instability, discrimination, language barriers, immigration-related anxieties, and limited access to relevant and 
empathetic services need to be addressed at their roots. This approach is more likely to be effective than further 
marginalizing international students. Where information is available, we strive to highlight examples of supportive 
programming and services that address root causes of GBV and international students’ vulnerability.  
 
Financial support  
 
Financial support for international students experiencing GBV are not discussed in the materials we were able to find 
in our review; however, the temporary removal of the 20-hour work limit on study permits for select permit holders is 
a win for international students’ labour mobility and rights (IRCC, 2022; Rho, 2022). Ensuring that international 
students make enough money and can afford to leave work or housing arrangements that are abusive or exploitative 
is critical for mitigating and preventing GBV among international students. However, a temporary removal of the 20-
hour cap on working hours is not a long-term solution, and therefore more needs to be done. While this is recognized 
as a positive step toward enhancing international students' labor mobility and rights, it remains unclear whether this 
policy change has effectively reduced instances of exploitation or GBV. An ongoing evaluation and analysis of the 
policy's outcomes are essential to ascertain its effectiveness and guide the development of more sustainable, long-term 
solutions. Additionally, it is imperative to delve into the origins of the policy change. Understanding whether this 
adjustment resulted from input by international students advocating for their rights or if it was influenced by business 
interests is crucial. If businesses played a significant role in influencing the policy change it could potentially represent 
a conflict of interest. Businesses, particularly those that benefit from the increased availability of international student 
labor, may prioritize their economic interests over the well-being and rights of the students. This alignment of policy 
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decisions with business interests may result in regulations that favor short-term economic gains but fail to adequately 
address the nuanced challenges faced by international students, including issues related to exploitation and gender-
based violence. A transparent and inclusive policymaking process, driven by a comprehensive understanding of the 
diverse needs of international students, is crucial for fostering a balanced and just regulatory framework. 
 
Increases in international student population and experiences of housing-related exploitation and abuse call for a 
greater need for housing protection efforts (Brunet, 2022; Simpson & Fitzgerald, 2021; McMaster Student Union, 
2017). This could include additional on-campus housing accommodations for international students, assistance to find 
suitable housing off-campus, housing mediation services that include language translation, education for international 
students about tenant rights, or government-led rent controls or subsidies to ensure international students are less 
precariously housed in overpriced and overcrowded accommodations.  
 
The Red Zone Report (EROC Australia, 2018) out of Australia indicates that students are more at risk of sexual 
violence when living in accommodations owned by or affiliated with their institution. Data needs to be collected in 
order to investigate whether international students in Canada face similar disproportionate risks when living on 
campus. If so, post-secondary institutions need to commit to better oversight and regulations to protect students against 
violence.  
 
Precarious housing and whether they live on- or off-campus are not sole reasons international students might 
experience GBV; therefore, financial insecurity writ large needs to be taken on in research, policy, and practice. GBV 
can occur anywhere that international students reside, which is why giving students more options and increased 
financial security is truly the goal, so they are able to leave abusive conditions and advocate for better treatment. The 
Brampton Charter (Sheridan College, 2023) once again offers practical steps to attain this level of security for 
international students that includes affordable housing. The Charter advocates for municipalities to consider housing 
and transportation opportunities for international students in their planning, support the delivery of affordable student 
housing through streamlined approvals, promote safe and legal rental accommodations that are subject to regular 
inspection and reporting, educate property owners on registration of rental units and regulations, educate international 
students on tenant rights, facilitating access to affordable and accessible (including multilingual) legal counsel, and 
allocating a percentage of international student tuition fees and revenue to financial scholarships for international 
students.  
 
Allocating designated percentages of international student tuition revenue to international student support, 
scholarships, and services is particularly noteworthy to consider. International students are relied on heavily for post-
secondary institution revenue and GDP; however, services and scholarships for international students are lacking. 
Increased funding allocated specifically for international students from governments and post-secondary institutions, 
who both benefit from international student revenue, would help international students have more options especially 
when they are in abusive or exploitative situations, in housing, employment, or a relationship.  
 
In fall 2021, the City of Brampton and Sheridan College organized a Roundtable to address the unique challenges 
faced by international students. The Roundtable aimed to develop a comprehensive strategy to support the success of 
international students. Over a period of six months, a planning committee consisting of community leaders such as 
Indus Community Services, Punjabi Community Health Services, Brampton Board of Trade, Peel Regional Police, 
William Osler Health System, World Sikh Organization, International Students’ Association, and Center for Global 
Education and Internationalization collaborated to define the issues, identify barriers and gaps, exchange research and 
lived experiences, and generate potential ideas and solutions. The initiative recognized the significant contributions 
of international students to the community and aimed to create an integrated approach to help them thrive.  
 
