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ABSTRACT  

The study aimed to explore impact of COVID-19 related extended lockdown in Melbourne Australia on 

international student’s daily lives. Data was collected from 61 international students residing in 

Melbourne during lockdown and impact was found on their mental, physical, social health, learning 

(social and peer), and academic performance along with coping strategies used, and any support 

students received from the Victorian government. A data was collected through using purposive 

sampling and students from 10 countries participated in this study (51 percent male and 49 percent 

female). Study findings show that regardless of age, gender, nationality, and mode of study finance 

(scholarships or self-finance) majority of the students mentioned severe impact of COVID-19 related 

restrictions particularly lockdown on all dimensions of their lives mentioned above. The highest impact 

has been found on the academic performance (98 percent) following the mental health (94 percent), 

physical health (87 percent), social lives (84 percent). Study inquired about the coping strategies 

students used and results show that studies and use of social media was among the highly used coping 

methods (70 percent) following face time with family (32 percent) and excessive sleeping (39 percent). 

While responding to the support received from Victorian government 74 percent students mentioned no 

support and flagged the assistance required from Australian government in sectors like finances (43 

percent), repatriation flights, visa issues (21 percent) and lease agreements (28 percent).  

Keywords: COVID-19, Lockdown, International Students, Covid-19 Impact, Australia 

 

BACKGROUND 

The history of the world has witnessed several pandemics and epidemics in its lifetime, which destroyed 

millions of lives around the globe. These pandemic and epidemics have previously resulted in the 

breakdown of sophisticated systems of health, economics, politics, and societies on the road of 

prevention and control of the contagion diseases. There are multiple examples found in the history. such 

as the sixth century faced a huge challenge of Justinian plague. which alone killed around 50 million 

people. Similarly, the 14th century had the deadliest Black Death, which damaged 200 million people. 

The unforgettable event of the human history, the Spanish flu, which killed 50 to 100 million people 

amounting a death rate higher than in the World War 1 (Walsh, 2020). However, the recent past shows 

that continuous advancements in the field of medicine had still left the life-threatening disease of HIV 

to be a pandemic killing around 32 million people (Walsh, 2020). Similarly, the year 2019 witnessed a 

catastrophe of human lives due a deadly outbreak of an infectious disease named Coronavirus caused 

by SARS CoV-2 (Landi et al., 2020). It was first confirmed as a pandemic and an international level 

public health emergency by the World Health Organization (WHO) on 11 March 2020 (WHO, 2020). 

When a highly contagious viral infection originated in the city of Wuhan, China in December 2019 

(Paules et al. 2020). By January 2020 the WHO had declared that its spread will not be limited to only 

one country but that it would unroll in other parts of the world. (World Health Organization, 2020). 
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Consequently, September 2021, there have been 233,136,147 confirmed cases of COVID-19, 

including 4,771,408 deaths, reported to WHO globally (WHO, 2021). 

Moreover, the COVID-19 infection is hugely spreadable and transmittable through bodily 

contacts and a respiratory bead from the infected patients, which is now the primary origin of 

transmission of the disease. The virus exists on a contacted surface up to 12 hours or two days (Fong et 

al., 2020). Its main clinical symptoms include headache, cough, pharyngitis, fever, lethargy, myalgia, 

and shortness of breath. Furthermore, few patients have also been found with gastrointestinal symptoms 

such as vomiting and diarrhea. The COVID-19 disease varies from asymptomatic contagion to complete 

collapse of the respiratory system (Baj et al., 2020). However, it is pertinent to highlight that it has not 

only impacted millions of people around the world physically (sickness, deaths) but also long-term 

social, economic, and psychological consequences (Osofsky et al., 2020).  

To prevent the spread of virus vast number of countries have adopted strict strategies which 

includes Australia. The strategies adopted range from border closures, flights cancellations, off-campus 

education, closure of shopping centers, restriction on large gatherings and migration (MPI, 2020). This 

level lockdown has led to a global level economic recession with rising numbers of unemployed people. 

Further, social, and psychological breakdown has led to feeling of depression, anxiety, and social 

isolation (Khan, 2020). As a result, the governments of the both the developed and the developing world 

face a challenge in mitigating the post Covid-19 lockdown impact its residents (Weingarten, Slotkin, & 

Alkire, 2020). 

