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GQ2  Abstract 
GQ4 International students are an important global cohort of ‘non-citizens’ whose experiences are cen- 
GQ5 tral concerns for urban sociologists and migration scholars. Drawing on survey fieldwork con- 

ducted among international students in the private rental sector in Sydney and Melbourne 
during 2019, this article provides new knowledge about the hardships experienced by interna- 
tional students who report financial stress. Using a modified scale developed by the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, we highlight the accelerating role of high levels of financial stress in producing 
disruptive events such as housing evictions and fears of homelessness, as well as reliance on inad- 
equate housing like ‘hot-bedding’. Financial stress is significantly more likely for students from low- 
GNI (gross national income) countries and higher stress reduces wellbeing. Access to paid 
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employment, however, does not ‘protect’ against higher financial stress. We conclude that higher 
education policymakers need tools and policies to prevent disruptive life events among interna- 

AQ1 tional students related to financial stress, particularly those associated with housing. 
AQ2 

 
 
 

Introduction 
Until Covid-19, Australia was a major study destination for international students. The 
OECD placed it equal-second alongside the UK, with an 8% global share, while the 
US remained first with 18% (2020, p. 227). Students choose Australia because of its 
safe and stable democracy, an energetic focus on student recruitment, and the growing 
reputation of Australian universities in global rankings. By 2021, however, this reputa- 
tion had been severely damaged. Following border closures and lockdowns in 2020, 
the federal government offered little support for international students with the prime 
minister telling international students they should go home. The government’s failure 
to facilitate the return of students combined with a slow vaccination program prevented 
any recovery in 2021 (Bothwell, 2021; Millar & Schneiders, 2020; Vincent, 2020; Zhou, 
2021). Prospects for 2022 and beyond remain uncertain with signs of international 
student return. 

Excessive tuition fees and high housing costs – particularly in Sydney and Melbourne 
– create hardship for students who access varying degrees of family and government 
scholarship support. Those with fewest resources are vulnerable to precarity (Hastings 
et al., 2021). Often, students ‘make do’ by working precariously and residing in poor- 
quality housing (Berg & Farbenblum, 2020; Morris et al., 2021a; Nasreen & Ruming, 
2019). These problems are made worse by exclusions arising from ‘non-citizenship’ 
status (Goldring & Landolt, 2011; Landolt & Goldring, 2015) derived from visa condi- 
tions, lack of local information, and limited work rights and social security (Hastings 
et al., 2021, pp. 4–7). In turn, these conditions increase risks of underpayment 
(Clibborn, 2018) and danger in the workplace, as well as overcrowded and poor-quality 
housing (Morris et al., 2021a; Nasreen & Ruming, 2019). 

Financial struggles for students can be rationalised as part of the life-course: valued 
qualifications are the reward for temporary sacrifice. For international students, 
however, support is often more minimal. The absence of family leaves some students vul- 
nerable. Moreover, the implied ‘contract’ between students and education providers oper- 
ates on self-reliance: Australia provides opportunities to gain credentials in global labour 
markets, but students are expected to cope privately with fees and living costs (Ramia, 
2017). Additionally, students have had no access to Australia’s social security system, 
a reality harshly confirmed during the 2020 lockdowns, and limited labour market 
access (Hastings et al., 2021; Marginson et al., 2010). Minimal social protection 
means that students experience deeper precarity once initial support from family or a 
scholarship diminishes or ends, or when employment stops, or when hours are cut. In 
2021, the federal government relaxed some social security exclusions, granting interna- 
tional students access to disaster payments during lengthy NSW and Victorian 
lockdowns. 
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This article provides new insights into how financial stress disrupts the lives of inter- 
national students and what precarious ‘events’ become more likely as finances deterior- 
ate. First, we survey the literature to build a framework that identifies three key domains 
of precarity rooted in migration, exclusionary institutions, and limited coping resources. 
We then test the specific impact of financial insecurity on the incidence of a range of pre- 
carious experiences (i.e. disruptions) using survey data collected from international stu- 
dents in Sydney and Melbourne in 2019. The questionnaire asks respondents about a 
range of destabilising events – evictions and ‘hot-bedding’, for example – or disruptions 
to emotional and social wellbeing. Central to our inquiry is the use of a modified version 
of an ABS scale of financial insecurity (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017). Following 
the presentation of the data and models, we discuss findings that show how financial 
stress interacts with destabilising student experiences and – centrally for our research 
program – in ways related to housing. We conclude by making three main findings 
and advance some policy recommendations that flow from these. 

 

International students, financial stress, and the experience 
of precarity: literature review and framework 
As stated, we investigate the extent of financial insecurity reported by international stu- 
dents to show how this financial stress contributes to precarious or disruptive experiences. 
The literature review focuses on themes and evidence across various literatures that iden- 
tify three domains of precarious experience. These contribute to a single framework for 
exploring the impact of financial stress. The first domain is the ‘background’ social profile 
of students with a focus on family and country-level resources. The second is the experi- 
ence of employment and housing markets, where the destabilising impacts of ‘noncitizen- 
ship’ (Landolt & Goldring, 2015, pp. 856–7) are apparent. The third domain relates to the 
‘social resources’ of students – that is, connections and wellbeing (Morris et al., 2021b). 
Financial insecurity may contribute to depleted social resources and worsening social 
exclusion. Combined, this framework guides statistical analysis and model construction, 
informing choice of variables derived from survey data. 