In July 2022, the Roundtable held a two-day summit in Sheridan College that fostered collaboration, dialogue, and a 
shared commitment to enhancing international student outcomes. Over 200 participants, including government 
representatives, international students, researchers, education administrators, and community leaders, came together 
to discuss and develop strategies for improving the international student experience. The summit aimed to create 
seamless support for international students throughout their journey, including as prospective students, current 
students, temporary workers, and potential future residents or citizens. The outcomes of the summit laid the 
groundwork for what would be the Brampton Charter, a roadmap to position Brampton as a leader in supporting 
international students and implementing best practices in their education. 
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The Brampton Charter (Sheridan College, 2023) recommends key practical goals to address gaps in policy and practice 
that put international students at risk. While the Charter does not focus on gender issues or mention GBV, which limits 
its direct applicability, it offers thoughtful and direct goals and actions for the safety and well-being of international 
students in Canada that is unique in the literature. Regarding financial insecurity, the Charter argues for increased 
funding for international students, more transparency about overall cost of living, and protection against substantial 
increases in international student tuition and fees. The latter recommendation is critical, considering how domestic 
tuition is often subsidized by increasing international student tuition. The Charter also recommends work protections 
and opportunities for international students such as targeted experiential learning and co-op opportunities, stronger 
enforcement of provincial labour laws (especially as they relate to temporary work and the gig economy), provision 
to connect students with appropriate legal complaint and advocacy support services, and educate employers about 
immigration regulations and benefits of hiring international students and graduates. 
 
While it is still early days for the Charter, the current lack of clarity on accountability mechanisms raises questions 
about the practical implementation of the Charter's recommendations and the extent to which all stakeholders, 
including educational institutions, governmental bodies, and employers, are actively adhering to its principles. Without 
a clear and enforceable mechanism for compliance, there is a risk that the recommended goals may be unevenly 
implemented or neglected by certain stakeholders, potentially limiting the Charter's impact. Further research and 
evaluation are essential to assess the Charter's impact, to ensure that it becomes a robust tool for safeguarding the 
interests and safety of international students in Canada. 
 
Support to navigate immigration  
 
Grewal and Kim (n.d.) articulate for students how to access law enforcement in Canada, and how legal proceedings 
work for GBV specifically. Khan et al. (2019) recommend inclusion of information such as aspects of Canadian 
immigration law that applies to GBV criminal procedures and what students can expect regarding confidentiality if 
they report GBV. Concerns over confidentiality is a major barrier to reporting GBV for international students because 
they are concerned the process for permanent residency will entail lifting confidentiality. One of the few postsecondary 
institutions, St. Lawrence College (n.d.) in Ontario, explains via their website law enforcement, legal proceedings, 
and protective orders for GBV survivors who are international students. Liu et al. (2021) suggests institutions routinely 
direct international students to licensed immigration specialists that many institutions employ in order for students to 
gain advice that is specific to their context; however, these specialists are not always prepared for disclosures of GBV 
or know what resources are available to students, which is a potential gap.  
 
Australian sources (OSA, n.d.; UniSA, n.d.) and an American source (Cornell University, n.d.) give examples of 
student-facing immigration information for international students. They answer the following questions:   

• How to access law enforcement in their host country.  
• How legal proceedings work for GBV.  
• How to press criminal charges as a documented or undocumented immigrant.  
• Whether there are visas or extensions for crime victims to stay in their host country during court proceedings.  

 
These resources give in-depth information for students who may have experienced GBV and are concerned about 
immigration repercussions or reporting procedures, especially since immigration laws are sometimes opaque and the 
legal system is sometimes difficult for international students to navigate because of language and comprehension 
barriers and unfamiliarity with the host country.  
 
Ultimately, international students need to be assured that speaking out about GBV (or other crimes) will not put their 
immigration status in jeopardy or cause them to be deported. Dispelling these myths will address a large barrier that 
international students face to disclosing GBV and to seek help.  
 
More government responsibility and intervention are needed, which is currently lacking. Apna Health (2021) calls for 
more financial support from the government to address the issue of GBV among international students, as well as a 
government-led central hub for international students for learning and resources. Baksh et al. (2022) and the Brampton 
Charter (Sheridan College, 2023) argue that the Canadian government needs to regulate predatory recruiters and 

https://www.stlawrencecollege.ca/services/international/supports-for-international-students


International students’ experiences of gender-based violence in Canada 
 

29 

 

private colleges specifically because of allegations against international recruiters financially abusing prospective 
students and lack of regulation of private colleges lending an added level of vulnerability to international students.  
 
Governments also must collaborate with post-secondary institutions in order to recognize the long-term impacts of 
GBV that might affect students’ timeline and in turn international students’ funding or visas (Khan et al., 2019). Grewal 
and Kim (n.d.) call out Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) specifically for their lack of attention 
to the impacts of sexual assault on students’ immigration prospects. According to Kemeni and Kotadia (2022), post-
secondary institutions need to work alongside international students, campus services, and IRCC to develop 
comprehensive policies that address the needs of international students who have been affected by GBV, including 
study permit extensions and leaves of absence. They also argue that international student survivors need formal 
immigration protections.  
 
