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Intention of Psychological Counseling, Attitude Toward
Seeking Psychological Help, and Shame Among
Vocational College Students: A Cross-Sectional Survey

ABSTRACT

Objective: The aim of this study was to explore the psychological counseling intention
of college students, the attitude of seeking psychological help, and the related factors of
shame so as to promote the psychological health of college students.

Methods: In 4 comprehensive colleges with sound psychological counseling centers, stu-
dents of different grades were selected and divided into an active help-seeking group
(n=216) and a help-refusal group (n=270). Students’ shame behaviors were evalu-
ated using the Self-Stigma of Seeking Help (SSOSH) scale and Self-Stigma Scale (SSS).
The intention of psychological counseling was measured by the General Help-Seeking
Questionnaire. The Inventory of Attitudes Toward Seeking Mental Health Services was
used to evaluate the psychological status. Data from the above scales were compared
through the t-test. Additionally, multiple linear regression analysis was performed to
explore the impact of shame on the intention of psychological counseling.

Results: The study found that the active help-seeking group scored lower on SSOSH
scale compared to those in the help-refusal group ( total score: 41.2 + 9.1 vs. 37.9 + 8.7,
P=.0017). Meanwhile, the help-refusal group had higher scores on the shame dimension
of the SSS (16.2 + 3.9 vs. 5.3 + 1.1, P=.00085). After adjusting for age, gender, and other
variables, multiple linear regression analysis indicated a negative correlation between
shame and intention of psychological help and counseling, revealing a significant impact
of shame on professional psychological counseling (P < .05).

Conclusion: Our study findings suggest that shame has a negative impact on the inten-
tion of seeking psychological help and counseling among college students, highlighting
the importance of addressing shame-related factors to promote psychological health and
encourage the utilization of professional psychological counseling services.

Keywords: College students, psychological problems, intention of psychological counsel-
ing, attitude toward seeking psychological help, shame

Introduction

The prevalence and detrimental effects of mental health issues among college students can-
not be ignored. With the development of society and the improvement of education, there is
an increasing awareness of the importance of mental well-being in this population.’ Research
has shown that college students commonly face psychological problems such as academic
stress, interpersonal conflicts, and emotional fluctuations.? These issues not only negatively
impact their academic performance and quality of life but can also lead to serious mental ill-
nesses such as anxiety and depression.® Furthermore, psychological problems can affect the
development of college students' social skills, self-esteem, and confidence, with long-term
implications for their future growth.*

Seeking psychological help is both important and effective for individuals facing men-
tal health challenges.® In times of distress, reaching out for support from mental health
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professionals can provide individuals with the necessary tools and
resources to cope with their difficulties.®

Furthermore, the attitude of college students toward seeking help
is of utmost importance.” A positive attitude toward seeking assis-
tance indicates a recognition of the significance of mental health and
a willingness to address personal struggles.? By embracing a positive
attitude toward seeking help, students can break down the barriers
associated with stigma and seek the support they need without fear
or shame.®

The attitude of students toward seeking help for mental health issues
is influenced by various factors, some of which are not yet clear.
Students' attitudes toward seeking help may be influenced by soci-
etal and cultural beliefs, such as their awareness and attitudes toward
mental health issues, as well as societal expectations and pressures
regarding seeking help. Additionally, individual factors such as psy-
chological resilience, personal experiences, self-identity, and per-
sonal beliefs may also influence their attitudes toward seeking help.

While the factors influencing students' attitudes toward seeking
help are not fully understood, further in-depth research is needed
to better understand students' attitudes toward seeking help and
the factors influencing these attitudes. Such research would aid in
developing more effective mental health intervention strategies,
promoting students' active engagement with mental health issues,
and encouraging them to seek appropriate support and treatment.

Thus, our study explores the intentions, attitudes, and shame feel-
ings of college students seeking psychological help through a cross-
sectional survey, highlighting the importance of addressing mental
health issues in college settings.