 

Financial stress as central to the precarity experienced 
by international students 

Given the size of the international student population, and its significance to Australian 
higher education, we need to know more about what drives financial insecurity among 
students and then what precarious life-experiences are associated with it. Prior to the pan- 
demic, Australia sustained just over 758,000 full-fee paying student visa-holders 
(Australian Government, 2019). Student activity added billions in exports, underwriting 
the expansion of higher education as well as adding to social diversity. Australia had 
gained a reputation for a good quality of student life, with students expressing solid satis- 
faction in surveys with living and study conditions (Austrade, 2020; Morris et al., 2020, 
p. 61). However, as this cohort has expanded, reports of distressing situations have 
increased (Han, 2015; Khawaja & Stallman, 2011; Yu & Wright, 2016). These problems 
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became dramatically visible during the 2020 Covid-19 lockdowns, with widespread hard- 
ship for international students remaining in Australia (Hastings et al., 2021; Morris et al., 
2020). 

Financial stress is defined as ‘difficulty meeting basic financial commitments due to a 
shortage of money’ (Australian Government, 2020). It is necessarily a core feature of dis- 
ruptive precarity, contributing to a wide-range of social and psychological problems 
(Odle-Dusseau et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2021). Experienced chronically, financial 
stress is associated with ‘negative life events’ (such as divorce or becoming widowed) 
and is implicated in depressive conditions as well as unhealthy behaviours such as 
smoking (Lantz et al., 2005; Mittnik & Semmler, 2013; Siahpush et al., 2003). 
Because financial stress disrupts wellbeing, it disturbs human functioning. In findings 
relevant to student academic performance, research has found that financial stress 
reduces cognitive ‘capacity’ in workers (Meuris & Leana, 2018). Research on financially 
stressed students in the US also suggests they do worse in their studies, with one study 
identifying work pressures as a factor (Bennett et al., 2015; Joo et al., 2008). 

This article measures the extent of financial stress on international students as well as 
its key social correlates. But it takes a further step by identifying life disruptions asso- 
ciated with financial stress. As a cohort of temporary migrants, international students 
experience financial stress across several domains. Lack of access to family resources 
to sustain study is an obvious source, but there are others located in the experience of 
(mostly) temporary migration. Here, we focus on insecure jobs and housing in the pro- 
duction of precarious events, as well as the contribution made by social exclusion – 
that is, language barriers and weak social connections. Looked at another way, the 
impact of financial stress can be viewed as a staged process that draws in different 
domains of social life, one rooted in the migration experience itself and then added to 
by the experience of labour and housing markets as well as the social resources required 
to cope with adversity. 

 
Theme 1: International student ‘backgrounds’ as a domain of precarity 

The risk of financial insecurity begins with the student migration experience itself, emer- 
ging from student backgrounds. Contrary to perceptions that international students are 
always affluent, evidence points to socio-economic stratification. Two influential 
factors are family (class) and country-of-origin backgrounds. Family backgrounds 
matter because they represent ‘mediated class locations’ (Wright, 2000), determining 
the financial capacity to sustain study-related migration. The literature suggests that 
family-class background is influential in several ways: a higher-class position in the 
country of origin correlates with pre-migration accumulation of English language profi- 
ciency as well as post-migration success for students from non-English-speaking back- 
grounds (Kim, 2020). Conversely, lower-class positions of international students in 
Australia are linked to employment vulnerability (Marginson et al., 2010). More recent 
evidence finds that international students from working-class and poorer-country back- 
grounds, as well as those studying at non-university providers, experience more financial 
stressors (Hastings et al., 2021) and confirms that more needs to be understood about 
these patterns. 
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Country status acts similarly to family-class background, mediating access to financial 
resources through GDP per capita as well as the purchasing power of currencies. 
Country-level affluence improves capacity of families to assist students (who have com- 
paratively high living costs) but it also functions in the other direction, determining 
whether families anticipate remittance income from students’ employment in the host 
country.1 

 
 

Theme 2: ‘Non-citizenship’ – housing and labour markets 
as a domain of precarity 

A second domain of financial stress emerges from ‘exclusions’ imposed by the host 
country on students. Globalising opportunities for migration and travel have been met 
with regulatory responses from host governments that have limited rights and protections 
for temporary migrants. Goldring and Landolt explain: ‘the global age of migration … 
[is] revamping the regulatory and normative framework that organizes citizenship and 
migrant legal status as a source of state control and employer strategies of exploitation 
and labor market segmentation’ (2011, p. 326). 

In the Australian context, this ‘framework’ of non-citizenship results in policies that 
both minimise responsibilities for students (Berg & Farbenblum, 2019; Hastings et al., 
2021) and that constrain access to market institutions in ways that enhance employer 
and landlord advantage. Policy creates no obligations on governments or providers to 
provide financial support and/or access to low-cost housing and social protection. For 
example, students purchase private medical insurance separate from Medicare (govern- 
ment provided health care). And, although education providers maintain some purpose- 
built student housing facilities, this accommodation is residual to the housing infrastruc- 
ture and, before Covid-19, the expansion of these facilities mostly involved unsubsidised 
private sector supply (Newland & Switz, 2020). At the same time, government limits the 
ability of students to deal with life contingencies within markets by, for example, con- 
straining access to paid employment (to 20 hours per week during semesters). These 
limits were selectively relaxed as a concession to the conditions of the pandemic 
(Australian Government, 2021), a subject we return to in the final section. 

Low-income households are more likely to experience the insecurities related to 
employment and housing simultaneously. Scholars characterise those experiencing 
simultaneous disruption as a ‘double precariat’ (Beer et al., 2016; Bentley et al., 
2019). The exclusions of non-citizenship add to the risks of double precariousness for 
international students because they broaden and multiply the impacts of disadvantage. 
Exclusions are built into norms (i.e. expectations of ‘self-reliance’ and the devalued 
status of a ‘temporary migrant worker’); information asymmetries about housing and 
employment rights, such as those described by Clibborn (2018); limits to market 
access (i.e. laws on maximum hours of employment); weak regulation (in employment 
and housing); and discriminatory social practices. 

