Travelling With Emotions: Supporting International Student Transitions to Employment
Introduction
International students’ transitions from higher education into post‑study employment are often framed through the lens of human capital, employability, and global competitiveness. While these factors undeniably shape career outcomes, they overshadow an equally powerful dimension of transition: the emotional labour involved in navigating uncertainty, ambition, and belonging. Emerging research shows that international students continuously evaluate their progress toward employment and migration goals, and this process is accompanied by shifting emotions such as hope, anxiety, pride, doubt, and determination. These emotions are not peripheral; they actively influence decision making, coping strategies, and the capacity to sustain momentum during their perceived transition challenges.
This study foregrounds the emotional experiences of international students as they move from study to work, arguing that career development support must attend not only to what students do but also to what they feel. By recognising emotions as active companions along career pathways, institutions can design more holistic and responsive support systems.
Methodology
This presentation draws on a secondary analysis of critical incidents from interviews with international students and recent graduates who were pursuing their goals of post-graduate work and permanent immigration. A Reflexive Thematic Analysis approach was used to explore how emotions emerged, shifted, and interacted with actions during key transition moments. The analysis examined: 
· how students interpreted feedback and setbacks
· how emotions influenced their career goals and migration aspirations
· how coping strategies were mobilised in response to uncertainty
· how cultural and contextual factors shaped emotional expression and regulation
This interpretive approach enabled a nuanced understanding of emotions as dynamic, relational, and deeply embedded in the broader transition ecology.
Results
Three interconnected themes emerged under an overarching metaphor of travelling with emotions along career pathways:
1. Emotions as Navigational Signals. Students described emotions such as hope, anxiety, and pride as indicators of progress or misalignment. Hope fuelled persistence in competitive job markets, while anxiety often signalled uncertainty about cultural expectations, visa timelines, or perceived skill gaps. These emotional signals shaped decisions about job applications, networking, and career direction.


2. Coping Strategies as Travel Tools
Students employed a range of coping strategies such as seeking peer support, reframing setbacks, drawing on cultural values, and engaging in self‑regulation to manage emotional fluctuations. Effective coping was linked to readjusting strategies and stronger engagement with their career goals, showing how emotional and instrumental actions were intertwined. 
3. Travelling with a Heavy Backpack
The first post‑study year was described as a heavy load with high‑stakes.  Students navigated employer expectations, workplace cultural norms, and long‑term migration goals while carrying the emotional weight of family hopes and financial pressures. The emotional load of responsibility, obligation, and long‑term migration planning is like carrying a backpack that gets heavier at certain points in the journey. It doesn’t stop movement, but it shapes pace, stamina, and decision making.
Conclusions
International students’ transitions to employment are shaped not only by skills, credentials, and labour market conditions but by the emotional labour of navigating uncertainty and aspiration. Recognising emotions as integral to career development invites a more holistic approach to student support.
Implications for practice include:
· integrating emotional awareness into career advising and employability programs
· explicitly teaching coping strategies alongside job search skills
· creating reflective spaces where students can process emotional experiences
· acknowledging the cultural and migration‑related contexts that shape emotional responses
By centring emotional experience, institutions can better support international students to feel equipped for sustaining their career goals amidst the complexities of post‑study employment transitions.
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