Material and Methods

Study Sample

We selected comprehensive college students of different grades
and divided them into freshman (first-year students), sophomore
(second-year students), junior (third-year students), and senior
(fourth-year students). A cross-sectional survey was conducted using
questionnaires to collect data on personal information, psychologi-
cal problems, intention of psychological counseling, attitude toward
seeking psychological help, and shame among college students. A
total of 500 questionnaires were distributed, and 486 valid question-
naires were collected and analyzed.

Sample Selection

To ensure the representativeness and scientific rigor of our study
sample, the selection of students followed the principles of strati-
fied sampling, ensuring adequate representation of each grade in

MAIN POINTS

« Shame has a negative impact on college students’ willingness to
seek psychological help and counseling.

- Addressing the factors related to shame can promote the mental
health of college students.

- The importance of encouraging the use of professional psychological
counselling services.
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the sample. We employed the following method for selecting stu-
dents to participate in the research: Firstly, we randomly selected
several classes from different grades in comprehensive universities.
Subsequently, we proportionally selected students from each grade
based on the grade distribution within each class. In general, there
are multiple classes in each grade. To ensure comprehensive sam-
pling, we randomly select several classes from each grade as the sam-
ple. For example, if there are 5 classes in a grade, we randomly select
2 classes for sampling. Moreover, the specific details of selecting stu-
dents within each class are as follows: we employ a combination of
stratified sampling and systematic sampling. Students are stratified
based on factors such as gender and academic performance followed
by random selection within each stratum to ensure sample diversity.
Students are selected from each stratum according to a predeter-
mined pattern, such as selecting 1 student for every certain number
of students, until the desired sample size is achieved. Moreover, we
ensured that the participating students were from comprehensive
universities with well-established psychological counseling centers,
guaranteeing their access to necessary psychological support.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion criteria include age range (over 18 years old) and educa-
tional requirements (college students who are in comprehensive
colleges with sound psychological counseling centers); all students
signed informed consent. Exclusion criteria include severe men-
tal illnesses. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of
General Education College, Hainan Vocational and Technical College
(Approval No: 20220219).

Assessment

Assessment of Shame in College Students

Self-Stigma of Seeking Help Scale: The Self-Stigma of Seeking Help
(SSOSH) scale is a measure developed by Vogel et al (2006) to assess
self-stigma related to seeking mental health help. This scale has been
used in over 150 studies across 12 countries worldwide. The scores
on the SSOSH are interpreted on a range of 0-100. Scores above 50
indicate agreement with experiencing self-stigma when seeking
mental health help. The SSOSH scale consists of 10 items, and
individuals respond to these items using a Likert scale with 5 response
options, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Higher scores indicate higher levels of self-stigma. The items assess
various aspects of self-stigma, including feelings of shame,
embarrassment, and fear of being judged when considering seeking
mental health help.’ The scale demonstrated internal consistency,
with Cronbach's alpha ranging from 0.86 to 0.90. In our sample,
Cronbach's alpha was 0.85.

Self-Stigma Scale: Students’ shame behaviors were evaluated using
the Self-Stigma Scale (SSS).""'2 The SSS was developed by Mak and
Cheung in 2010.This scale is used to measure the internalized stigma
that individuals may have toward their own minority group identity.
The scale consists of 21 items covering 3 dimensions: self-stigma
related to thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. Each item has a 4-point
scale indicating “strongly disagree,” “somewhat disagree,”
“somewhat agree,” and “strongly agree.” The total score is 84, with
higher scores indicating a greater degree of self-stigma and a sense
of stigma toward their own group.
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Assessment of Intention of Psychological Counseling

The General Help-Seeking Questionnaire (GHSQ) is a scale used to
assess formal help-seeking intentions using a matrix design. The
scale was developed by Deane et al.”® Help-seeking intentions can be
categorized into 3 sub-scales: level of intention for seeking informal
help, level of intention for seeking formal help, and level of intention
to seek help from no one. It consists of 10 questions that use a 7-point
Likert scale to measure how likely a person is to seek help from vari-
ous sources, such as friends, family members, mental health profes-
sionals, and helplines. To calculate formal help-seeking intentions,
the scores of 3 specific questions related to formal help-seeking are
added together. This provides a numerical score that reflects a per-
son's intention to seek formal help for their psychological concerns.