Evidence of the dis-equalising impacts of exclusions is now substantial. International 
students are frequently paid sub-minimum wage rates (Berg & Farbenblum, 2020; 

AQ3 Campbell et al., 2020; Clibborn, 2018), compounding the financial problems produced 
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by working hours limits. Drawing on interview data, Clibborn notes: ‘international stu- 
dents … [are] … effectively locked into a labour market separate from the one that 
legal institutions were intended to create and maintain’ (2018, p. 350). Equally, interna- 
tional students are exploited by landlords in a poorly regulated rental sector, a problem 
made worse by the lack of student awareness of their limited rights (Berg & 
Farbenblum, 2019; Morris et al., 2021a). Excessive rents, overcrowding, and the conver- 
sion of common areas, balconies and garages into bedrooms are not unusual occurrences 
(Morris et al., 2021a; Nasreen & Ruming, 2019; Rabe, 2019). At the same time, modest 
income flows from work and family remittances limit housing market choice. In late 
2019, median weekly rents for Sydney apartments were AU $510 and in Melbourne, 
AU $420 (Heagney, 2020). A student living alone would barely cover the weekly rent 
in this scenario, assuming their only source of income was earnings from working the 
maximum of 20 hours per week during term at Australia’s minimum wage of AU $20 
per hour (Fair Work Ombudsman, 2021). These realities necessitate the planning of 
‘compromises’ to manage life contingencies. Coping strategies depend on part-time 
jobs; crowded and insecure housing (Morris et al., 2021a); intact ‘survival networks’ 
(Small & Gose, 2020); and reluctant claims on family resources. 

 
Theme 3: Social exclusion as a domain of precarity 

The final domain of precarity is the availability of social-psychological resources to 
sustain study-based migration. Students are socially and psychologically strained by relo- 
cation and the risks and opportunities of new environments. Like material and legal 
exclusions, the impact of social exclusions is multi-layered. Loneliness is a widely recog- 
nised problem for international students, with disconnection from local community emer- 
ging as one element (Fincher & Shaw, 2009; Morris et al., 2021b; Sawir et al., 2008) 
along with the ‘individualism’ of Australian living arrangements as another 
(Humphrey & Forbes-Mewett, 2021). Researchers investigating student adaptation to 
new environments (i.e. ‘acculturative stress’) have also found language and cultural bar- 
riers can be significant problems, and that supportive social institutions in the host 
country become particularly critical (Gomes et al., 2021, p. 14; Lee et al., 2004; 
Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015). Financial stress adds to coping and adjustment pro- 
blems for international students via several possible pathways. Coping with poor-quality 
jobs, low incomes, and time pressures as well as substandard housing is exhausting 
(Morris et al., 2021a). Moreover, chronic financial stress or ‘negative income shocks’ 
(Weller, 2018) such as losing a job or – during Covid-19, some combination of losing 
a job, a home, and assistance from family – are particularly taxing. Research on ‘survival 
networks’ demonstrates that financial stress reduces opportunities for social participation, 
partly by contributing to feelings of shame and/or defensiveness on the part of those in 
hardship (Lubbers et al., 2020). 

 
A framework for analysis 

We have presented a framework attending to three domains (or ‘sources’ or ‘stages’) of 
student precarity rooted in migration, exclusionary institutions, and social exclusion. 
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We argue that financial stress is associated with each of these. This framework allows 
us to group hypotheses about the impact of financial stress on the available data and 
based on insights from our initial analysis (Morris et al., 2020). These are set out as 
follows: 

 
(i) That financial stress is higher for students from lower-income countries, those 

enrolled in non-university sectors, and with weaker English proficiency; 
(ii) That financial stress is higher for students with limited/no access to family 

support and is associated with higher dependence on paid work; 
(iii) That financial stress is associated with major housing disruption – that is, poor- 

quality accommodation and risks of eviction and homelessness; 
(iv) That financial stress is associated with social exclusion: greater loneliness and 

social isolation and lower wellbeing – along with less satisfaction with study. 
 

Data and methods 

Data sources 

This analysis draws on data from a large email survey conducted in the second half of 
2019 as part of a mixed methods project investigating housing precarity of international 
students resident in Australia.2 It was conducted using an online methodology, utilising 
Qualtrics software. The survey explored dimensions of precarious housing among inter- 
national students from the three main sectors – universities, the VET (vocational training) 
sector, and the ELICOS (English language) sector. The questionnaire surveyed aspects of 
employment, neighbourhood, study, experience, and wellbeing. Fieldwork relied on 
cooperation from 43 education providers, including 10 universities, 24 VET providers, 
and 7 ELICOS providers. The number of valid responses totalled 7,084 with an over- 
representation of university students (82.9% versus 50.1% nationally). Providers were 
asked to distribute the survey to their full international student population to better 
approximate conditions of ‘randomisation’ (Agresti, 2018) in the final sample. 
Representativeness of the respective national cohorts of international students residing 
in Australia was good, noting an over-representation of Chinese-speaking students attrib- 
utable to the fielding of a separate Chinese-language questionnaire (Morris et al., 2020, 
pp. 7–8). 

 
Data analysis and modelling strategy 

Our quantitative approach involves bivariate and multivariate (regression) analysis, 
described below. Coding decisions are as follows. The dependent variable is a 
measure of financial stress. We draw on a validated scale measure developed by 
Travers and Robertson (1995), adapted for use by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(2017) in their surveys of income adequacy of Australians. We excluded an original 
item – ‘household spends more money than it gets (over the past 12 months)’ – 
because households are hard to define for international students. We also dropped the 
item ‘could not pay car registration or insurance on time’, for obvious reasons, as well 
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as the item ‘unable to raise $2,000 in a week for something important’. The latter 
involved larger amounts of money – sums unlikely to be requested by international stu- 
dents. We additionally simplified the item ‘could not pay electricity, gas or telephone bills 
on time’, to focus on electricity bills, which are high in Australia and now distinct from 
phone bills. We expanded measures on heating costs to include a separate measure on 
‘cooling costs’, which has become a significant expense as the climate warms. We 
also added a new item – ‘could not afford to buy prescribed textbook/s’ – to capture 
cohort-specific indicators of financial stress, resulting in a total of eight questions. 
Table 1 reports the full question and response categories. 