The Brampton Charter (Sheridan College, 2023) suggests that to sufficiently protect and support international students, 
all levels of government must strive for well-defined and transparent pathways to security and citizenship. This 
requires the IRCC to provide “timely, accurate and plain-language information” to international students on immigrant 
matters. This must include information on reporting GBV and criminal proceedings while in Canada on a study permit 
to address fears of deportation or repercussions that international students have reported. The Charter echoes Kemeni 
and Kotadias (2022) recommendations for further collaboration and calls on the IRCC to partner with regional and 
municipal governments to provide increased access to and awareness of community and public health resources to 
ensure a safe and successful transition to permanent residency. It is also recommended that all levels of government 
commit to increased transparency and streamlining of services and immigration resources.  
 
Currently, IRCC is committed to a review of the International Student Program (ISP), integrating Gender Based 
Analysis (GBA) Plus considerations and tools (IRCC, n.d.). GBA Plus is said to be an analytical process employed by 
the Canadian government, providing a rigorous method for assessing systemic inequalities based on gender, race, 
ethnicity, religion, age, and disability. It is focused on reviewing disaggregated data on study permit holders and Post-
Graduate Work Permit (PGWP) holders broken down by gender, age, and country of origin. Additionally, IRCC has 
committed to a unique collaborative partnership between settlement and anti-violence sectors to support newcomers 
to Canada in situations of GBV. There appears to be no acknowledgment of international students’ experiences or risk 
of GBV, which is a critical gap. The IRCC claims to have a framework for data collection and supportive education 
and programming but has yet to mobilize funds and efforts to fully and directly support international students.  
 
Cross-cultural empathy and culturally sensitive support 
 
Awareness of issues and vulnerabilities that international students face is important for GBV prevention and fighting 
isolation among students (Heck, 2021; VanTassel, 2020). This can include educating the wider campus community of 
GBV among international students and fostering cross-cultural empathy and collaboration that might mitigate violence 
toward international students and social exclusion that they experience. Brock University, for instance, offers a GSV 
(Gender and Sexual Violence) Support Certificate that includes a workshop on international perspectives (Sonekan et 
al., 2022). 
 
While awareness and education are recommended in the literature and represent relatively accessible solutions for 
post-secondary institutions to implement in the form of workshops, webpages, information sheets, and sections in 
student handbooks and so on (Crudgington et al., 2020; Forbes-Mewett & Mcculloch, 2016), systemic problems need 
systemic solutions. Strategic programming can and should be utilized to complement other support for international 
students, especially ones that reflect international students’ communication patterns, technology use, and how they 
find community amidst isolation. For instance, Callan (2021) writes that while international students do not tend to 
use platforms like Facebook, they have WhatsApp and Instagram groups, some that have up to 15,000 students 
connecting with each other. Callan (2021) finds, “they are connected to each other, they don’t trust anybody except 
each other” (para. 12).  
 
To empower the networks that international students already connect with, it is crucial to develop informed and 
accessible bystander training programs that cater to their specific needs. These training programs should introduce 
essential skills and vocabulary that normalize disclosures of GBV among peers. Recognizing that international 

https://women-gender-equality.canada.ca/en/gender-based-analysis-plus.html
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students often feel most comfortable with other international students due to shared experiences of social exclusion; 
the training should focus on fostering supportive relationships within these communities. 
 
However, it is essential to acknowledge that bystander intervention strategies may need to be adapted to different 
cultural contexts outside of North America. Cultural factors influence perceptions of appropriate intervention and the 
content of bystander training. To ensure effectiveness, bystander training programs should take into account the 
cultural norms and expectations of the international student population they are targeting. The BYSTANDER (2023), 
Grewal and Kim (n.d.) and VanTassel (2020) highlight the importance of tailoring bystander training to address 
different cultural standards and content. 
 
By implementing bystander training programs that are specifically designed for international student networks, 
institutions can empower students to take an active role in preventing and addressing GBV. Equipping them with the 
necessary skills, vocabulary, and cultural sensitivity will contribute to the normalization of disclosures and the creation 
of a supportive environment. These efforts not only promote bystander intervention but can also foster a sense of 
community and enhance the overall well-being of international students. 
 
It is important to consult with international students when formulating interventions and services for GBV prevention 
and education. Janse Van Rensburg et al., (2021) suggest what they call a Coalition Model for sexual violence 
prevention, education, and services, involving individuals with a variety of lived experiences including international 
students specifically at every stage of program design and implementation. British Columbia’s Ministry of Advanced 
Education also comes to this conclusion (Ministry of Advanced Education, 2021).  
 
International students should have access to proactive information regarding institutional GBV policies and services 
at educational institutions and culturally appropriate education (Francis et al., 2016). A central critique in the literature 
is that GBV support services and prevention education is not culturally appropriate or accessible, in part because of 
language and comprehension barriers as articulated above, but also because cultural expressions and experiences of 
violence often differ (Malankov & Mooney, 2019; NAPIESV, 2021). Templates, training, and programming needs to 
address the specific needs of distinct groups, including international students (Crabb et al., 2019). International 
students are treated as a homogenous group and are often not featured specifically in GBV policies; “As a result, key 
variables that may put women international students at an increased risk of experiencing such violence are neglected 
(e.g., race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, country of origin)” (Yercich et al.  2023, page 11). 
 