Assessment of Attitude Toward Seeking Psychological Help

The Inventory of Attitudes Toward Seeking Mental Health Services
(IASMHS) scale is a tool used to assess individuals' mental health sta-
tus and was developed by Mackenzie et al.™ The scale aims to under-
stand individuals' levels of psychological openness, help-seeking
tendencies, and disregard for social biases. It is primarily applicable
to undergraduate student populations. The scale includes multiple
dimensions such as psychological openness, help-seeking tenden-
cies, and disregard for social biases. The IASMHS scale is a self-report
questionnaire used to assess an individual's attitudes toward seek-
ing mental health services. The scale consists of 24 items, including 5
dimensions: cognitive openness, social support, beliefs about men-
tal health/illness, mental health/illness prejudice, and social stigma.
Each item in the IASMHS scale has a 5-point scale indicating “strongly
disagree,” “disagree,” “neutral,” “agree,” and “strongly agree.” The
total score is 120, with higher scores indicating a greater tendency to
actively seek mental health services.

|" "
1

Statistical Analysis

The statistical analysis of the data was carried out using Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences Software, version 22.0 (IBM SPSS
Corp.; Armonk, NY, USA). The data from each questionnaire were
found to follow a normal distribution after testing. Therefore, group
comparisons were conducted using t-tests to assess differences in
SSOSH and SSS scores in different groups (help-seeking/help-refusal
groups). The data for each scale are presented as mean + SD. Multiple
linear regression analysis was employed, with the shame score of SSS
as the dependent variable and IASMHS as the independent variable.
Other potential co-founding factors, such as age, gender, and eco-
nomic status, were included as covariates in the regression model to
control for their effects on the relationship between shame and the
intention of psychological counseling. A significance level of P < .05
was considered statistically significant.

Results

Baseline Characteristics

Data were collected from 500 students in spring 2022. The 14 sub-
jects (2.8%) were excluded because they filled out questionnaire. This
lack of data is due to the students’ absence from school during the
assessment.

Overall, 486 students (273 females and 213 males) completed inter-

vention. According to the GHSQ, 216 were assigned to the active
help-seeking group (those who chose mental health professional
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample

Help-Seeking
Group (n=216)

Help-Refusal
Characteristics Group (n=270)

Gender, n (%)

Female 116 (62.9) 157 (50.7)
Male 100 (48.1) 113 (40.3)
Age in years, mean (SD) 22.2(4.7)
Student status, n (%)
Freshmen 107 (49.5) 137 (50.7)
Sophomore 31(11.4) 33(12.2)
Junior 27 (12.5) 36(13.3)
Senior 51(23.6) 64 (23.7)
Experience with mental health, n (%)
Yes 142 (65.7) 182 (67.4)
No 55(25.4) 73(27.0)
Do not know 16 (7.4) 15(5.6)
Did not answer 3(1.3) 0(0.0)
General Help-Seeking 8.6(1.9) 3.3(1.1)

Questionnaire mental health
professional score, mean (SD)

score over 5 in GHSQ) and 270 to the help-refusal group (those who
chose mental health professional score below 5 in GHSQ). Table 1
shows the demographic characteristics of the sample. The baseline
data of two groups were comparable, such as age, gender, and eco-
nomic status (P=.527).

Intention of Psychological Counseling

Our findings revealed significant differences between groups. In
terms of the intention to use formal resources, the help-seeking
group scored significantly higher (6.2 + 0.9) compared to the help-
refusal group (2.8 + 0.9), with a statistically significant difference
(P=.015). Similarly, the help-seeking group also had significantly
higher scores in the intention to use informal resources (6.8 + 1.2)
compared to the help-refusal group (3.6 + 1.2), with a statistically
significant difference (P=.007). Furthermore, the help-seeking group
scored significantly higher in the areas of personal or emotional
problems (7.7 + 1.1) and suicidal ideation (6.1 = 1.5) compared to
the help-refusal group (personal or emotional problems: 3.8 + 1.1,
suicidal ideation: 4.8 + 1.5), with statistically significant differences
(personal or emotional problems: P=.014, suicidal ideation: P=.08).
These results suggest that individuals who actively seek help have
higher scores in terms of their intention to seek psychological coun-
seling, use of resources, and addressing personal or emotional prob-
lems compared to those who refuse help, with significant differences
observed (Table 2).