Independent variables drawn from the survey data were selected based on the hypoth- 
eses presented above. These are briefly described as follows (further survey item and 

AQ4 coding details are also in Table 1). Consistent with our framework and hypotheses, 
the variables included in the model are grouped. The first set of independent variables 
include those demographics and social characteristics that we hypothesise are associated 
with financial stress. In addition to gender and age, we include a measure of the country 
GNI (gross national income) or relative income of students’ countries of origin. This 
measure is categorised according to the World Bank 2020 GNI per capita classifications 
(World Bank, 2020). For example, the ‘Low/lower middle-income’ (US $3,995 per 
capita or less) category includes Afghanistan, Nepal, India, Philippines, Bangladesh, 
Indonesia, Pakistan, and Vietnam; the ‘Upper middle-income’ (US $3,996 to $12,375) 
category includes Brazil, China, Colombia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, South Africa, and 
Thailand; and the ‘High-income’ category (US $12,376 or more) includes Canada, 
United States, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and the countries of northern Europe. 
International students are categorised as non-university if they are enrolled in either 
English language (ELICOS) or vocational training (VET). Students are classified as 
having good English if they self-assessed their proficiency as ‘Good’ or ‘Very Good’ 
on a 5-point scale. 

The second set of variables – work and family – are statistics for paid employment and 
family allowance that reflect the proportion of students nominating these as one of their 
top three income sources, noting that these categories are not mutually exclusive. The 
family allowance item in the questionnaire did not ask the respondent to specify the 
amount. 

The third set of variables measure associations between financial stress and experi- 
ences of housing precarity described in the literature or identified in our research 
(Morris et al., 2021a). Given our broader research program, we include several 
housing indicators that test precarious experiences. The survey items are as follows: reli- 
ance on hot-bedding; homelessness fears; reporting eviction; renting housing in good 
condition; and experiences of discrimination in renting. Also consistent with our hypoth- 
eses, we include measures of loneliness ( feeling lonely), difficulty making close friends, 
and social/study satisfaction (enjoying Australia). These items are coded to reflect posi- 
tive responses to Yes/No questions or to an ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’ response (on a 
5-pt Likert scale) to a statement. Table 1 has descriptions of question items and coding 
decisions. Finally, the wellbeing score is derived from the Personal Wellbeing Index 
(PWI). There are seven questions about financial, social, emotional, and health-related 
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Table 1. Variable descriptions and coding decisions 

Variable Details/coding 

Financial stress Modified ABS measure. Question: ‘Over the past year, since you 
started renting, have any of the following happened to you 
because of a shortage of money?’ Responses to the following 
summed to score 0 to 8: Had trouble paying your electricity 
on time; Pawned or sold something to get money; Went 
without meals; Unable to heat your home adequately; Unable 
to cool your home adequately; Asked welfare/community 
organisations for help; Had to borrow money from friends or 
family; Could not afford to buy prescribed textbook/s. 

Female Coded into 1 versus all others 0 
Age Coded into 3 categories: 18–21 yrs; 22–25 yrs; and 26+ yrs 
Country GNI Country of origin coded into low income (<US$3,995), 

low-middle (US$3,996 to US$12,375), and high income (>US 
$12,376) countries based on World Bank (2020) 

Non-university Respondent enrolment in VET or ELICOS (versus University) 
Good English Question: ‘How would you rate your English language ability?’ 

Responses: 5-pt scale (‘Very Good’ to ‘Very Poor’) 
Family allowance Question: ‘What are your main sources of income?’ Response 

(multi-choice from 6 categories): Allowance from family / 
family support 

Paid work Question: ‘Do you do paid work?’ Responses Yes = 1; No = 0 
Hot-bedding Question: ‘Do you have to hot-bed’ (i.e. your bed is only 

available for a few hours of the day/ night)? Responses Yes = 1; 
No = 0 

Homelessness fears Question: ‘In the last year, have you ever felt that you could 
become homeless?’ Responses Yes = 1; No = 0 

Evicted Question: ‘Have you ever been evicted or forced by the landlord / 
real estate agent / property manager to leave a rental property 
in Australia?’ Responses Yes = 1; No = 0 

Housing good condition Question: ‘The property I rent is in good condition.’ Responses: 
5-pt scale (‘Strongly Agree’ to ‘Strongly Disagree’) 

Discrimination renting Question: ‘I experienced discrimination when applying for rental 
properties.’ Responses: 5-pt scale (‘Strongly Agree’ to 
‘Strongly Disagree’) 

Wellbeing score (Personal 
Wellbeing Index) 

Question: ‘How satisfied are you with … ?’ Responses to the 
following on an 11-pt scale summed to score 0 to 70: Your 
standard of living; Your personal health; What you are 
achieving in life; Your personal relationships; How safe you 
feel; Feeling part of your community; Your future security 

Hard to make close friends Question: ‘It’s been hard to make close friends in Australia.’ 
Responses: 5-pt scale (‘Strongly Agree’ to ‘Strongly Disagree’) 

Feeling lonely Question: ‘I feel lonely in Australia.’ Responses: 5-pt scale 
(‘Strongly Agree’ to ‘Strongly Disagree’) 

Enjoying Australia Question: ‘I enjoy living and studying in Australia.’ Responses: 
5-pt scale (‘Strongly Agree’ to ‘Strongly Disagree’) 
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factors of wellbeing, each answered on an 11-pt scale from 0–10, then added together to 
obtain a score from 70 (International Wellbeing Group, 2013). 

