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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND CORE FINDINGS 

This survey was conducted as part of THE GAP Project funded by the European 

Union and co-funded by the US Embassy of Nicosia. It aimed to assess the mental 

health of international students in the northern part of Cyprus as young people 

navigating life in an unfamiliar environment. The survey was divided into four 

sections covering their overall mental health, experiences with therapy, the local 

community, and use of substances. 

The survey found that respondents’ mental health, though average overall, is more 

likely to be poor than not. Feelings of loneliness were particularly pervasive and 

although many reported feeling calm and peaceful frequently and angry rarely, they 

reported feeling gloomy more often than energetic. 

While positive emotions were common and even more frequent than negative 

emotions in some instances, more respondents reported feeling either sad or 

low/down for consecutive days than not and that their mental health impacted their 

interpersonal relationships, ability to complete tasks, and life in general, more 

frequently than their physical health. This was consistently truer for female and 

older respondents. Interestingly, the number of people sharing the respondents’ 

home and their economic situation also impact on their mental health positively and 

negatively, respectively.  

While only one in three respondents have ever tried therapy and even fewer have 

ever gotten a mental health exam, only one in five respondents have tried therapy 

in the northern part of Cyprus. The majority who have did so through their 

institution and were just as like to rate the experience negatively as they were 

positively.  

General speaking, respondents do not feel very welcome by the local community, 

and especially among older students. The primary cause of this was reported to be 

language barriers, which also explain the difficulty identified with making friends 

from the local community.  

Lastly, only few reported smoking and even fewer reported consuming alcohol. 

However, those who smoke do so more frequently than those who consume alcohol, 

while only one in ten reported the use of other non-medical substances.   
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BACKGROUND 

This report provides the result of a survey conducted by VOIS on international 

students in the northern part of Cyprus for three months in early 2022 as part of 

THE GAP Project funded by the European Union and co-funded by the US Embassy 

of Nicosia. The survey was intended to assess the mental health of international 

students in the northern part of Cyprus. 

METHODOLOGY 

The survey was based on electronic quantitative data collection through a single 

questionnaire on the Google Forms platform. The questionnaire was developed by 

the VOIS Research Department and Mental Health Committee. It was subsequently 

peer-reviewed by external psychologists. 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

All data was collected anonymously and handled per the European Union General 

Data Protection Regulations (EU GDPR) by the VOIS team. Participation in the 

survey was entirely voluntary and non-committal. Given the subject matter, 

respondents were also provided with useful contacts in a debriefing section included 

at the end of the survey. 

LIMITATIONS 

The results of the survey are limited by the relatively small sample size, which affects 

the generalizability of its results. This, however, does not negate the usefulness of 

the insights generated and also reflects the persistent sensibilities surrounding 

mental health, especially in the home communities of the student demographic. 

 

 
Analysis & Reporting     Reviewers 

Samuel Akoni      Achiri Emmanuel 

        Ashraf Saleem 

        Maghazi Ahmed 

  



 

 4 2022 VOIS MENTAL HEALTH SURVEY REPORT 

RESULTS 

A. Demographic data 

The survey received a total of 148 responses. Most respondents indicated their 

age between 18-23 years (66.9%) and that they are currently enrolled in prep. 

school, undergraduate, or professional programs (79.1%). 

About half of the respondents, each, indicated their gender as either male (48%) 

or female (51.4%) with only a single respondent who identified as non-binary.  

A total of 35 countries were represented in the survey, although the majority 

were represented by less than five respondents. 
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Most respondents indicated that they have been in the northern part of Cyprus 

for at least a year and that they currently live in Famagusta (68.2%), followed by 

Nicosia at 14.9%.  

Only 12.2% of respondents indicated their Turkish language proficiency as 

either excellent or good, although 29.1% indicated fair. When asked how often they 

find themselves short of money to meet their basic needs, 13.5% said not at all, 

46.6% not often, and 39.9% often.  

Half of the respondents indicated that they currently share their home with 1-

2 people, followed by those that live alone (33.8%).  
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B. Overall Mental Health 

When asked how they would rate their mental health overall, most respondents 

indicated average. However, the share of respondents who indicated either 

somewhat poor or poor was higher than the share that indicated either somewhat 

good or excellent.  

This remained true for respondents regardless of their age, although female 

respondents appeared more likely to rate their mental health negatively than male 

respondents. In addition, respondents who don’t find themselves short of money 

often or live with more than 2 people were also more likely to evaluate their mental 

health positively, suggesting a correlation between financial stability and feelings of 

community with overall mental health.  
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About half (52%) indicated that they typically sleep between 4-6 hours a day, 

while 33.8% indicated that they sleep between 7-9 hours. When asked about their 

sleep quality, 36.1% rated it 3 out of 5 and fairly equal numbers rated theirs less 

(31.1%) or more than 3 (32.4%). Respondents who reported finding themselves short 

of money often are four times as likely to sleep less than four hours a day than 

others. Female respondents also appear to sleep for longer than and are more likely 

to rate their sleep quality higher than male respondents.  