Attitude Toward Seeking Psychological Help

Regarding the mean scores of the IASMHS in the 2 studied groups,
the help-seeking group showed a psychological openness score of
13.10 + 5.55, while the help-refusal group had a score of 10.53 + 7.47.
This difference was found to be statistically significant (P=.008). In
terms of help-seeking propensity, help-seeking students had a score
of 15.43 + 3.94, while help-refusal students had a score of 11.31 +
4.36, with a significant difference observed between the 2 groups
(P=.0173). Additionally, it is worth noting that in both groups, each
of the scores has been adjusted by subtracting 0.23 to account for
the baseline measurement (Table 3).
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Table 2. General Help-Seeking Questionnaire Score of Students

Help-Seeking Group (n=216),

Help-Refusal Group (n=270),

Participant Questionnaires Mean + SD Mean + SD 95% CI P
GHSQ (intention to treat)

Formal resources 6.2+ 0.9 28+09 (2.49,3.91) .015
Informal resources 6.8+ 1.2 36+1.2 (2.93,4.37) .007
GHSQ (personal or emotional problems) 77+ 1.1 38+ 1.1 (3.55,4.95) 014
GHSQ (suicidal ideation) 6.1+1.5 48+1.5 (—0.26, 1.56) .080

GHSQ, General Help-Seeking Questionnaire.

Table 3. Attitude Toward Seeking Psychological Help Among College
Students

Help- Help-
Seeking Refusal
Attitude Score Group Group 95% Cl P
Psychological 13.10+5.55 10.53+7.47 (4.81,21.39) .0080
openness
Help-seeking 1543 +£394 1131+436 (6.67,19.19) .0173
propensity

The Existence and Degree of Shame Symptom Among College
Students

According to the SSOSH scale and SSS, results showed that the active
help-seeking group scored lower on the SSOSH score compared to
those in the help-refusal group (e.g., total score: 41.2 + 9.1 vs. 37.9 +
8.7, P=.0017). Meanwhile, the help-refusal group had higher scores
on the shame dimension of the SSS (16.2 +3.9vs. 5.3 + 1.1, P=.0085,
95% Cl, 8.6-23.8).

Meanwhile, students (n=151, 31.7%) at colleges feel shame of hav-
ing psychological problems. With regard to the degree of shame,
mild was the most prevalent (n= 140, 27.2%) followed by moderate
(n=10, 3.3%) and severe (n=1, 0.8%). In the help-refusal group, the
primary reasons for not seeking help were shame (n=126, 74.8%),
not knowing where to seek help (n=20, 12.5%), and fear of being
ridiculed (n=21, 12.7%).

Table 4. The Existence and Degree of Shame Symptom Among College
Students

The feeling of shame varied across genders; females were more likely
to feel ashamed of seeking psychological help (n=83, 49.6%) com-
pared to males (n=59, 35.7%, P=.0085). These findings suggest that
efforts should be made to reduce the stigma associated with seek-
ing psychological help among college students, especially for female
students, and that targeted interventions should be developed to
address different types and degrees of shame (Table 4).

The Factor of Refusing the Psychological Help

A multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the
association between shame symptoms and the intention of psycho-
logical counseling and attitude toward seeking psychological help.
We separately analyzed the help-seeking group and the help-refusal
group and conducted multiple regression analysis. After controlling
for age, gender, and socioeconomic status, multiple linear regression
analysis demonstrated a significant negative correlation between
shame symptoms and IASMHS and GHSQ, which revealed a regres-
sion coefficient of —0.323 and —0.462, indicating a significant impact
of shame on professional psychological counseling (P < .05). Table 5
and Figure 1 show the multiple regression coefficients for each scale.