International Students in Australia  

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) shared that in 2017, estimated 

5.3 million students studying worldwide were international students (cited in Martel, 2020). Similarly, 

education sector in Australia has become one of its most important export industries. After the US, UK 

& Canada, Australia is now one of the attractive destinations for international students acquiring higher 

education (DESE, 2020). According to the Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and 

Employment data on international students 2020, the top five countries such as China (28%), India 

(17%), Nepal (8%), Vietnam (4%) and Brazil (3%) constitute 59% of Australia’s international students. 

Australian education industry has seen a fast-paced and persistent growth since the late 1980s, 

with an annual increase of 21 per cent between the period of 1988 to 1995. This increase is viewed as 

a comparative advantage for Australian economy due to its closeness to Asian region, which is its largest 

exporter of higher education (Mazzarol, Savery, & Kemp, 1996). The repute of the Australia as a 

desirable education destination is associated with maintaining high standards of education with 

affordable education services as compared to US and UK. Similarly, its climate, multicultural society 

and its relative reputation of a safe, clean & affordable country recognizes it as a favorable education 

destination (Maringson, 2009; Mazzarol, Savery, & Kemp, 1996). This is due to its friendly education 

policies by the government of Australia, which has played an important role in marketing education. 

The Australian’s overseas marketing model for international education is acknowledged by other 

countries for replication (Khawaja & Dempsey, 2008). 

Thus, the recent past data for the period of 2014-2019 indicates there has been an annual 

average growth rate of 10.8% (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2019). This illustrates 

a persistent increase in overseas students coming to Australia. In the year 2019 overseas students 

injected AUD$ 40.4 billion into the Australian economy. Thus, making it the fourth-largest export after 

gas, coal, and iron ore. This in turn created an employment of for over 250,000 jobs (Tehan, 2019). 

In contrast, the year 2020 has shown a sharp decline of -9% in the number of international 

students coming to Australia for education (DESE, 2020). Similarly, according to the Australia Bureau 

of Statistics (ABS) 2019, the international student arrivals to Australia in December 2019 were reported 

38,700, while in the year December 2020, a total of 230 international students entered Australia. 

Moreover, only 150 students in higher education and 40 postgraduate research students arrived in the 

year December 2020 compared to 23,780 and 2350 in the year 2019. This sharp decline of (-99.4%) 

was due to covid-19 pandemic travel bans.  Further, in the state of Victoria only 40 international students 

arrived in the year December 2020. Thus, a decrease of 13,970 students (-99.7%) compared to the 

previous year (DESE, 2019).  

In terms of enrolment, the year 2019 had 956,773 enrolments including 758,154 full fee-paying 

international students in Australia on a student visa. This represents a growth rate of 9.7% increase in 

enrolments as compared to 2018. The highest number of enrolments in 2019 were in higher education 



Impact of Covid-19 Lockdown on International Students in Melbourne Australia 

767 

(46.2%) (Department of Education, Skills, and Employment, 2019). While the year 2020 saw a drop of 

7% in higher education enrolments in Australia (DESE, 2020). 

Study Objectives 

This study was undertaken to explore impact of COVID-19 restrictions on international students 

studying in Melbourne, Victoria. The main objectives of the study were. 

1. To document impact of extended and strict lockdown on physical, mental, social health 

financial conditions and academic performance of international students.  

2. To find out that students received any support from the Victorian government and their opinion 

about extended lockdowns as best strategy to curb the virus. 

3. To explore what difference they think could be between their conditions in lockdown in 

Australia compared to their home countries.  

4. To inquire from students in which areas they still need assistance from the Australian 

government.  

Research Design: The present research is exploratory in nature, which adopted a quantitative research 

method for primary data collection.  

Research Questions 

1. Are COVID-19 restrictions particularly lockdown is affecting student’s daily lives such as 

mental, physical, and social health? 

2. Is COVID-19 related lockdown impacting student’s academic performance s in terms of their 

learning? 

3. Did students receive any support from Victorian government during lockdown? 

4. What type of support international students need from the state government? 

5. What student think about extended lockdown as effective strategy to curb virus spread? 

6. What difference students had if they were in their home countries during the lockdown? 

7. What kind of support international students need from the Australian government? 

Study Hypothesis: The strict and extended lockdown in Victoria state is negatively impacting 

international students’ lives studying and living in Victoria.  