A good example is the collaboration between Brock University's Gender and Sexual Violence office and Brock 
International in developing programming specifically for international students. These initiatives include events where 
information and resources are shared, as well as the creation of safe spaces for discussions on the unique experiences 
and challenges faced by international students (Sonekan et al., 2022). While these smaller-scale programs address 
some information gaps, they serve as an initial step for institutions to recognize and acknowledge the distinct 
vulnerabilities that international students encounter. Campuses should conduct research to identify priority needs, 
recognize the potential barriers international students face when accessing traditional reporting mechanisms and 
institutional support systems, such as law enforcement (Hoock et al., n.d.; Malankov & Mooney, 2019). Raising 
awareness about the issue and advocating for increased funding and training for specialized services tailored to 
international students are also crucial (One Voice Canada, 2021). 
 
Information on GBV for international students ought to use simple, plain language (Malankov & Mooney, 2019; 
VanTassel, 2020). Two reports—one Australian and one American—reveal that English consent and violence 
prevention training is currently inaccessible for international students (Kale, 2021; NAPIESV, 2021). To aid language 
comprehension, it is recommended that post-secondary institutions work to ensure that international students 
understand key definitions (Bekmuratova et al., 2012; OSA, n.d.), are translated into main non-English languages 
spoken on campus (Sexual Violence Support & Prevention Office, n.d.; VanTassel, 2020), and give concrete examples 
of GBV in relationships (Grewal & Kim, n.d.; Khan et al., 2019). Concepts used to speak of GBV, such as consent, or 
vocabulary related to hook-up culture or sex and dating norms, need additional context, as opposed to straight 
translation, as they may be concepts that international students have not discussed (Bhanot & Senn, 2007; Fischer, 
2022). GBV prevention and education materials at many post-secondary institutions, particularly sexual violence 
education, are often explicit and discuss sex candidly. However, VanTassel (2020) found that international students 
are more receptive to and prefer when materials and programming do not include “explicit content” (page 2). Khan et 
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al. (2019) recommend that post-secondary institutions revisit and rewrite sexual violence policies that employ a settler-
colonial perspective and legalistic language, which alienates international and Indigenous students.  
 
There is also a need for more off-campus community resources (Apna Health, 2021; Hutcheson & Parsons, 2022). To 
meet this need, some organizations and projects across Canada have contributed efforts or resources. Punjabi 
Community Health Services offers support network development for international students, ensuring some support to 
combat some of the vulnerability international students face (Apna Health, 2021). Laadliyan’s Udaari program 
supports female South Asian international students in the Greater Toronto Area by connecting them to resources related 
to sexual and mental health, immigration, legal education, food security, and professional development (Laadliyan, 
n.d.). MOSAIC, an organization in British Columbia, has developed free training materials and offers workshops for 
staff at post-secondary institutions to build capacity to respond effectively to international students’ disclosures of 
sexual assault (Lee, 2019). Possibility Seeds, a Canadian national project, has developed a guide for post-secondary 
institutions on how to put together GBV tools for international students, organized into frequently asked questions 
(FAQs) that international students ask (Liu et al., 2021). The guide includes tips for answering these questions, sample 
FAQ answers using a fictional post-secondary institution, and clarifying definitions.  
 
International students face social exclusion, stigma, and language barriers that cause them to be most comfortable 
amongst their peers. Peer-to-peer campus advocacy and support are important for ensuring international students are 
comfortable and reached where they are (Aljaberi et al., 2021; Human Resources Committee, 2022; VanTassel, 2020). 
Partnering with campus student organizations or transnational services is also recommended (NAPIESV, 2021). 
Malankov and Mooney (2019) offer recommendations for community services providing outreach on GBV to 
newcomer groups, which can be applied to international students. Best practices include sharing information and 
holding events where newcomers typically are and looking for “side door” events on topics such as employment or 
parenting to share information about GBV. Additionally, provision for one-on-one support at events is critical for 
potential disclosures from survivors or bystanders. The same logic can be applied to post-secondary campuses; having 
a presence at events that are more accessible to international students and offering information and confidential support 
could be a good way to educate and give resources to international students who might be experiencing abuse.   
 
The Australian Human Rights Commission (2017) found that international students in Australia are more likely to 
seek support from their university or campus security than domestic students, which has implications for university 
services. International students are less likely to pursue formal reporting (Australian Human Rights Commission, 
2017); however, are more likely to seek immediate help from campus supports. Campus security is more accessible 
to students who live in student accommodations and are more visible to students looking for help, given campus 
security personnel often wear uniforms and have on-campus offices. While we are unaware if this is already happening 
or to what extent, Canadian institutions should ensure international students have options for seeking help that make 
sense for where they are and match their help-seeking patterns. More research on what those patterns are is therefore 
critical.  
 
Many post-secondary institutions have international offices/teams and GBV prevention and education offices/teams. 
While there are some examples of collaboration (Chassels, 2020; Sonekan et al., 2022; University of Windsor, n.d.), 
these teams rarely join forces on a regular basis to support international student GBV survivors. Sustained 
collaboration that recognizes the unique position of international students is needed to ensure students feel safe, 
supported, and equipped.  
 
