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Abstract
Higher education is influenced by ongoing expansion and transformation due to 
increasingly diverse students, including immigrant students. Former studies of 
immigrant women students in higher education tend to focus on constraints for 
this student group. However, this integrative literature review focuses on both con-
straints, facilitators and health, with the ambition to contribute with a more multi-
faceted image of these students. The aim is to provide an overview of constraints, 
facilitators and health for immigrant women students in higher education and to pro-
vide a synthesis of previous research. The study applies a developmental ecological 
perspective on students. The final material, comprising 13 articles published in peer-
reviewed journals, was analysed by thematic analysis. Despite the variety of articles 
concerning countries of origin and of settlement, common patterns were found. The 
results showed that for immigrant women in higher education, family constitutes 
a constraint while also acting as a facilitator and influencing health. As such, the 
family asserted itself as both an enabler and an aggravator, which demonstrated the 
complexity of immigrant women’s situation in higher education.
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Introduction

Higher education is influenced by ongoing expansion and transformation due to 
increasingly diverse students from different cultures, including immigrant students 
(Johnson, 2019; Killick, 2017; Mikac & Wahdyudin, 2021). In this area, research 
has been conducted meritoriously. Immigrant students’ experiences of higher edu-
cation show that they have considerable educational ambitions (Schneider, 2018). 
There are several issues regarding access to higher education among immigrants 
who migrate due to humanitarian reasons. For example, access to education in ref-
ugee camps is limited. To address issues of access in such situations, Pherali and 
Moghli (2019) suggested, for example, the transportation of educational facilities 
and educators to refugee camps. Highlighted is the significance of investments in 
higher education to support solidarity and peace in times of mass displacement. Fur-
ther, focus has also been placed on experiences of access to higher education for 
women with forced migration. Burke et al. (2023) show that women experience bar-
riers in the form of cross-cultural contradictions, while increased support becomes 
an enabling aspect. Further, Negin and Dryden-Peterson (2017) highlight the advan-
tages of online social networks, forming pathways to higher education for women 
refugees. Local and global interactions facilitated by mobile technology are argued 
to be crucial for immigrant women in refugee camps. However, Pherali and Moghli 
(2019) argue that to better meet immigrant students’ needs and develop a sustainable 
provision of quality, higher education needs increased insight into research.

There are several concepts related to the focus of this paper. An immigrant is 
defined as a person who moves into a country other than that of his or her nationality 
or usual residence so that the country of destination effectively becomes his or her 
new country of usual residence (Vitorino, 2019). Migrant is an umbrella term, not 
defined under international law, reflecting the common lay understanding of a person 
who moves away from his or her place of usual residence, whether within a country 
or across an international border, temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of rea-
sons (Vitorino, 2019). Refugee is defined as a person who, owing to a well-founded 
fear of persecution due to race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality. Further, 
the concept implies that a person is unable or, owing to such fear, unwilling to avail 
him-/herself of the protection of that country; or who, due to such events, is stateless 
and living outside their former country of habitual residence, is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to return to it (Vitorino, 2019). An asylum seeker is defined as 
an individual who is seeking international protection. In countries with individual-
ised procedures, an asylum seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been finally 
decided upon by the country to which he or she has submitted it (Vitorino, 2019). In 
this paper, concerning only women in higher education who have left their countries 
of origin for varying reasons, the term immigrant is used as an overarching concept.

According to Hoare et  al. (2017), immigrants can experience exclusion in soci-
ety when they arrive in their new country. Scholars describe health and especially 
ill-health related to immigrants, as they tend to have high levels of physical and 
mental health problems (Lecerof et al., 2016; Manesis, 2014). Lecerof et al. (2016) 
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explain this as being related to the stress of migration-related and socio-economic 
factors. However, Bacong and Menjivar (2021) argue that there is a need to consider 
an “immigrant health paradox”, which means that immigrants are “healthier” com-
pared to their native-born peers of similar demographic and socioeconomic profiles, 
even though this paradox disappears when immigrants stay longer in the host coun-
try. Baik et al. (2019) advocate increased partnership between students and staff to 
address the growing prevalence of mental health issues among undergraduate and 
master’s students in higher education. Alsubaie et  al. (2019) claim that sources of 
social support from significant others and friends are valuable for the mental health 
of university students. Further, first-generation immigrant women’s experiences dis-
play aspects affecting their well-being and adjustment, according to Rezazadeh and 
Hoover (2018). Furthermore, these women encounter barriers related to their econ-
omy, culture and linguistics on a systemic level, which obstructs their access to these 
resources. However, there are also managing strategies and networks that facilitate 
their transition into society. Nevertheless, Rezazadeh and Hoover (2018) conclude 
that there is a need for a more culturally sensitive mental health practice. In general, 
they emphasise the need to develop an increased understanding of the complex lived 
experience of immigrant women, related to reducing economic and social difficulties.