Respondents’ average sleep hours appear to have an impact on their overall 

mental health: those who sleep 7-9 hours a day are less likely to evaluate their 

mental health negatively compared to those who sleep less than 4 hours a day. 

When asked how often they experienced each of the following feelings: calm 

and peaceful, energetic, gloomy, angry, and lonely, almost half of the respondents 

(44.6%) reported that they felt lonely always or most of the time. This was the highest 

percentage for all the emotions included in the question, although relatively similar 

numbers reported the same for the other emotions except for anger, which was the 

lowest at 15.5%.
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Positive emotions (calm and peaceful, and energetic) were also moderately more 

frequent among respondents aged 18-23 compared to those aged 24-28, while 

negative emotions were pretty equal for both groups, except for gloom, which was 

also more common among younger respondents. This likely has more to do with the 

stress of being separated from their families, which is harder on younger adults who 

are probably being separated from familial and social support structures for the first 

time. Supporting this conclusion is the fact that negative emotions (except anger) 

were also more prevalent among respondents that live alone compared to those that 

share a home with others (although  the reverse appears to be the case when too 

many people share the home, which would naturally create more opportunities for 

emotional drain and stress).  

Male respondents reported feeling calm and peaceful, angry, and energetic 

more frequently than their female counterparts, who reported feeling gloomy and 

lonely more frequently.  

In response to how often they have felt sad or depressed during the past four 

weeks, most respondents (66.9%) said they felt this way somewhat often or very 

often. This was once again higher for female 

respondents (73.7%) than male respondents 

(59.1%), and for respondents aged 24-28 (72.7%) 

than those aged 18-28 (65.7%).  

Furthermore, while 44.2% of respondents 

indicated that their physical health had interfered 

with their daily life either somewhat often or very 

often, the number that indicated their mental 

health had interfered with their personal 

relationships was higher at 57.5% and an even 

greater percentage (62.3%) indicated that their 

mental health had interfered with their ability to 

complete tasks. These percentages were 

consistently higher for female respondents than 

male respondents.  

Respondents aged 24-28 reported their mental 

health having an impact on their personal 

relationships and emotional problems causing 
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issues with work or their daily life at a higher rate than those aged 18-23 and 

younger respondents were generally more likely to report that their mental health 

interfered with their ability to complete tasks.  

This suggests that while mental stress and emotional problems might be more 

common among older international students, they 

might have developed better coping mechanisms 

preventing these from adversely affecting their 

day-to-day activities.  

 When asked if they had any problems with 

their work or daily life due to emotional problems, 

such as feeling depressed, sad, or anxious, only 

13.5% of respondents reported not at all, while 

56.1% said they had faced problems somewhat 

often or very often. Suggesting that most 

international students experience negative 

emotions that impact their day-to-day lives to 

varying extents. This was once again truer for 

female respondents, those aged 24-28, and even 

more so for those who lacked money often (45.8% 

indicated experiencing such problems very often).  

Slightly more respondents also reported 

feeling low or down for more than two weeks in a 

row somewhat often (35.1%) or very often (18.92%), relative to those who reported 

feeling this way not so often (27.7%) or not at all (18.2%). Although, interestingly, 

50.7% reported feeling positive about their lives somewhat often or very often as 

opposed to the 7.4% that said they did not feel this way at all.  

So, although negative emotions are common among respondents, a significant 

portion continues to experience positive emotions simultaneously, and in some 
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instances, even more frequently than negative ones. Negative emotions, however, 

were more frequent among female respondents and older respondents, while 

positive emotions were more common for male respondents and younger 

respondents.  

Only 23.6% of respondents indicated that they have ever received a mental 

health examination and 8.8% last received one less than a year ago. The percentage 

of those who indicated that they have seen a therapist at some point in the past, 

however, was slightly higher at 30.4%, while 16.9% indicated that they have been 

diagnosed with a mental disorder (such as anxiety, depression, addiction, etc.). 

Male respondents appear significantly less likely to have received a mental 

health examination (15.5%) or seen a therapist (18.3%) than female respondents (at 

30.2% and 42.1%, respectively). Such a wide gap exposes a very real need to improve 

mental health awareness among male international students specifically.  
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C. Experience with Therapy 

This section reports the experiences of the 17.6% of respondents who indicated 

that they have seen a therapist in a northern part of Cyprus. Of these, 34.6% 

indicated that they are currently seeing a therapist and the majority indicated that 

the therapist they saw/are seeing was provided by their higher education 

institution. This suggests that while therapy is relatively uncommon among 

international students despite the prevalence of negative emotions, those that seek 

it out are more likely to do so through their institution, necessitating the 

improvement of the mental health services they provide and greater efforts toward 

encouraging students to use them. Furthermore, therapy is more common among 

respondents aged 18-23 than those aged 24-28, and among female respondents.  