Post-secondary institutions are recommended to diversify faculty, staff, and administration so that international 
students feel more represented and safer among support people (VanTassel, 2020). There should also be more avenues 
to ask questions and get information, as well as improved complaints processes that are more accessible and easier to 
understand (Jack, 2023; VanTassel, 2020). Support personnel should be available to meet with international students 
for reporting and disclosures outside of offices or support centers that are devoted to GBV or sexual violence 
prevention (Birenbaum et al., 2022). The Brampton Charter (Sheridan College, 2023) recommends that culturally 
appropriate and multilingual health care and support should be easily accessible to international students.  
 
While some Canadian community organizations have put together resources and recommendations on GBV among 
international students for post-secondary institutions (Grewal & Kim, n.d.; Liu et al., 2021; MOSAIC BC, 2021), off-
campus resources specifically for international student survivors are limited. The lack of acknowledgment that 
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international students require relevant and unique services is a disservice to international students in Canada. This 
reinforces the notion that international students do not experience violence disproportionately and causes international 
students to fall through the cracks of supportive services because of language barriers, mobility issues, or thinking that 
local organizations are not meant for them.  
 
Finally, international students should also be included more fully in key migrant rights movements in Canada to call 
for comprehensive immigration protections. Recent wins such as temporarily lifting the 20-hour work cap for 
international students, the expansion of the agri-food pilot offering temporary workers in the sector a pathway to 
permanent residency (Osman, 2023), and reducing the amount of work experience required in Canada by half for the 
Caregiver Immigration programs (Singer, 2023) are noteworthy. International students, however, are often isolated 
from other migrant workers and have unique experiences with GBV and labour exploitation. Further, as Bascaramurty 
et al., (2021) point out, international students’ immigration status as “residents, but not immigrants; workers, but only 
allowed up to 20 hours of employment a week; tenants, but often not leaseholders” often means that they fall through 
the cracks of services and solidarity movements. International students have had a presence in organizations and 
movements such as Migrant Workers Alliance for Change and Migrant Rights Network, but increased solidarity 
among migrant organizations and international students is necessary for a strong and united front.  
 
Health services 
 
Recognizing the importance of addressing the health needs of international student survivors of GBV, connecting 
health services with their experiences is crucial. Health services not only help to treat victims of GBV but can help 
prevent it by providing education and awareness, implementing screening protocols, offering support and referrals, 
providing comprehensive care, and implementing prevention programs. By engaging in these strategies, health 
services can contribute to preventing GBV, supporting survivors, and promoting safer communities.  
 
Accessing healthcare especially in Ontario, the home to the largest international student population in Canada poses 
unique challenges for international students, as they cannot benefit from the Canada’s publicly funded healthcare 
system like their domestic counterparts and their student insurance may have limitations that do not fully cover the 
comprehensive care required for GBV survivors, including medical examinations, counseling, and medication costs 
(Sivapalan & Khan, 2021). In 1994, the Ontario government implemented a policy shift, discontinuing coverage for 
international students within the Ontario Health Insurance Program (OHIP) (Lama, 2023). Consequently, international 
students enrolled in universities were mandated to participate in a privately administered health insurance initiative, 
namely, the University Health Insurance Plan (UHIP). UHIP, being a for-profit health insurance program, provides 
restricted health coverage, and its acceptance is not universally acknowledged by healthcare practitioners, facilities, 
and clinics across Ontario. The disparity in health insurance diverges from the policies observed in other provinces, 
including British Columbia, Manitoba, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick, where international 
students are covered within the purview of provincial health insurance programs. Furthermore, certain student 
insurance plans require international students to make upfront payments for healthcare services (Sivapalan & Khan, 
2021). The upfront payment requirement for healthcare services can impose a financial burden on international 
students, leading to delayed or denied care, limited access to providers, health disparities, and increased psychological 
distress, particularly for survivors of GBV. 
 
Despite the critical importance of counselling as a support for international students who experience GBV, it remains 
financially inaccessible to them (Apna Health, 2021; Hyun et al., 2007; Liu et al., 2021; Pottie, 2023). Particularly 
when it comes to obtaining psychological assessments, which can cost up to $3000 and are typically not covered by 
their student insurance (Max & Waters, 2018). Additionally, current counselling practices often lack cultural 
responsiveness, failing to adequately address the diverse needs of international students. This lack of understanding 
among therapists and healthcare providers can deter patients from seeking further treatment or make them reluctant to 
seek help in the first place (Ebert et al., 2019). Unfortunately, reaching out for mental health services is often seen as 
a sign of failure or weakness, bringing shame to both the individual and their family (Flaskerud, 1986).  
 