Former studies of immigrant women students in higher education have mostly 
addressed problematic aspects of migration and integration (Burke et al., 2023; Pherali 
& Moghli, 2019). Moreover, few studies have explored aspects that protect the mental 
health of migrants in the post-migrant phase. Such knowledge could be used for health 
promotion purposes (Lecerof et al., 2016). Therefore, this study focuses on both con-
straints and facilitators, and health, contributing to a more multifaceted image of these 
students, keeping in mind that there may be a difference between countries concerning 
educational systems and policies. The aim of this study is twofold: firstly, to provide 
an overview of constraints, facilitators and health for immigrant women students in 
higher education and secondly, to provide a synthesis of previous research.

Theory and Method

The theoretical framework of the study consists of a developmental ecological perspec-
tive on immigrant students (Stebleton, 2011) that acknowledges several complex con-
texts as significant for a holistic immigrant student development in higher education. 
Stebleton (2011) developed Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) developmental ecology model 
by contextualising it for immigrant students. We apply this model (Stebleton, 2011) by 
highlighting potential influences on male and female immigrant students, although our 
study concerns female students. Here, the microsystem level implies relations between 
the individual immigrant student and the environment, such as their family. The meso-
system level is explained as an interaction between several microsystems, like the inter-
action between several peer groups. In Stebleton’s (2011) visual model, the micro- and 
mesosystem levels are presented within the same area instead of as two distinct lev-
els, emphasising that the levels are interconnected. The exosystem level includes social 
structures that influence the setting wherein the student is situated. Stebleton showed 
that these structures, such as immigration policies and laws, can have an influence on 



	 M.-H. Zimmerman Nilsson et al.

the immigrant student (Stebleton, 2011). The macrosystem level includes overarching 
patterns of economic, social and educational culture. Belief systems and institutional 
cultural influences on immigrant students are situated at this level (Stebleton, 2011). 
There is a permeability between systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), or what the individ-
ual can/cannot influence and what role the services or professionals offering these ser-
vices play in the boundary between the exosystem and the macrosystem. To acknowl-
edge the permeability between these systems, the micro- and mesosystem levels will 
be addressed together later in this paper. Overall, Stebleton’s (2011) framework of 
immigrant student development in higher education will be applied to the results of our 
study, by way of interpreting and discussing the results related to the different system 
levels and contents in Stebleton’s (2011, p. 48) model. This model, which relates to the 
ecology model, was utilised to enhance comprehension of the various contextual factors 
influencing immigrant women students. As the number of migrant students continues to 
grow, employing this model can contribute to adding knowledge of women immigrant 
students’ needs and challenges (Fig. 1) (Stebleton, 2011).

Fig. 1   Potential influences on immigrant students (Stebleton, 2011, p. 48)
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An Integrative Literature Review

This study employs an integrative literature review method to include and combine 
empirical literature with a wide range of aims and concept definitions (Torraco, 
2005; Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). Unlike other literature reviews that predomi-
nantly focus on studies employing similar methodologies or primarily map the exist-
ing literature and identify gaps, an integrative review allows for the incorporation 
of a broad spectrum of data sources, including quantitative and qualitative research 
(Whittemore, 2005). This approach facilitates a review and synthesis of studies 
using different methods and diverse perspectives.