Sampling Method: The study applied purposive sampling (as list of international students could not 

be obtained due to COVID) in line with its objective to access only those students who were foreign 

origin and studying as well as residing in Melbourne at the time of lockdown. In this regard, sample 

size was not initially decided rather data collection was stopped on the saturation of data. Thus, a total 

number of 61 students participated in this survey out of which 51 percent reported themselves as males 

and 49 percent as females.  

Data Collection Method: Considering strict lockdown policy of the Victorian Government at the time 

of survey, physical and face to face data collection was not possible so to counter this limitation a tool 

was designed in google survey form and shared with the international students electronically mainly 

using emails and WhatsApp. It was self-administered tool with an option to be filled online.   

Data Collection Tool: A semi structured questionnaire with multiple options (for each question) was 

developed for data collection. The tool was developed by the researcher and have never been used 

before. The tool was pilot tested on few students before sending to wider population and was amended 

in line with their feedback received. 

Study Variables: Dependent: The research variables were international students who were physically 

present as well as studying at any of the following three levels such as undergraduate, graduate, or post-

graduate in any institute in Melbourne Australia. Independent: COVID-19 related lockdown which 

includes no movement except these three reasons 1) grocery, 2) medical, 3) essential work.  

Data Entry and Analysis: The data collected from students was later transferred to MS Excel and 

analyzed whereas tabular, and graphic presentation of findings was prepared in MS Word.  

 

STUDY FINDINGS 

Genre /Sex of Study Respondents   

The total number of students who responded to online survey was 61 out of which 51 percent 

reported them as men and remaining 49 percent reported were women.  
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Respondent’s Study Level 

The respondent has been distributed into three study categories and 79 percent of respondents 

were enrolled in post-graduate study at the time of interview, following 11 percent 

undergraduate and 10 percent at PhD level.  

 
Respondent’s Mode of Study Finance 

The survey inquired about the source of study funding and data shows that out of total, 62 

percent were on scholarship and 38 percent were paying education charges out of their own 

pocket.  

 
Respondent’s Nationality  

In this survey, students from 10 countries participated, among these 60 percent were from 

Pakistan following Myanmar 14 whereas China, India and Bangladesh’s participation is 5 

percent, Malawi 3%, and remaining countries have 2 percent.  

51%49%

FIGURE 1:SEX DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONDENTS

Men Women

11%

79%

10%

FIGURE 2: STUDY LEVEL DISTRIBUTION OF 
RESPONDENTS 

Under-Graduate Post-Graduate PhD

38%

62%

FIGURE 3: TUDENTS DISTRIBUTION BY MODE OF STUDY 
FINANCE  

Self Finance Scholarship
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Distribution of Respondents by Educational Institutions   

As data shows that out of total 84 percent of the respondents are from the university of 

Melbourne and remaining 16 percent from different other institutes from Melbourne.  

 
Type of Respondent’s Accommodation 

The survey asked students about their living arrangement and overall 67 percent of respondents 

reported a shared accommodation (with other students and/or some families) and 33 percent 

were living alone in studio apartment, university accommodation and or in a house.  

 
Impact of COVID-19 on Respondents Academic Performance  

The survey provided multiple options to respond, and data shows that only 1.6 percent students 

reported no impact and 98.4 percent reported one or more than one impact on their academic 

performance. The highest impact is reported on peer and social learning 74 percent following 
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reduced interest in studies 67 percent, reduced learning 54 percent and reduced engagement in 

studies 56 percent.   

 
Impact of COVID-19 restrictions on Social Life  

While responding to impact of COVID-19 restrictions on student’s social life, 16 percent said 

no impact, whereas remaining 84 percent of the students mentioned some form of impact for 

example, 74 percent reported no outdoor meetings, 61 percent mentioned no indoor meetings, 

following 57% no social gatherings, 52 percent mentioned constant loneliness.  