Our analysis first provides a distribution of financial stress for the student sample. 
We then present bivariate descriptive analysis of student background, experiences, 
and wellbeing variables – clustered according to the domains of precarity identified 
in the conceptual framework – and their association to the financial stress score (Chi-
square test of association). We divide financial stress scores into three ordinal levels of 
intensity: none (0), some (1–5) and high (6–8)) to aid identification of patterns in the 
bivariate results and support their interpretation. Finally, we test the relative strength of 
the relationship between financial stress and our independent variables via a series 
of logistic regression models. After confirming the poor suitability of ordinal logistic 
regression (model failed the parallel regression proportional odds assumption tests), 
we find that multivariate logistic regression offers superior fit to the data. It enables 
us to estimate the size of non-linear relationships between indepen- dent variable and 
each increment in financial stress. Details of the decisions taken in our sequential 
analysis are incorporated in the next section, on findings. Analyses were conducted in 
StataIC v.15. 

 
 

Main findings 
AQ5 Chart 1 shows that a high 44% of international students experienced no financial 

stress on our modified scale. This finding only partly confirms a perception that inter- 
national students are a secure or privileged cohort. Around 50% of the sample report 
‘some’ level of financial stress (scores 1–5), with around 5% reporting ‘high’ levels of 
stress (scores of 6 to 8).3 As detailed below, thresholds matter: the experience of dis- 
ruptive precarity rises as financial stress scores reach 5 and over (that cohort is around 
10% of the sample). 

 
 
 

 

AQ14 Chart 1. Distribution of financial stress scores on a modified ABS measure, 2019, % 
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Financial stress and student backgrounds/experiences: bivariate analysis 

Next, we present bivariate associations between financial stress and: characteristics of 
respondents and their backgrounds; dependence on paid work; disruptions associated 
with housing in particular; and expressions of social exclusion – i.e., loneliness and 
poor wellbeing. Table 2 presents three levels of financial stress (none, some, and high) 
as described above. It shows that financial stress is stratified: males studying at non- 
university institutions as well as students from lower-income countries are over- 
represented in the highest categories of financial stress (scores from 6 to 8). 
Conversely, having a family allowance and coming from a higher-income country are 
associated with reduced financial stress. Some 68.9% of the sample received an allow- 
ance; that declines to 54.1% for students for the highest financial stress category. 
Lower-income country students make up 31.8% of the total sample, but 55.2% of the 
highest stress category. 

Employment and housing experiences are strongly associated with financial stress. 
Those reliant on paid employment are more likely to experience high levels of financial 
stress – some 57.2% of students scoring between 6 and 8 were in paid work compared to 
35.9% of the total sample. This finding suggests that paid employment is driven by hard- 
ship but that employment does not fully alleviate financial stress. Higher financial stress 
scores (i.e. between 6 and 8) are associated with all our selected housing indicators. 
Financially stressed students more commonly rent accommodation in poorer condition 
or that is severely overcrowded. ‘Hot-bedding’ (i.e. bed-sharing arrangements) represents 
a severe form of overcrowding, with a total of 3.2% of the total sample reporting this 
practice. However, a much higher 13.0% of students with financial stress scores 
between 6 and 8 report hot-bedding arrangements. Higher financial stress is also asso- 
ciated with increased likelihood of eviction and fears of becoming homeless. Similarly, 
reported eviction approximately triples on the same comparison (7.3% versus 20.9%). 
Homelessness fears rise from 17.4% for the overall sample to over 70% for the high 
stress cohort. 

Higher levels of financial stress are also associated with social exclusion and poor 
wellbeing. Financially stressed students report decreased ability to make close friends, 
lower enjoyment of living and studying in Australia, and greater loneliness. Even 
more markedly, students with high levels of financial stress have lower PWI scores: stu- 
dents scoring between 6 and 8 on financial stress had average wellbeing scores of 27.9, 
compared to 43.1 for the overall sample. Finally, perceptions of discrimination also rise 
with financial stress. The survey question asks about perceptions of discrimination in 
searching for rental properties; highly stressed students are more than twice as likely to 
report discrimination. 

 
 

Multivariate analysis: an ordered logistic regression model 

To compare the relative strengths of relationships between financial stress and the inde- 
pendent variables, we fitted an ordered logistic regression model to the data. The output is 
for the same 8-point measure of financial stress (higher score = higher stress) and coeffi- 
cients are expressed as odds ratios. 



 

 

Table 2. Associations of financial stress score (none, medium, and high) with student characteristics, experiences, and wellbeing, % 

Description N % None (score = 0) Some (1–5) High (6–8) Sig. (chi2) 

Full sample Respondents in each financial stress category (n) 
 

Demographics 
Gender – Female vs. male 

 
6,569 

 
53.8 

  
55.6 

 
53.0 

 
45.3 

 
.001 

Age 
18–21 years 

 
2,038 

 
30.9 

  
32.9 

 
29.8 

 
24.3 

 
.000 

22–25 years 2,722 41.2  42.7 39.6 44.3  
26 years and over 1,840 27.9  24.4 30.6 31.4  

Background        

Country GNI low/lower middle 2,085 31.8  22.3 37.9 55.2 .000 
Country GNI upper middle 3,323 50.7  60.5 44.6 32.9  
Country GNI high 1,150 17.5  18.3 17.5 11.9  

Enrolment – Non-university (ELICOS, VET) vs. university 6,557 16.4  15.0 17.1 22.4 .001 
Good English (self-assessed) 6,582 65.5  59.9 69.6 73.3 .000 
Income 
Income source – 

 
6,720 

 
68.9 

  
74.7 

 
65.5 

 
54.1 

 
.000 

Family allowance (Yes)        

Income source – Paid employment (Yes) 6,720 35.9 23.9 44.2 57.2 .000 
Housing 
Have to ‘hot-bed’ (Yes) 