Materials and Data Collection

A sample of international scientific articles was collected in May 2021 by librar-
ians specialising in systematic searching. The inclusion criteria were articles (a) 
focusing on immigrant women students in higher education, (b) covering empiri-
cal studies, (c) published in internationally peer-reviewed journals and (d) written 
in English or Swedish. Articles that did not match these inclusion criteria were 
excluded. A systematic literature search using the databases ERIC (Proquest), 
Sociological Abstracts (Proquest), Web of Science and Scopus was conducted. 
In the database search, the following truncation and Boolean operators were used 
to combine the search keywords: “asylum seeker” or “asylum seekers”, “immi-
grant” or “immigrated” or “migrant” or “migrated” or “refugee” or “newcomer” 
or “newly arrived”, “higher education” or “university college” or “university col-
leges” or “university”, “female” or “woman” or “women”. To illustrate the iden-
tification, screening and inclusion processes, the PRISMA flow diagram for new 
systematic reviews has been used (Fig. 2; Page et al., 2021). In total, 2293 articles 
(including duplicates) published after 31 December 2009 were collected through 
database searches, and 67 articles were included from the reference lists. In the 
identification process, 533 duplicates were removed, and 1760 records (titles) 
were screened to determine their adherence to the inclusion criteria and research 
questions. Of the 1760 records, 1548 did not fulfil the inclusion criteria as they did 
not focus on women, immigration or higher education and were therefore outside 
the scope. The remaining 212 publications were screened by their abstracts, and 
135 of them did not fulfil the inclusion criteria or respond to the research ques-
tions. The remaining 77 full-length articles were then assessed again for eligibil-
ity in light of the inclusion criteria. Of these articles, 64 were excluded because 
they did not focus on (a) women (n = 15), (b) immigration (n = 18), (c) higher edu-
cation (n = 15) or (d) war, or did not cover empirical content (n = 16). A manual 
search was also conducted, which involved checking the reference lists of the 12 
selected articles and previous review articles (Hoare et  al., 2017; Lecerof et  al., 
2016; Manesis, 2014; Negin & Dryden-Peterson, 2017; Pherali & Moghli, 2019; 
Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018; Schneider, 2018). This manual search generated one 
additional article. Finally, 13 peer-reviewed empirical articles were included in 
this integrative review.
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Analytical Strategies

Data analysis in literature reviews requires that data are sorted, coded, catego-
rised and summarised in an integrated conclusion related to the aim (Whittemore 
& Knafl, 2005). This specifically involved the included articles initially being 
read to obtain an overall picture of their content by the three authors of the paper. 
Then, the articles’ contents were compiled into a table including the authors, year 
of publication, objectives, participants and design (Table  1). A summary of the 
findings was also written. The summaries were coded in relation to the research 
questions, and the codes were compared to extract similarities and differences. 
Based on this, tentative categories were generated. Then, the tentative categories 
were reviewed and discussed several times and later revised and encoded into five 
themes. The analytical process implied a back-and-forth process between the dif-
ferent parts of the analysis in their entirety. In a final analytic step, the themes 
were sorted according to a micro-, meso-, exo and macro system level to synthe-
sise the findings within Stebleton’s (2011) model focusing on potential influences 
on immigrant women students. This model was utilised to enhance comprehen-
sion of the various contextual factors influencing immigrant women students. The 
model is developed from Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) human ecology framework 
to enable the exploration of different contextual factors from a systems-based 
approach for immigrant students. As the number of migrant students continues to 
grow, employing this model can contribute to adding knowledge of women immi-
grant students’ needs and challenges (Stebleton, 2011).

From: Page MJ, McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron I, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et al. The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021;372:n71. 
doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71. For more information, visit: http://www.prisma-statement.org/
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Findings

The mapping of the included articles is summarised in Table 2. The table shows an even 
distribution in the number of published articles over time. A majority of the articles are 
based on samples from the USA as the country of settlement for participants, while 
Australia, Canada, Jordan and Taiwan also occur. Africa and Asia are dominant regard-
ing the continent of origin for participants, while Europe, North America and South 
America also appear within the sample. The majority of methods used are qualitative.

Throughout the data analysis, constraints and facilitators that immigrant women 
students encounter during higher education were identified in the studied articles, 
along with aspects of their health. Constraints were analysed into three themes: Ten-
sions in changing expectations and the influence on health, Conflicts of loyalty due 
to community of origin and education, and Victimisation in the context of higher 
education and the influence on health. Facilitators were analysed into two themes: 
Family and friends as important social support and Higher education contributing 
to strengthening immigrant women students.

Table 2   Summarised information of included articles (n = 13)

*The number of continents exceeds the number of studies included, as the sample may represent different 
continents in the same study

Number 
of stud-
ies

Year of publication 2010–2013 4
2014–2017 5
2018–2022 4

Country of settlement for participants USA 7
Australia 2
Canada 2
Jordan 1
Taiwan 1

The continent of origin for participants * Europe 4
Africa 8
Asia 11
North America 3
South America 4

Design Qualitative 10
Quantitative 2
Mixed method 1

Concepts used Refugees 5
Immigrants 5
Generation 1.5 1
Not clarified 2

Health included Yes 3
No 10
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Tensions in Changing Expectations and the Influence on Health