 
Impact of COVID-19 restrictions on Mental Health  

The mental health responses only 6.6 percent students mentioned no impact at all whereas 

remaining 94.4 percent students mentioned impact of restrictions on their mental health such 

as feeling of uncertainty is highest among all such as 74 percent following the low level of 

concentration 62 percent, extended boredom 62 percent, helplessness 51 percent, mood swings 

44 percent and 49 percent mentioned signs of depression. These findings demonstrate burden 

on mental health of students due to restrictions and extended lockdowns imposed by the state 

government Victoria.  
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Figure 7: Impact of COVID-19 restrictions on 
students academic performance
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Impact of COVID-19 on Physical Health 

While responding to impact on physical health around 87 percent reported one or the other 

impact whereas headaches are highly reported 51 percent following the feeling of lethargy 42 

percent, following the body aches 38 percent. However, 4.4 percent also mentioned getting 

infected with COVID-19 as well. The results show a toll on physical health of students who at 

the same time dealing with multiple issues.  

 
Impact of Lockdown on Respondents Finances  

As data presented earlier showed that 73 percent of the students were on scholarship so 

financial impact assumed lesser and data also shows that 33 percent reported no impact. Still, 

who reported impact out of them 36 percent reported job loss (part or full time), and 25 percent 

mentioned they could not save money for next semester fees and 8 percent mentioned financial 

hardships in paying their utility bills and even buying monthly grocery.  
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Figure 9: Impact of COVID-19 restrictions on mental health 
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Support from Victorian Government  

About Victorian government support to international student’s 74 percent reported no support 

at all received whereas 26 percent said they received support in terms of rent relief, fee 

reduction, mental health support and free COVID-19 testing.  

 
Coping strategies of Respondents Against COVID Crisis 

All the respondents mentioned several strategies, which they were using simultaneously to cope 

with the impact of COVID-19 restrictions. The highly reported strategies were involvement in 

studies (70 percent) and use of social media (70 percent) following the Netflix streaming (an 

online entertainment screening web) (49 percent). Besides excessive sleeping as a coping 

strategy was also reported (39 percent), which is higher than use of physical activity such as 

exercise (26 percent). All these activities are indoor which verifies limited exposure of students 

with the outside world during the lockdown period ultimately causing a havoc on their mental, 

social, and physical health reported above.   
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Figure 11: Impact of COVID-19 Lockdown on Students Finances 
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Home Countries Difference Regarding COVID-19 Impact 

While responding to the question what could have been different if students were in their home 

countries, 92 percent responded to this question and out of them 79 percent mentioned 

receiving family support (absent in Melbourne), social support (59 percent), following 

community engagement (41 percent) and financial support (31 percent). Whereas according to 

8.2 percent there could have been no difference if they were at their home countries. Family 

and social support during crisis carries a significant value which help to lessen the impact. 

 

 
Inclusion of International Student’s Problems in Government’s Response to COVID  

Overall 64 percent students said that problems of international students were not included in 

the Victorian government’s COVID-19 response following the 20 percent who had opposite 

opinion, and 16 percent had no knowledge.  
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Type of Support International Students Require from Australian Government  

While responding to the question what type of support they further need from the Victorian 

government. The 43 percent students reported that government could provide them financial 

support in the form of rent relief, and paying their utility bills, and 21 percent highlighted 

support in arranging their repatriation flights following 28 percent mentioned they need support 

in ending their lease matters which was a key concern for most of the students.  

 

 
Strict Lockdown Policy’s Effectiveness to Deal with Pandemic   

The survey also asked students’ opinion COVID-19 suppression strategy of Victorian 

government and out of total, 56 percent of the students viewed that strict lockdown policy is 

effective to deal with the pandemic. Whereas 23 percent were of the view that this strict 

suppression strategy will not be effective, and 18 percent said they do not know.  
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DISCUSSION  

The purpose of this research was to document impact of COVID-19 related restrictions particularly 

extended lockdown on international students studying in Melbourne, Victoria, in the background of the 

assumption that they must have been hit hard by this pandemic considering their emotional and financial 

vulnerabilities being far from their families. As hypothesized the data shows that students reported 

significant impact of COVID-19 restriction on all aspects of their lives regardless of their demographic 

characteristics and financial status.  For example, students reported a severe impact on their academic 

performances, social life, mental and physical health, and financial matters. Further, respondents 

showed dissatisfaction with the support provided by the Australian and Victorian Government, and 

respondents opined that Victorian government could support them more financially as well as in 

managing their lease agreements and in arrangement of repatriation flights. However, it is anticipated 

from these findings that living away from families in prolonged isolations might leave long-lasting 

impact on these students (particularly living alone) for rest of their lives, as they were totally ignored in 

the public policy related to COVID-19 response and were left on their own.  