 
6,762 

 
3.2 

 
2.2 

 
3.0 

 
13.0 

 
.000 

Felt could become homeless (Yes) 6,810 17.4 5.7 22.0 70.3 .000 
Ever been evicted (Yes) 6,811 7.3 4.6 8.1 20.9 .000 
Property I rent is in good condition (Total agree) 6,810 77.5 83.4 74.6 56.6 .000 
Discrimination applying for rental properties (Total agree) 6,814 18.0 11.0% 20.6% 51.1 .000 
Social and wellbeing       

(continued) 
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Table 2. Continued  

Description N % None (score = 0) Some (1–5) High (6–8) Sig. (chi2) 

Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) score (0–70) 6,458 43.5 (sd 14.3) 48.2 (sd 12.6) 41.0 (sd 13.8) 27.9 (sd 16.0)  

I enjoy living and studying in Aust (Total agree) 6,817 77.8 81.5% 76.0% 64.1% .000 
Hard make close friends (Total agree)a 6,816 46.7 38.3 51.4 70.7 .000 
I feel lonely in Australia (Total agree) 6,816 34.3 25.2 39.4 61.3 .000 
Total respondents (% and frequency in each category of   44.1 (3,007) 50.6 5.4 (368)  

financial stress)    (3,443)   

Note: a Dropped from regression analysis due to high correlation with ‘I feel lonely in Australia’. 

W
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Table 3. Ordered logistic regression (financial stress score) and parallel regression tests 
 

Financial stress score (0–8) Odds ratio St. err. p Brant test p values 

Demographics     
Female 0.939 .046 .201 .473 
Age 18–21 years (ref.) 
22–25 years 

 
1.060 

 
.062 

 
.323 

.098 

26 years and over 1.178 .078 .014  

Background     

Country GNI Low (ref.)    .082 
Medium 0.515 .032 .000  

High 0.703 .051 .000  

Non-university 0.941 .063 .365 .141 
Good English 1.336 .079 .000 .068 
Work and family     

Family allowance 0.899 .052 .068 .113 
Paid work 1.913 .104 .000 .004 
Housing     

Hot-bedding 1.928 .273 .000 .022 
Homelessness fears 4.251 .294 .000 .008 
Evicted 1.398 .133 .000 .810 
Housing good condition 0.670 .040 .000 .073 
Discrimination renting 1.706 .111 .000 .003 
Social and wellbeing     

Wellbeing score 0.961 .002 .000 .008 
Enjoying Australia 1.051 .066 .422 .954 
Feeling lonely 1.278 .071 .000 .205 
N 6,233    

Proportional odds assumption     

Likelihood test Chi2(105) = 222.08   
 Prob. = 0.000   

Brant test (whole model) Chi2 (105) = 207.89   

 Prob = 0.000   

 

An initial investigation presented in Table 2 (as well as box plots comparing the dis- 
tribution of financial stress score with these indicators) shows that the relationship 
between some indicators and financial stress is non-linear. Patterns in the bivariate ana- 
lysis already indicate that the likelihood of adversity ‘accelerates’ once financial stress 
reaches particular thresholds. Therefore, we tested the parallel regression (proportional 
odds) assumption using the Brant test from Stata package spost13 and a likelihood 
ratio test from Stata package omodel (Scott Long & Freese, 2005). The results of the 
regression and post-estimation analyses are given in Table 3. The model fails both 
tests, confirming that the proportional odds assumption is violated (i.e. that the estimates 
of coefficients between each pair of outcomes across the response levels are not the 
same). Moreover, there is important statistical as well as sociological information in 
the varying significance patterns across the variable-level Brant test results. For 



 

 

 

Table 4. Multinomial logistic regression (financial stress score) 
 

Financial stress score (ref. = 0) Cat. 1 Cat. 2 Cat. 3 Cat. 4 Cat. 5 Cat. 6 Cat. 7 Cat. 8 

Relative risk ratios 

Demographics 
Female 

 
0.94 

 
1.03 

 
0.93 

 
0.78∗∗ 

 
1.03 

 
0.89 

 
0.92 

 
0.66 

Age 18–21 years (ref.) 
22–25 years 

 
1.08 

 
0.10 

 
0.88 

 
0.94 

 
1.31 

 
1.24 2.28∗∗ 

 
1.43 

26 years and over 1.17 1.25∗ 1.34∗∗ 1.14 1.22 1.45 3.30∗∗∗ 0.56 
Background 
Country GNI Low (ref.) 
Medium 

 
0.70∗∗∗ 

 
0.61∗∗∗ 

 
0.47∗∗∗ 

 
0.36∗∗∗ 

 
0.27∗∗∗ 

 
0.24∗∗∗ 

 
0.21∗∗∗ 

 
0.32∗∗∗ 

High 0.78∗∗ 0.76∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗ 0.67∗∗ 0.70∗ 0.37∗∗∗ 0.28∗∗∗ 0.86 
Non-university 1.08 1.08 0.92 0.83 0.73 0.76 1.31 1.87∗ 
Good English 1.23∗∗ 1.39∗∗∗ 1.41∗∗∗ 1.73∗∗∗ 1.70∗∗∗ 1.43∗ 1.29 0.97 
Work and family 
Family allowance 

 

1.02 
 

0.93 
 

1.02 
 

0.97 0.66∗∗∗ 
 

0.81 
 

0.96 0.40∗∗∗ 
Paid work 1.47∗∗∗ 2.09∗∗∗ 2.39∗∗∗ 3.07∗∗∗ 2.97∗∗∗ 3.16∗∗∗ 3.21∗∗∗ 1.14 
Housing 
Hot-bedding 

 