Tensions in changing expectations for immigrant women students in higher educa-
tion are related to family expectations. The women felt guilty and conflicted feel-
ings for not fulfilling female obligations in the family when studying in higher 
education (Chhuon et  al.,  2010; Luck & Santamaria, 2020; Wu & Wu, 2015). 
These feelings were due to prescriptive norms instilled in the women (Luck & 
Santamaria, 2020). Therefore, educational decisions were governed by what was 
good for the family, such as contributing to parents’ reputation and the family 
income. Further, immigrant women students in higher education experienced not 
being fully integrated into the family structure, in the way that these prescriptive 
norms were instilled in them, implying that the marriage versus education made 
them feel conflicted (Luck & Santamaria, 2020). Husbands who opposed women’s 
studying in higher education created increased family tensions (Wu & Wu, 2015). 
As such, family obligations refer to these women’s sense of duty to their families 
as part of their student lives (Chhuon et al., 2010).

Furthermore, tensions regarding changing expectations for immigrant women 
students in higher education showed that traditional cultural roles and identities 
were challenged  (Chhuon et  al.,  2010; Harris et  al.,  2013,  2015; Luck & San-
tamaria, 2020; Stebleton, 2020; Wu & Wu, 2015). Both the experiences of and 
enrolment in higher education tended to challenge the immigrants’ traditional 
identities and cultural roles. Immigrant women students felt excluded, but per-
severed despite stereotypes and injustice (Stebleton, 2020). Their gender identi-
ties became particularly salient as they mediated educational and career-related 
contexts that have been formed by gendered bias and exclusion for a long time. It 
became difficult for the women to integrate into the classroom culture and under-
stand professional instruction (Wu & Wu, 2015). The exclusion they experienced 
influenced their career life decisions and implied a re-negotiation of foreign back-
ground and gender stereotypes (Stebleton,  2020). Tensions in changing expec-
tations were also related to class mobility (Harris, 2015), with social and eco-
nomic boundaries that immigrant women students in higher education needed to 
overcome.

Multiple intensified roles related to being a wife, higher education student and 
worker created difficult obstacles and distress (Chhuon et  al.,  2010; Wu & Wu, 
2015). The women often sacrificed both their leisure time and their health to man-
age their different responsibilities. They also experienced stressful situations due to 
traditional expectations concerning family obligations (Chhuon et al., 2010) and as 
such were neglecting their own health due to these expectations (Wu & Wu, 2015).

Conflict of Loyalties Due to Community of Origin and Education

There were several conflicts of loyalty between the community of origin and edu-
cation. Immigrant women students felt themselves to be in the space between two 
cultures, where every step they took toward academic development was at the same 
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time a step away from their community of origin (Diamond & Stebleton, 2019; Har-
ris, 2013; Kim & Duff, 2012). The conflict arose as the women’s community of ori-
gin tended to depreciate their involvement in higher education. To balance different 
goals, the immigrant women students strived to both maintain a stable career path 
and support relatives in their home country. The more they managed to integrate 
these goals, the stronger their identity as a student and future professional grew, 
which in turn increased the conflict of loyalty due to their community of origin 
(Diamond & Stebleton, 2019). Another aspect of the conflict of loyalties concerned 
nationality and speaking English as a student, which was considered as a betrayal to 
one’s community of origin (Kim & Duff, 2012).

Yet another aspect was the conflicts between the community of origin and edu-
cation. Multiple, often competing roles, expectations and priorities had an influ-
ence on immigrant women students’ education and career decisions (Gatua, 2014; 
Stebleton et al., 2020; Wu & Wu, 2015). Therefore, to manage the conflict between 
education and family as a community of origin, students did not attend live on cam-
pus in the same way as traditional students. They tended to live with their family, 
but still felt conflicted due to competing priorities.  Living at home implied that 
they became excluded from common college activities (Stebleton et  al., 2020). 
Conflicts of loyalty were also related to two different cultural affiliations  (Gatua, 
2014), where the women that maintained their transnational ties with their fami-
lies were more successful in negotiating two cultural contexts. Further, immigrant 
women students strived for a clear career path and felt the demands from family and 
themselves to find their way to a well-paid job (Stebleton et al., 2020). They often 
felt uncertainty in societal decisions about documents that affected their ability to 
study and were also affected by racism and sexism. However, the women managed 
to mediate between these complex dynamics when making their career-life deci-
sions by negotiating and persevering, despite stereotypes. To cope with conflicts of 
loyalty between family and education, some women involved their families more 
and others tried to separate the two (Wu & Wu, 2015). Immigrant women students 
with husbands supporting their studies increased their connection to family through 
discussions of the women’s learning, attempting to achieve enhanced support in 
family tasks. Husbands who disapproved of their wives’ studies in higher education 
led to the immigrant women students striving to ensure that their studies had mini-
mal influence on their families.