When addressing the mental health challenges faced by international students, it is important to go beyond generic 
recommendations and consider their specific needs and circumstances. For instance, while meditation and other 
mindfulness practices can be beneficial for mental well-being, providing concrete information and support tailored to 
their specific needs or practical problems such as information around comprehensive medical care (e.g., sexual assault 
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forensics examinations – SAFE), contraception, legal support, and financial planning, may be the need of the hour in 
helping international students cope with their mental health challenges. By addressing these practical concerns, GBV 
survivors can feel more supported, empowered, and better equipped to navigate the challenges they face. 
 
Additionally, it is crucial to acknowledge that the attitudes and attributes of healthcare providers can serve as barriers 
for international students, especially when seeking assistance for sensitive matters like being a survivor of GBV. The 
attitudes and knowledge of healthcare providers play a significant role in shaping the experiences and willingness of 
international students to seek help and support in such situations. Research conducted by Heise et al. (2002) highlights 
that healthcare professionals, despite their capacity to provide support to victims of GBV, often fall short due to being 
judgmental, unaware, and indifferent. Moreover, due to cultural difference, they are at times unaware of how to provide 
care to this particular population (Forbes-Mewett & Nyland, 2008). This can have a negative impact on patients, 
potentially leading them to avoid seeking care or being hesitant to return to the same practitioners. 
 
Gopichandran and Chetlapalli (2013) and Van de Walle and Marien (2017) highlight the significance of specific 
qualities and characteristics in establishing trust and rapport between doctors and patients. Patients perceive doctors 
as trustworthy when they demonstrate qualities like personal involvement, cultural competence, approachability, and 
behavioral competence. Additionally, the gender of physicians can influence communication and care dynamics. 
Henderson and Weisman (2001) found that female physicians are more likely to provide preventive counseling to both 
male and female patients. Moreover, a systematic review conducted by Roter et al. (2002), which examined studies 
and physician reports from 1967 to 2001, revealed that female physicians tend to engage in more communication, 
foster active partnerships with patients, provide psychosocial counseling, and ask questions during medical visits or 
check-ups. These factors play a crucial role in nurturing a positive doctor-patient relationship, particularly for 
international students who encounter unique challenges in accessing healthcare services in a foreign country (unique 
challenges that are but not limited to the somatization of demographic, depressive symptoms, language barriers, and 
more) (Auerbach et al., 2016; Sivapalan & Khan, 2021). 
 
To address some of these gaps in healthcare support for international students, Dr. Khan and Dr. Sivapalan at the 
campus clinic of Durham College and Ontario Tech University in Ontario, have been actively researching and working 
on improving health literacy, expanding access to family doctors and healthcare services, addressing prevalent health 
conditions such as anemia, thyroid disease, and vitamin B12 deficiency among international students, and bridging 
informational gaps in mental health, sexual health, GBV, contraception, cervical cancer screening, and the COVID-
19 pandemic. By providing access to female nurses for health teaching, they have noted high student satisfaction when 
discussing sensitive issues such as unintended pregnancies or GBV. Their clinic currently provides mental health 
counselling, trauma-informed therapy, access to wellness coaches, and psychiatric consultation at no additional cost 
to the student; this in addition to access to a comprehensive medical examination. These services are crucial for GBV 
survivors to better meet their healthcare needs, enhance their overall well-being, and provide the necessary resources 
to overcome the barriers they face (Sivapalan & Khan, 2021).  
 
Addressing the health needs of GBV survivors among international students requires collaboration among various 
stakeholders, including educational institutions, healthcare providers, student organizations, and local communities. 
Such collaboration can help establish comprehensive support systems that are sensitive to the cultural, linguistic, and 
legal contexts within which international students find themselves. Furthermore, prevention efforts must go hand in 
hand with survivor support. Educational institutions can play a pivotal role in raising awareness about GBV, promoting 
healthy relationships, and fostering a safe and inclusive environment for all students.  
 

Implications 
 
Ending GBV is a priority in Canada broadly and in postsecondary institutions in particular. International students are 
indispensable for Canada and postsecondary institutions. Yet, sadly, the well-being and rights of international students 
are not a priority for Canada or for postsecondary institutions. This is reflected in the limited research, policy and 
practice focused on international students. In some ways this lack of interest in the well-being of the ‘other’ visible 
minorities is not uncommon. For instance, there is limited research related to south Asians in Canada whether on their 
culture, gender norms, discrimination and violence, or mental health (Karasz et al., 2019; Lai & Surood, 2008; 
Postulart & Srinivasan, 2018; Srinivasan, 2018). 
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A complex web of interrelated structural factors leads to international students experiencing greater GBV than 
domestic students in Canada. Female international students are more likely to experience GBV than male students. 

1. International students’ GBV can go unreported due to cultural background, unfamiliarity with the legal 
system, and fear/misconceptions that it will jeopardize student visas or PR prospects 

2. Financial insecurity: Debt due to the higher costs of tuition and living results in precarious living conditions 
and risk-taking behaviour such as illegal exploitative employment, illegal overcrowded housing, and sex for 
money. 

3. Housing insecurity: International students report higher rates of housing insecurity than domestic students. 
They disproportionately experience discrimination and abuse from landlords: overcrowded housing, illegal 
basement units, overcharged rent and deposits, higher maintenance costs, and sexual exploitation. 