0.97 
 

1.24 
 

1.32 
 

1.30 3.48∗∗∗ 3.54∗∗∗ 4.50∗∗∗ 7.79∗∗∗ 
Homelessness fears 1.73∗∗∗ 2.80∗∗∗ 3.90∗∗∗ 5.75∗∗∗ 9.95∗∗∗ 12.79∗∗∗ 22.99∗∗∗ 52.68∗∗∗ 
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Evicted 1.12 1.16 1.37∗∗∗ 1.64∗∗ 1.56∗ 1.31 2.14∗∗ 1.80 AQ13 

Housing good condition 0.96 0.75∗∗∗ 0.63∗∗∗ 0.53∗∗∗ 0.52∗∗∗ 0.42∗∗∗ 0.35∗∗∗ 0.77  

Discrimination renting 1.21∗ 1.25∗ 1.47∗∗∗ 1.90∗∗∗ 2.41∗∗∗ 2.73∗∗∗ 4.41∗∗∗ 7.86∗∗∗  
Social and wellbeing          

Wellbeing score 0.98∗∗∗ 0.96∗∗∗ 0.96∗∗∗ 0.95∗∗∗ 0.93∗∗∗ 0.92∗∗∗ 0.90∗∗∗ 0.94∗∗∗  
Enjoying Australia 1.12 1.07 1.02 1.04 0.96 1.18 0.10 1.09  

Feeling lonely 1.16∗ 1.34∗∗∗ 1.65∗∗∗ 1.55∗∗∗ 1.28 1.72∗∗∗ 1.30 1.06  

* p ≤ 0.1; ∗∗ p ≤ 0.05; ∗∗∗ p ≤ 0.01.          
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example, the assumption was violated most significantly for the following: homelessness 
fears; hot-bedding; (reliance on) paid work; discrimination renting; and the wellbeing 
score. 

 
 

Multivariate analysis: multinomial logistic regression model 

To investigate non-linear relationships between independent variables and each ‘step’ of 
increasing financial stress, the same data was fitted as a multinomial logistic regression 
model. Table 4 reports outcomes expressed as relative risk ratios (RRRs) with the zero 
(0) financial stress as the reference category. This strategy overcomes violations of 
ordered logistic regression, capturing precise impacts of disruption from high financial 
stress. 

Beginning with country-of-origin (GNI) data, the multinomial model confirms strong 
demographic associations. Respondents with higher financial stress are increasingly less 
likely to be from middle-income countries, compared with low-income countries (RRR 
ranges from 0.70 to 0.32 as financial stress increases to a score of 8). The pattern is 
less stable for students from high-income countries, but this cohort is still significantly 
less likely to experience higher financial stress than students from low-income countries. 
Non-university respondents do not report consistently greater risk than university respon- 
dents; the non-significance of this result (contradicting bivariate results) suggest that the 
social characteristics of non-university students – rather than their education status – 
explain their relative hardship. There is an interesting (and harder to interpret) pattern 
of association between self-reported English language proficiency and financial stress. 
English language competency predicts higher relative risk of financial stress, though 
this association holds up only to a certain point. 

Table 4 also confirms the association between adverse experiences and financial stress 
once demographic variables are controlled for. The likelihood of students being engaged 
in paid work increases as financial stress increases (compared to those with no financial 
stress). The need to work increases particularly at the financial stress score of 4 and 
higher (RRR>3 for scores 4–7). This result confirms the bivariate findings: paid employ- 
ment is related to efforts to avoid hardship. 

Measures of housing insecurity and overcrowding reveal even more: higher financial 
stress ‘accelerates’ the likelihood and impact of adverse outcomes. The condition of prop- 
erty rented by students steadily worsens as their financial stress increases (RRR of 
housing good condition falls from 0.96 to 0.35, relative to the reference categories, as 
financial stress increases). The relative risk of hot-bedding (i.e. extreme overcrowding) 
only starts to accelerate for students scoring 5 or more on financial stress (i.e. RRRs 
increase from 1.30 for category 4 to over 3 for category 5 and above). Indeed, the rate 
of increase in hot-bedding continues to rise as the scores get higher (RRR = 7.79 for cat- 
egory 8). A similar ‘acceleration’ of risk occurs with homelessness fears: these percep- 
tions rise more steeply for scores of 4 and higher. This association is even more 
pronounced for students with scores of 7 or 8 on the financial stress measure. These stu- 
dents are a staggering 20-to-50 times more likely to fear homelessness compared with 
students reporting no financial stress. 
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Last, social exclusion and wellbeing measures suggest more about the non-linear 
impact of financial stress. The rate at which the risk of discrimination occurs accelerates, 
particularly for students reporting financial stress scores of 7 or 8 (RRR rises from 1.90 to 
7.86 between categories 4 and 8). The data also indicate that students with higher finan- 
cial stress experience lower scores for personal wellbeing up to category 7. However, 
these declines are more linear. 

 
 

Comparing risks from financial stress 

Two charts display the relative risks of disruptive events associated with financial stress. 
AQ6 To focus discussion, Chart 2 illustrates the relationship between financial stress and key 

background factors that drive it. It displays RRRs (on a logarithmic scale) for: low-GNI 
versus medium countries (inversely transformed); having good English; and being in paid 

work. As revealed by the slope of the line, students with higher levels of financial stress 
are increasingly (i.e. exponentially) likely to come from lower GNI countries. Likewise, 
reliance on paid work is associated with rising financial stress – in other words, employ- 
ment appears driven by hardship without necessarily resolving it. Further research is 
needed to establish the relationship between high levels of financial stress and the quali- 
tative dimensions of work precarity – i.e. insufficient hours, underpayment, and exposure 
to dangers. One puzzling result is the strengthening relationship between financial stress 
and self-assessed English proficiency up to category 6, though we note that this relation- 
ship becomes non-significant at the highest levels of stress. 