Victimisation in the Context of Higher Education and the Influence on Health

Victimisation in the context of higher education included discriminatory, sub-
tle actions against immigrant women students, carried out by faculty and peers. 
These actions mostly went unnoticed by other students (Diamond & Stebleton, 
2019; Wu & Wu, 2015). Victimisation concerned gender, race and ethnicity, lan-
guage and accents, cultural misunderstandings and appearance. According to Dia-
mond and Stebleton (2019), the actions could have been performed without the per-
son’s understanding of their discriminatory nature and could be caused by a lack of 
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understanding of the immigrant women students’ special contexts. A specific dis-
criminatory action appeared when classmates did not approve of teachers praising 
the achievements of immigrant women students (Wu & Wu, 2015). Another aspect 
was adaptations in higher education that were aimed at all immigrants, whereas par-
ticular groups may have needed different forms of support (Diamond & Stebleton, 
2019). Immigrant women students experienced teachers as failing to acknowledge 
the diversity among them. Hence, the university provided support for minority stu-
dents as a homogeneous group.

Another aspect within this theme is discriminatory action due to language bar-
riers (Diamond & Stebleton, 2019; Gatua, 2014; Muñoz, 2013). Here, immigrant 
women students have experienced being questioned by those around them, despite 
their correct language pronunciation (Gatua, 2014). It was thus a challenge for the 
women to make themselves understood linguistically (Gatua, 2014). To avoid repris-
als from other classmates, immigrant women students avoided making their voices 
heard (Muñoz, 2013). This became a coping strategy, especially when controversial 
subjects, for instance, immigration, were discussed.

Within this theme, immigrant women students experienced a stressful situation 
influencing their health due to a lack of financial assistance, given that they could 
not receive opportunities related to scholarships and federal financial aid (Muñoz, 
2013). They also experienced anxiety and fear, due to a campus climate character-
ised by negative opinions and retaliations by classmates, which silenced the women 
(Muñoz, 2013).

Family and Friends as Important Social Support

Besides constraints for immigrant women students, the analysis also revealed facilita-
tors. Social support turned out to be a significant aspect. Psychosocial and emotional 
support was more helpful for female immigrant students than males  (Steinhilber, 
2019). Within the group of immigrant women students, there were also differences 
due to geographical origin. Women from Africa perceived themselves as less interde-
pendent in comparison with women from Europe (Allen, 2017).

Family and friends were important for the women’s social support (Diamond & 
Stebleton, 2019; Gatua, 2014; Harris et al., 2015). Family motivated them to study 
in higher education (Gatua, 2014), where family members with a good education 
provided inspiration, and parents supported them in their everyday schoolwork. 
Here, the mother had a special significance in encouraging planning for a high-status 
career path (Diamond & Stebleton, 2019), aimed at a comfortable, stable and well-
paid job. Social support from the mother to study in higher education even occurred 
when the mother herself had no education (Harris et  al., 2015). Despite a lack of 
education, the mother was aware of the importance of education and how it affected 
someone’s life in the new country, and her support was crucial to proceeding with 
higher education, despite obstacles  and challenges related to educational and cul-
tural transition (Gatua, 2014). Overall, the mother’s encouragement made it possible 
to adjust to the new environment.
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Another important aspect was friends and peers as a form of social support 
(Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Diamond & Stebleton, 2019). Peers provided 
social support for applying to higher education, such as how to receive informa-
tion about higher education programmes (Diamond & Stebleton, 2019) Further, 
the use of social media in refugee camps served as support for applying to higher 
education. This enabled immigrant women students to have regular conversations 
with friends who were already studying in higher education  (Dahya & Dryden-
Peterson, 2016), which provided them with information about programmes and 
possibilities.

Higher Education Contributes to Strengthening Immigrant Women Students

Higher education contributes to strengthening immigrant women students since 
a university degree symbolises a given place in society (Diamond & Stebleton, 
2019; Muñoz, 2013; Wu & Wu, 2015). This implies that women gain a higher 
social status in society with a university degree. According to Muñoz (2013), a 
college-educated individual is clearly valued in society, regardless of aspects such 
as gender and geographic origin. Having chosen a stable career path with a well-
paid profession in line with the family´s advice, the women considered education 
as a way to give back to society and provide for the family (Diamond & Steble-
ton, 2019). Higher education also contributed to women gaining a stronger posi-
tion in the family (Wu & Wu, 2015). As their contribution to the family´s income 
increased, husbands listened more to their opinions related to family finances. 
However, in a few cases, this contributed to increased tensions within the family, 
especially when husbands were critical of the decision to study in higher educa-
tion from the beginning.