In addition, most of the respondents who 

indicated that the therapist they saw in the northern 

part of Cyprus was not provided by their institution 

also indicated that they had previously tried to access 

therapy through their institution. This suggests that 

there is a section of international students who would 

like to and have tried accessing therapy through their 

institution without success.  

38.5% indicated that they have had more than 10 

sessions with their therapist. 4 sessions were the least reported number represented 

by a single respondent, while the number of respondents that indicated they had 1-

3 sessions was fairly consistent. Taken together, it appears that respondents who 

make it past their third session are more likely to continue seeing the therapist.  
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When asked the extent to which language barriers, money, and the availability 

of therapists have affected their experience with therapy in the northern part of 

Cyprus, money appears to have had the least and the availability of therapists the 

most impact. This is unsurprising considering the earlier revelation that the 

majority of students in therapy are doing so through their institutions and 

presumably for free. 

In response to how they would rate their overall experience with therapy in the 

northern part of Cyprus on a scale of 1-5, equal numbers of respondents (30.8%) 

rated their experience more than and less than 3, while 38.5% rated it 3 out of 5. 

However, it appears that although most international students who have been 

through therapy are more likely to rate the experience as neutral and are just as 

likely to rate it either positively or negatively if/when this is not the case, there is a 

small bias towards negative feelings as illustrated in above.  
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D. International Students and the Local Community 

In response to how welcome they feel by the local community on a scale of 1 

(not welcome at all) to 5 (very welcome), 36.5% of the respondents indicated 3 out 

of 5 and almost half (43.3%) rated it either 1 or 2. Although, this was much higher 

for respondents aged 24-28 at 51.5%; suggesting that younger students have an 

easier time adjusting to the new environment or have not yet had as many (possibly 

negative) experiences as older respondents who have likely been in the northern 

part of Cyprus longer.  

Furthermore, most respondents also indicated that language barriers affect 

their ability to interact with the local community quite significantly. Consequently, 

efforts to improve relations between the international student and local 

communities need to be intensified by all the relevant stakeholders, including higher 

education institutions. 

While most respondents were neutral, 37.1% indicated that they had found 

making friends in the northern part of Cyprus either difficult or very difficult. In 

addition, although 38.5% reported that had 1 – 3 friends from the local community, 

43.9% reported that they had none at all (although this was much less likely among 

respondents who had spent more than 4 years in the northern part of Cyprus). Male 
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students in particular reported more difficulty in making friends and were more 

likely to have no friends from the local community. These insights further highlight 

the need for more intentional efforts at bridging the gap between international 

students and the local community. 

Almost half of the respondents reported that they haven’t experienced culture 

shocks very often during their time in the northern part of Cyprus. Although, 41.3% 

did indicate that they experience them somewhat or very often as opposed to the 

12.8% that reported not experiencing any culture shocks at all. This was even higher 

among older respondents.  
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E. Substance Use Among International Students 

The final section of the survey questionnaire explored the use of substances 

among international students.  

Fairly equal numbers of respondents (almost half in both cases) indicated that 

they did not consume alcohol at all (43.9%) or did so less than 4 times a week 

(45.9%). Interestingly, while more female students reported not consuming alcohol 

compared to male students, those that did tend to do so more frequently than their 

male counterparts. 

In contrast, although smoking was less common and the majority (70.9%) 

reported not smoking at all and even greater number (87.2%) reported that they did 

not consume drugs or other substances not required for medical reasons, male 

students are likely to smoke more frequently than female respondents. Smoking and 

alcohol consumption were also more common and frequent among respondents 

aged 24-28 and the use of substances was more common among those aged 18-23.  

These insights are at odds with the prevalent belief among members of the local 

community as implied in numerous news reports that tend to emphasize that the 

use of drugs and other illegal substances among international students is much 

higher and widespread.  

Of those who reported the use of substances (regardless of frequency), different 

contributing factors were identified. The most frequent factors were joy-seeking and 

psychological distress – each selected by 10 (52.6%) of the 19 respondents that 

reported using substances. Other significant contributing factors that were 
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mentioned included: pain management, the lack of amusement facilities/boredom, 

and curiosity. 

When the responses of respondents who did not indicate the use of substances 

but answered the relevant question are included as well, joy-seeking still emerged 

as the most frequent contributor to the use of substances at 23.6%, followed by 

psychological distress at 15.5%. The share of other contributing factors remained 

similar, except for friends, which were just as impactful as curiosity.  

11.5% also indicated that they often consumed more than one drug or 

substance at a time, although the majority did not. And of those that did, most did 

not do so often.  

When asked how they would find stopping the use of drugs and other 

substances if they wanted to on scale of 1 (very easy) to 5 (very difficult), only 26.3% 

of the respondents who earlier indicated that they do use substances reported either 

4 or 5.  

The final question in the survey asked respondents if they have experienced 

withdrawal symptoms when they stopped taking drugs and 63.2% of those who 

earlier reported the use of substances said no, while 31.6% said yes. 
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