4. Neo-racism and stereotypes cause this population to be targets of sexualization and GBV.  
a. Exploitation from professors/advisors due to the academic requirements on their visas.  
b. A culture of silence around GBV due to a lack of awareness of what constitutes sexual violence, 

reporting system, and support; cultural barriers; stigma; isolation; and fear of deportation resulting 
in a continued spiral of abuse.  

 
While mental health of students is a growing priority, not much is known about the mental health challenges that 
international students face. Specifically, the incidence of GBV exerts a high toll on international students. 

1) Academic performance and mental health suffer. 
2) They are less likely to report GBV due to: 

a) Barriers to reporting and accessing supports; 
b) Lack of awareness on who to make a formal report to;  
c) Lack of understanding of supports for students;  
d) a culture of shame. 

3) Thus, a vicious cycle of lack of awareness, vulnerability and GBV is reproduced.  
4) International students experience a lack of social support, which makes them more vulnerable to exploitation 

and violence and the repercussions of violence often more damaging. 
5) International students may be dependent on abusive partners through secondary visa status or due to financial 

insecurity.  
 
Our scoping review has the following implications to offer:  
 
1. Research on GBV among international students in Canada 

Given the exponential growth in the international student population especially from non-western countries, 
Canada needs to invest in their well-being and rights as well as in research about their experiences including GBV. 
International students are not a homogenous group and experience GBV in unique ways based on sexuality, 
gender, race, class, disability, religion, regions and socio-cultural contexts they come from. The scholarly 
literature, reports, resources, and media sources that we located do not sufficiently account for the diversity in 
international student experiences across Canada, and they hold no information on which international students 
are particularly vulnerable to GBV or how it manifests depending on the social locations of the students. In order 
to appropriately tailor and target services to the international student body, in-depth research must be done that 
accounts for these differences. We need comprehensive, nationally representative baseline data about international 
students which are regularly updated to reflect the dynamics within this population and their interaction with the 
Canadian context. Simultaneously we need a regularly updated open access database of best practices from 
various stakeholders on preventing GBV and supporting GBV survivors among international students. 

 
While international students need support services immediately and urgently, launching/ enacting policies and 
services as a kneejerk reaction without adequate research or based on anecdotes would prove detrimental most of 
all to international students. There is a desperate need for policy, practice and research to come together at the 
level of postsecondary institutions, communities, city, province and nationally if we truly care for international 
students.   

 
In our scoping review we found the voices of international students wanting. While within Canada there is a 
growing recognition—however unsatisfactory—for decolonial and EDI practices across all sectors, this needs to 
apply to research and working with international students as well, privileging their marginalized voices, and lived 
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experiences. The feedback we received from international students in the workshop to discuss the draft report was 
invaluable confirming that such epistemic knowledge can lead to better informed findings, policies and support 
that international students need.  

 
2. Research- policy-practice on GBV among international students in Canada 

Urgent research is needed on GBV among international students to develop sound policies and practices to prevent 
GBV and support survivors. In the absence of a regulatory framework and the involvement of many authorities 
and the poor coordination among them, international students fall through the crack. This can have devastating 
consequences for students who are experiencing GBV and are trapped in an abusive situation that they cannot get 
out of. While no single stakeholder is solely responsible for preventing GBV and supporting international student 
survivors, the question is who is to take the lead in bringing and working together with all stakeholders. Our sense 
from the review of scholarly and non-scholarly sources is that it is the postsecondary institutions that are well-
positioned to do so. They of course need resources to play an effective facilitator role.  

 
i. Postsecondary institutions should be mandated to promote international students’ well-being and rights. An 

overarching framework at each postsecondary institutions would include all stakeholders—government 
(immigration, health, bylaw, higher education), private and community organizations, media members, 
researchers. The Brampton Charter is a baby step in the right direction. The postsecondary institutions should: 

a. Gather and report systematic and regular data on various aspects of international students’ 
experiences including GBV. A good quick place to begin would be to collect demographic 
data including immigration status of students that seek support from sexual and gender 
violence units. A well-built comprehensive survey on GBV is absolutely essential.  

b. Address financial insecurity and students’ dependence on property owners by providing 
scholarships and affordable housing. 

c. Increase access to (emergency/ crisis) shelter for students who are financially struggling, 
forced to live in crowded co-ed dwellings, and are in abusive relationships/ situations.  

d. Offer (legal) support to students in navigating the immigration system/ process. 
ii. Establish on-campus support groups for international students that offer culturally responsive counselling 

practices, and education about services available, legal rights and processes.  
iii. Educate all students and authorities to challenge myths/stereotypes/gender norms and promote healthy gender 

behaviour.  
iv. Campuses have to become truly multicultural where all students feel welcome and do not suffer from 

ghettoization and isolation. It is crucial to implement proactive measures that foster intercultural experiences. 
Initiatives such as pairing domestic and international students in collaborative study or class activities, 
engaging in joint projects, and participating in volunteering efforts contribute to meaningful cultural 
exchange. Furthermore, the introduction of activities like the “home-share” initiative, where students from 
different backgrounds share living spaces with Canadian families, and volunteering alongside international 
peers in diverse social settings not only dispels stereotypes but also promotes a sense of community. These 
activities not only enrich the educational experience by exposing students to a variety of perspectives but 
also actively contribute to building an inclusive and welcoming campus environment where all students can 
thrive. These activities also facilitate the development of organic relationships between students. Post-
secondary institutions must also consciously avoid the assumption that international students exclusively 
seek interaction within their own communities, recognizing the diverse interests and aspirations that motivate 
them to engage in intercultural experiences across the campus community. 