Higher education contributed to strengthening women’s empowerment, self-
worth, financial independence and positive emotions (Harris, 2013, 2015; Muñoz, 
2013; Wu & Wu, 2015). This was based on their development of bicultural com-
petence during their studies. Further, a university degree contributed to feelings 
of strength, self-confidence and that their opinions were regarded as more valid 
(Muñoz, 2013). The degree also contributed to the women feeling able to distance 
themselves from a stigmatised position as immigrant women labourers. Further-
more, higher education improved immigrant women students’ life by contributing 
to greater independence, freedom, security and equality (Harris, 2013, 2015).

Discussion

The aim of this study was twofold: firstly, to provide an overview of constraints, 
facilitators and health for immigrant women students in higher education and sec-
ondly, to provide a synthesis of previous research. The results of the articles in the 
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Fig. 3   Synthesised results

sample comprise several countries of origin and countries of settlement, where con-
ditions can vary for immigrant women in higher education. Despite the potential 
variety, we found patterns that they had in common, presented in the results. The 
result consisted of five main categories: Tensions in changing expectations and the 
influence on health, Conflicts of loyalty due to community of origin and education, 
Victimisation in the context of higher education and the influence on health, Fam-
ily and friends as important social support and Higher education contributing to 
strengthening immigrant women students. Since the result in this review consists of 
a discussion of included studies of immigrated women in higher education, the dis-
cussion section will have a broader context than that in the results. More specifically, 
our results are synthesised on a more overarching level by way of the study’s theo-
retical framework; micro-, meso-, exo- and macro system levels; and subsequently 
Stebleton’s model (2011, p. 48) of potential influences on immigrant women stu-
dents. When doing so, we have taken into consideration that our study has a specific 
focus on immigrant women, while the model relates to both male and female immi-
grants (Fig. 3).
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On a micro-meso system level, our findings highlight the importance of under-
standing the complexity of gender and migration for the individual. Despite a dif-
ference in country of origin and country of settlement for the women within the 
sample, the main findings indicate common patterns, namely that the family was 
significant for these students, as a constraint, a prominent facilitator but also as a 
reason for ill-health. As such, the findings contribute to replacing the image of par-
ents and their children battling against conservative traditions by a more balanced 
approach acknowledging both the difficulties and the cooperation that appears 
therein, as advocated by Edwards et al. (2023).

Within the theme Tensions in changing expectations and the influence on health, 
the family appeared as a constraint on a micro-meso system level, where the women 
experienced conflicts between academic development and family expectations, lead-
ing to them choosing of different strategies (Gatua, 2014; Stebleton et al., 2020; Wu 
& Wu, 2015). Kulu and Gonzles-Ferrer (2013) claim that such conflicts might relate 
to an increase in family forms among immigrants, which enhances the complexity 
of family dynamics. However, according to the theme Family and friends as impor-
tant social support, the family also became a facilitator by motivating immigrant 
women students to study in higher education (Gatua, 2014). From a wider perspec-
tive, Godman et al. (2015) could imply a similarity, stating that immigrant women’s 
support from family especially promotes resilience processes. Still, the two-sided 
function of the family as both a constraint and a facilitator in our results seems to 
situate the immigrant women in the middle of a continuum that constantly needs to 
be balanced to navigate forward as a student in higher education. Here, a parallel 
to Stebleton’s (2011) micro-meso system level appears, as his model includes the 
potential influence of “Family; parents’ wishes” for immigrants in higher education 
(Stebleton, 2011, p. 48). Interestingly enough, the similarity between the results and 
the model implies that the family also plays a significant role for immigrants on a 
more overarching level. However, a difference between the results and Stebleton’s 
(2011, p. 48) model of potential influence on immigrant students is that the latter 
neither distinguishes between men and women nor includes what the influence of 
family and parents’ wishes might consist of. Nevertheless, a constraining aspect on 
this system level concerns health within the theme Tensions in changing expecta-
tions and the influence on health, which appears related to traditional family expec-
tations. This shows similarities with Goodman et  al. (2015) who emphasise that 
immigrant women students handle ongoing stressors postmigration, and that such 
ill-health stems from the contexts the women encounter. In our results, the family 
clearly constitutes such a context. Another constraint on a micro-meso system level 
appears within the theme Conflicts of loyalties due to community of origin and edu-
cation. Here, to manage the conflict between education and their community of ori-
gin, many immigrant women students did not attend and live on campus in the same 
way that traditional students do (Gatua, 2014; Stebleton et  al., 2020; Wu & Wu, 
2015). However, living at home implied that they became excluded from common 
college activities (Stebleton et al., 2020).