The findings of present study are consistent with many other studies which have documented 

impact of COVID-19 on students’ lives economic, social, and academic. In recent past substantial 

research have been undertaken about COVID-19 impact and have found similar results for example 

Aucejo et al., (2020) studied impact of COVID-19 on higher education and found negative impact on 

many dimensions of student’s educational lives due to pandemic such as loss of job (40 percent), and 

delayed graduation (13 percent) due to economic difficulties. Similarly, one quarter of the students 

reported increased study hours 4 to 5 hours following by the same proportion whose study hours 

decreased. Radha et al., (2020) found in their study conducted to explore impact of e-learning on 

students and found that though e-learning (online) classes are very popular among students but still 

students prefer face to face classroom interaction as it provides social and peer learning besides giving 

the opportunity to interact, deliberate and discuss ideas with the classmates. The same findings have 

been reported in study undertaken in Indonesia by Fatonia et al., (2020), which revealed that students 

appreciated flexibility of online learning system, but they also admitted that it reduces their 

concentration level as well.  

Likewise, Wang et al., (2020) carried out research in China to find out COVID-19 impact on 

mental health of international students studying in China and found out 59.4 percent depression and 

37.8 percent anxiety among the sample students. And the key factors behind this high rate of depression 

and anxiety prevalence was consistent uncertainty about future particularly about completion of studies 

(getting graduated), and sleep deficiency. Zhai and Du, (2020) studied mental health issues of 

international Chinese students and highlighted that how Chinese students have faced mental health 

problems due to isolation, discrimination, and harassment they experienced and flagged the need to 

provide appropriate mental health care to international students by the universities and colleges besides 

provision of assistance in financial and academic matters.  

56%
23%

18%

FIGURE 16: STRICT LOCKDOWN IS EFFECTIVE TO CURB VIRUS 
SPREAD

Yes No Don’t Know
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The study findings highlight new dimensions for research about social and mental wellbeing of 

international students in the time of crisis/disaster. As being away from home and families, they are 

totally dependent on the host governments and their educational institutes for their safety and welfare. 

As Zhai and Du, (2020) highlighted that universities and educational institutes must consider planning 

for short- and long-term psychological support as well as services for international students in the time 

of any crisis (manmade or natural).  However, future researcher may explore how these universities and 

host governments can develop appropriate response and management plans to ensure international 

students’ safety during any crisis period. Considering these findings, the study recommends that 

respective educational institutes of Melbourne, Victoria may consider developing a comprehensive plan 

(to respond and manage COVID-19 crisis). In this regard, they must connect with the international 

student bodies to collect data about nature and intensity of student’s issues and provide them necessary 

support accordingly to enable them better cope with these unprecedented circumstances, which are far 

more challenging for them compared to the domestic students.   

Study Limitations: Due to COVID-19 related restrictions, face to face interviews could not be 

conducted and questionnaire was self-administered. Secondly, the equal ration of women and male 

students could not be ensured considering the tough circumstances and the participation of the 

respondent in the survey was purely voluntarily. Likewise, the ratio of students from different countries 

is disproportional due to COVID-19 restrictions, lockdowns, and subsequent mode of data collection 

(self-administered online questionnaire). The number of respondents from Pakistan is higher compared 

to the other nationalities mainly because the researcher belongs to Pakistan. However, the study findings 

are similar for students of each nationality. Further, sample size of the study compared to the number 

of students in the state is small, which excludes the study to make any generalizations. The small sample 

size is mainly due to COVID-19 related restrictions as well as nature of participation was purely 

voluntarily.  

The study documented overall impact of lockdown on student’s lives and did not go into details 

particularly for mental health issues, which is technical and distinctive domain. Some future study may 

record these impacts in detail in a qualitative study. However, the questionnaire was short and concise 

so that students who were already under a lot of pressure of online studies and loneliness do not get 

additional burden and provide true responses.  
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