v. Addressing upfront payments for healthcare services is crucial to ensure equitable access to care for 
international students, especially GBV survivors. Implementing alternative payment options and establishing 
universal health insurance can alleviate financial burdens, improve access to specialized services, and provide 
a sense of security and support for survivors, enabling them to seek timely medical attention, counseling, and 
support. 

vi. Querying newcomer agencies regarding the availability and potential dissemination of relevant data, possibly 
through year-end reports. This inquiry aims to ascertain the extent to which such agencies may possess 
valuable insights that can contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of pertinent issues. 

vii. Empower international students by:  
a. Ensuring they know their rights, support services and processes to follow.  
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b. Providing health education on consent, healthy gender behaviour, and strategies to reduce 
risks. The provision of pre-arrival information to international students in a format that is 
clear and linguistically accessible would ensure not only effective communication but also 
facilitates broader inclusivity, catering to the information needs of both students and their 
families. 

c. Encouraging solidarity and collective action to strengthen students’ efforts to achieve their 
rights and well-being. Often individual students are extremely vulnerable to independently 
assert their rights.  

viii. Ultimately the commodification of international education in a context of inequality and neo-colonialism has 
to be addressed to genuinely contribute to the wellbeing of international students and for education to be a 
global good. Advocating for a more equitable approach involves scrutinizing the economic model governing 
international education, which often results in disproportionately high tuition fees. It must delve into the 
structural aspects of educational financing, exploring avenues for capping tuition and fostering a more 
accessible and inclusive environment. Such deliberations are pivotal for recalibrating the financial dynamics 
of international education, thereby addressing the longstanding concerns surrounding affordability and 
cultivating a system that prioritizes global educational equity. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
With this comprehensive scoping review on the intersection of GBV and international students we set out to not only 
fill a critical void in the discourse surrounding this urgent issue but also provided essential insights and actionable 
recommendations that we hope will drive meaningful change and foster a safer and more inclusive environment for 
international students in Canada. Recognizing the urgent need to address this issue, we meticulously examined a wide 
range of scholarly materials, reports, organizations, media sources, and other relevant platforms focusing on 
international students in Canada and countries with significant international student populations. This review will be 
shared with international students, researchers, university and college frontline staff, community organisations and 
governments agencies, to add content that the review may have missed, generate insights from different perspectives, 
identify gaps, and recommend actionable points for research and practice. 
 
From a purely instrumental view international students are the proverbial geese that lay the golden eggs; therefore, 
Canada and postsecondary institutions need to be more compassionate and treat them well. From a rights’ perspective, 
postsecondary institutions need to care for and promote international students’ rights and well-being so they can excel 
in their study and flourish. Being indifferent to GBV and international students’ well-being is unacceptable and does 
not bode well for Canada’s image on human rights, gender justice, as a welcoming place for all immigrants, and for 
multiculturalism. And it may well affect the number of international students coming to Canada given the poor 
treatment and quality of life (Punwasi, 2023).) 

 
 

Knowledge mobilization activities 
 
This project produced the first of its kind comprehensive scoping review on international students’ experiences of 
GBV in Canada. It provides an urgently needed assessment of the current state of knowledge and practice with regard 
to what we know about the extent and nature of GBV among international students in Canada as well as the policies 
and services that are available to support them. It maps gaps in research and practice which is invaluable to researchers, 
universities and colleges, community organisations and governments at all levels to prioritize action and resources to 
create a healthy and safe environment for international students in Canada.  
 
To ensure that our scoping review is accurately reflective of international student experiences, we sought input on the 
draft scoping review from and involve different stakeholders across Canada to map existing information and services, 
to generate insights and recommendations on gaps, needs and resources in research and practice. We had hoped to 
host workshops for researchers, university/college support staff, community organisations and government staff who 
work and interact with international students, and international students in Ontario, British Columbia, Alberta (mid-
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to west coast), and Atlantic Canada. Following a lack of response, we conducted four Canada-wide workshops, one 
each for researchers, community organisations, frontline staff at postsecondary institutions and international students. 
We had in total 16 participants.  
 
The project output—a report and a journal article—will be shared widely to generate much needed awareness among 
university/college staff, governments at all levels, community-based organizations, media, the general public, and 
international students themselves. We also hope to create accessible materials to share widely with various 
stakeholders in the form of visually appealing materials, podcasts, and short videos in English and the top three 
languages of international students in Canada. The project will thus contribute to enriching public discourses to create 
a safe, healthy and supportive environment for international students.  
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