Furthermore, on the micro-meso system level, the theme Family and friends as 
important social support shows that peer relations turned out to be a significant 
facilitator (Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Diamond & Stebleton, 2019). This also 
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relates to Negin and Dryden-Peterson, (2017), with a special focus on the benefits 
of social networks in forming pathways to higher education for women refugees. On 
this system level, these aspects of our results could be related to Stebleton’s (2011, 
p. 48) model, showing that the aspects “College classes and Peer groups” have a 
potential influence on immigrant students. However, a difference is that Stebleton 
focuses on potential influences while our results highlight peer relations as a signifi-
cant facilitator.

Concerning constraints on an exosystem level, our results also include immigrant 
women students experiencing discriminatory actions due to social structures (Dia-
mond & Stebleton, 2019; Wu & Wu, 2015) within the theme Victimisation in the 
context of higher education and the influence on health. The women also described 
their ill-health by way of anxiety due to social structures that become evident in the 
opinions of classmates related to expressions of discrimination and racism. Victimi-
sation concerned gender, race and ethnicity, language and accents, cultural misun-
derstandings and appearance (Diamond & Stebleton, 2019; Wu & Wu, 2015). Here, 
these aspects in our results show similarities with the exosystem level in Stebleton’s 
(2011, p. 48) model, which includes “Immigrant status & stressors of immigration 
(e.g., discrimination, racism, oppression)” as a potential influence on immigrant stu-
dents. Hence, expressions of discrimination and racism constitute a similarity. How-
ever, a difference is that our results more specifically tie discrimination and racism to 
social structures that become evident through the behaviour of peers and classmates 
in the higher education classroom, while Stebleton focuses on overarching poten-
tial influences. Further within the theme of Victimisation in the context of higher 
education and the influence of health, health appeared as a constraint for immigrant 
women students (Chhuon et al., 2010; Wu & Wu, 2015). More specifically, women 
experienced a stressful situation due to a lack of financial assistance (Diamond & 
Stebleton, 2019; Wu & Wu, 2015). Here, our results could be further related to 
Manesis (2014) and Lecerof et  al. (2016), showing that women immigrants have 
high levels of physical and mental health problems, which might appear in combina-
tion with feeling excluded in their new country (Hoare et al., 2017). Also, Rezaza-
deh and Hoover (2018) showed that women’s experiences have revealed factors 
influencing their health when they encounter constraints on their economy, as well 
as cultural and linguistic difficulties on a systemic level. In relation to our results, a 
significant implication is that there is a need for improving financial assistance sys-
tems to assist immigrant women. It also highlights the importance of acknowledg-
ing the issue of financial assistance to avoid ill health. The need for improvement is 
further emphasised by Agdal and Onarheim Spjeldnaes (2023), showing that immi-
grant women are at higher risk of health consequences than non-immigrant women. 
Further, health consequences for immigrant women due to a lack of financial assis-
tance also relate to “Parents’ economic and workplace situations; family SES level 
and finances” in Stebleton’s model (2011, p. 48) as potentially influential for immi-
grant students. While a similarity consists of financial assistance as a feature, our 
results specifically emphasise health aspects, while Stebleton’s model is concerned 
with potential influences.

From a macro system perspective, the theme Higher education contributes to 
strengthening immigrant women shows that a university degree also becomes a 
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facilitator and symbolises a given place in society. Higher education leads to greater 
independence and equality for women. This is in line with Schneider (2018), who 
reveals that the symbolic importance and status of higher education for this group of 
students imply that they strive to increase their immigration status and identity. How-
ever, a specific emancipatory perspective appeared in our study’s results, where higher 
education strengthened immigrant women by contributing to empowerment, self-worth 
and positive emotions (Diamond & Stebleton, 2019). This might influence the immi-
grant women’s health. Further, our results can be related to the macro level in Steble-
ton’s model (Stebleton, 2011), which includes “Societal expectations/messages about 
occupation, lifestyle choices, life roles” as potentially influential for immigrant students. 
In the following, we use the concept of messages instead of expectations, given that 
the latter contradict Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) theory. In this theme, there is a similarity 
between the emphasis on societal messages in the model and our results concerning a 
university degree as a facilitator with a symbolic value, given place in society within 
the theme. Higher education contributes to strengthening immigrant women. Hence, 
there seems to be a strong link between immigrant women’s studies in higher education 
and aspects related to societal messages. However, the character of such a link as either 
positive or negative is not included in Stebleton’s model, which comprises both men 
and women.