Chart 3 compares relationships between financial stress and disruptive experiences 
that depict the central discoveries of this article. The chart presents relative risk relation- 
ships (plotted on a logarithmic scale) between higher financial stress and six adverse 
experiences mostly related to housing. So that all the regression coefficients show 
rising effects, not falling ones, coefficients for the condition of housing and wellbeing 
have been inversely transformed. The chart shows that risks of homelessness (‘fears’), 
hot-bedding, discrimination when renting, and living in poor housing conditions all 
increase at an exponential rate with increased financial stress. This evidence highlights 
sharply increased risks of adverse outcomes at certain ‘breakpoints’ on the financial 

 
 

 

Chart 2. Selected relative risks associated with rising financial stress (logarithmic scale) 
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Chart 3. Relative risk of precarious experiences associated with rising financial stress 
(logarithmic scale) 

 
stress scale. In particular, the slope of the lines representing hot-bedding, discrimination, 
and fears of homelessness all become steeper at stress scores between 4 and 6, depending 
on the individual measure. By contrast, Chart 3 shows that loss of wellbeing proceeds 
more linearly as financial stress rises. Still, the downward trend is clear and statistically 
significant. Similarly, self-reported loneliness also rises in a linear relationship with 
higher financial stress. 

 
Discussion and conclusions 
We conclude by highlighting three implications of these findings and identify policy 
recommendations. First, our results suggest some financial stress (i.e. low scores on 
financial measure) appears tolerable for students, with few signs of adverse impacts. 
High levels of financial stress, however, precipitate more serious experiences of pre- 
carity. The relationships can be characterised as accelerating risks of negative out- 
comes with each ‘stepped’ increase in financial stress. For the 5–10% of 
respondents scoring highly on financial stress (depending on cut-off points), exposure 
to the risk of adverse experiences rises dramatically. Given our research design – one 
centred on accommodation problems – outcomes mostly focus on three adverse 
housing experiences: evictions, the threat of homelessness, and hot-bedding. 
However, a broader sweep of precarious experiences in future research may identify 
similar patterns between financial stress and risks of adversity, particularly in employ- 
ment. Here, we are referring to ‘events’ such as underpayment, danger, and workplace 
aggression supported in the literature (Berg & Farbenblum, 2020; Campbell et al., 
2016; Clibborn, 2018). 

Second, we find that students from low-GNI countries face additional risks from finan- 
cial stress – a result reported in recent research (Malet Calvo et al., 2021). Access to 
Australia’s labour market, however, does not resolve these issues. In fact, when finan- 
cially stressed students turn to paid employment as a panacea, the exclusionary conditions 
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of ‘non-citizenship’ (visa conditions and exploitative labour market niches) reduce 
student capacity to address money worries. Elsewhere, our research has documented qua- 
litatively problems that financially stressed students encounter at work (Hastings et al., 
2021; Morris et al., 2020). Moreover, Clibborn (2018) has advanced our understanding 
of how exclusion works: students tolerate underpayment, for example, because their 
‘frames of reference’ (2018, p. 350) rely on experiences of a narrow group of peers 
(2018, p. 349). He concludes that students ‘lacked any peer reference group other than 
students experiencing similar underpayment at work’ (Clibborn, 2018, p. 349). 
Combined, these observations make more sense of how the institutional and social exclu- 
sion of international students are mutually reinforcing. 

Revisiting work rights for international students in a similar fashion to improved poli- 
cies for labour market access during the pandemic (i.e. relaxing hours limits during the 
semester) is one possibility. This recommendation builds on pre-existing calls for inter- 
vention and the provision of more information about rights (Clibborn, 2018). We are 
mindful, however, of our own findings in making this recommendation: paid work 
brings limited benefits to financially stressed students and has implications for academic 
performance (i.e. disruptions from excessive working hours). 

Third, we demonstrate a central role of housing breakdowns – i.e. evictions and hot- 
bedding – as a consequence of financial stress. These findings are not a surprise, given 
that international students are mostly housed in a rental sector where exploitation is fre- 
quent (Morris et al., 2021a; Nasreen & Ruming, 2019). Severe housing insecurities 
faced by students are a wider problem for policymakers and education providers 
alike. Given the destabilising role of housing crises for financially stressed students, 
both governments and providers need better tools to identify these risks and a commit- 
ment to invest in housing for students at risk. One recommendation is that, once stu- 
dents are admitted, education providers use – appropriately and ethically – a 
financial risk assessment tool. If providers seek to assist students to avoid the worst 
kind disruptions to wellbeing and study, they need to know more about student expos- 
ure to financial stress. 

Our findings also affirm the value of the three-domain framework for understanding 
financial pressure on international students, one that tracks the vulnerability rooted in 
the migration and visa process, the exclusionary features of employment, housing, and 
social protection, and the emotional/social resources to sustain study-related migra- 
tion. Future analysis utilising such a framework can explore further a range of back- 
ground social characteristics in revealing more about the demography of extreme 
financial stress as well as tracking a wider array of disruptive events that financial 
stress contributes to. Moreover, this framework invites greater quantitative exploration 
of the mutually reinforcing role of each domain in accelerating the risk of precarious 
events. 

Broader reforms are necessary to address exclusionary conditions in work 
and housing markets that create risks of serious disruption in the first place. If 
countries like Australia – with deregulated housing and labour markets – are 
to realise the progressive potentials of educating students from low-income 
countries and regions, more must be done to monitor and prevent extreme financial 
stress. 
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Notes 
1. Studies of migrant workers (e.g. Humphries et al., 2009) reveal high incidence of remittances – 

knowing more about whether remittances increase financial stress for poor students is important. 
2. Research for this article was supported by the Australian Research Council Discovery Project 

‘The experience of precarious housing among international students in Australia’ 
(DP190101073). 

3. We follow Siahpush et al. (2003) in differentiating between levels of financial stress so that the 
characteristics of high levels of stress can be specifically examined. Their article uses a ‘dichot- 
omous’ variable; we opt for three levels of financial stress. 
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