Altogether, the study’s main results consist of immigrant women students’ 
families constituting both a constraint and a facilitator and influencing health. As 
such, the family asserts itself as both an enabler and an aggravator, which indi-
cates the complexity of the situation for immigrant women in higher education.

Method Discussion

One limitation of the study was the limited number of 13 articles that matched 
our inclusion criteria. Among these articles, there was a variety in countries 
of origin and countries of settlement. Still, we found patterns that they had in 
common, as presented in the results. However, it is difficult to make generalised 
conclusions from these tendencies. Another limitation could be the keywords 
that were used. For instance, the keywords might not have returned all relevant 
studies on this topic. Nevertheless, we did consider our choice of keywords 
and searches in databases that were conducted by librarians who specialised in 
search strategies. Regarding the data analysis, the authors with different exper-
tise and backgrounds have presented and discussed the results together to enable 
more perspectives on the data.

Conclusions and Recommendations

This integrative literature review of immigrant women in higher education dem-
onstrates that the studies included were derived from different countries. It is rea-
sonable to suggest that the contexts and cultures these immigrant women students 
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are coming from, as well as the host country’s cultural contexts, play a significant 
role in the acculturation strategies the women embrace. Regardless of this, we 
found aspects in the studies we considered to have common tendencies. Hence, 
the results in the studies within the sample show common patterns in immigrant 
women’s subjective experiences, which have formed the starting point for the 
results in this paper. Although the educational systems differ in different coun-
tries, there is a need for studies in more countries to generate supportive strate-
gies for immigrant women students in higher education. The predominant focus 
on constraints within the results implies a need for further research with a focus 
on facilitators and health. Further, there was a major focus on the micro-meso 
system levels, while fewer aspects of the studies’ results concerned exo- and 
macrosystem levels. This shows that there is a need for more studies focusing on 
organisational aspects and support structures on an exo- and macrosystem level to 
support immigrant women students and avoid personalising issues. Furthermore, 
there is a need for large-scale studies focusing on immigrant women students in 
higher education to contribute to overarching patterns for this student group. We 
also recommend reviewing existing surveys, allowing researchers to explore this 
topic as part of future research directions.

Similar to Stenberg and Airas (2021), who state that a significant challenge 
for continuous learning for immigrants in higher education is to respond to the 
educational needs of immigrants related to their education, this integrative lit-
erature review suggests enhancements and recommendations for stakeholders in 
higher education. Our findings show that family was important for immigrant 
women students, which addresses the diverse needs of immigrant women in insti-
tutions of higher education. Based on this, one recommendation for stakeholders 
in higher education could be to discuss immigrant women’s enrolment in their 
programmes and their needs in relation to their families. This has the potential 
to enable participation and belonging in higher education that takes traditional 
cultural roles and identities into consideration. Since living at home implied that 
immigrant women students became excluded from common college activities, 
we recommend that further efforts are made by university staff and the student 
unions to accommodate a greater variety in the structure of college activities to 
better meet immigrant women students’ needs for joining. As immigrant women 
students in the results experience discriminatory actions due to social structures 
in higher education, we recommend an increased focus on such structures among 
stakeholders in higher education related to how student groups are addressed, 
how teaching is carried out to achieve increased inclusion and how the division 
among groups of students might be structured. In addition, it is crucial to have an 
increase in dialogue to ensure that the collaboration is accomplished in an inclu-
sive and respectful manner is. The results also show that higher education con-
tributes to strengthening immigrant women, since a university degree becomes 
a facilitator and symbolises a given place in society. Therefore, we recommend 
that higher education further address, invite and target immigrant women stu-
dents who cannot access higher education. In short, it is paramount that this 
student group of immigrant women in higher education do not get targeted by 
increased prejudice or generalisations due to our recommendations. That being 
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said, we hope that “pointing out” a specific group could facilitate greater inclu-
sion for them. As scholars argue, the need for affirmative action must be identi-
fied (Vitorino, 2019).
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