Discussion

The results of our study provide valuable insights into the intentions,
attitudes, and shame feelings of college students seeking psycholog-
ical help. The findings highlight the importance of addressing mental

Table 5. Multiple Regression Coefficients for Each Scale

Help-Seeking Help-Refusal
Help-Seeking Help-Refusal Scale Group (x + ) Group (x + ) p
Scale Group,n (%) Group,n(%) P 95%Cl oot stigma of 412+9.1 37.9+87 —0.452
Shame degree (n=151) Seeking Help
Mild 51(33.7) 89(58.9)  .0013 (0.1825, Shame dimension 53+1.1 162+3.9 -0.228
0.3755) of SSS
Moderate 0(0.0) 10(33)  <.001 (0.0062, Psychological 13.10 +5.55 10.53 + 7.47 -0.319
0.1538) openness
Severe 0(0.0) 1(0.8) <.001 (0.0001, Help-seeking 15.43 +3.94 11.31 £ 4.36 -0.303
0.0485) propensity
Reasons for not seeking help GHSQ (intention to 6.2+0.9 2.8+09 -0.266
Shame 0(0.0) 126 (74.8) <.001 (0.6779, treat)
0.8053) GHSQ (personal or 77 +1.1 38+ 1.1 -0.259
Not knowing 0(0.0) 20(12.5) <.001 (0.0157, emotional
where to seek help 0.1273) problems)
Fear of being 0(0.0) 21(12.7) <.001 (0.0193, GHSAQ (suicidal 6.1+15 48+ 1.5 —0.261
ridiculed 0.1343) ideation)
Feeling of shame by gender Total for IASMHS —-0.323
- Females 0 (0.0%) 83 (49.6%) .0085 (0.1605, Total for GHSQ —0.462
0.3346) GHSQ, General Help-Seeking Questionnaire; IASMHS, Inventory of Attitudes
- Males 0 (0.0%) 59 (35.7%) Toward Seeking Mental Health Services; SSS, Self-Stigma Scale.
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GHSQ (intention to treat)

GHSQ (Personal or emotional problems)

GHSQ (Suicidal ideation)

Psychological Openness

Help-Seeking Propensity

mm  Help-seeking group
mm  Help-refusal group

Mean score

Figure 1. Multiple regression coefficients in help-seeking or help-refusal group. GHSQ, General Help-Seeking Questionnaire.

health issues in college settings and promoting active engagement
with mental health support.

Regarding the intention of psychological counseling, our study
revealed significant differences between the help-seeking and help-
refusal groups. The help-seeking group showed higher scores in the
intention to use both formal and informal resources compared to the
help-refusal group. This suggests that students who actively seek
help have a greater willingness to utilize various resources and seek
support for their personal or emotional problems. These findings are
consistent with previous research that emphasizes the importance
and effectiveness of seeking psychological help for individuals fac-
ing mental health challenges.’®' By encouraging a positive attitude
toward seeking help, colleges can create a supportive environment
that promotes mental well-being and helps students overcome bar-
riers associated with stigma and shame.'®

In terms of attitude toward seeking psychological help, our study
found that the help-seeking group had higher scores in psychologi-
cal openness and help-seeking propensity compared to the help-
refusal group. This indicates that individuals who actively seek help
have a more positive attitude toward mental health services and a
greater likelihood of seeking help when needed. These findings align
with previous research that emphasizes the significance of a positive
attitude toward seeking help in addressing mental health issues.’ "7
By promoting a positive attitude toward seeking help, colleges can
encourage students to overcome barriers such as shame and fear of
being ridiculed, thus facilitating their access to appropriate support
and treatment.

Our study also explored the existence and degree of shame among
college students seeking psychological help.The results showed that
students in the help-refusal group had higher scores on the shame
dimension compared to the help-seeking group. Additionally, a
significant proportion of students reported feeling shame about
having psychological problems, with females more likely to feel
ashamed compared to males. These findings highlight the need for
targeted interventions to address the stigma associated with seek-
ing psychological help, especially among female students.'”'® Efforts
should be made to reduce shame and create a supportive environ-
ment where students feel comfortable seeking help without fear of
judgment or ridicule.
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Furthermore, our study revealed a significant negative correlation
between shame and the intention of psychological help and coun-
seling. This suggests that shame can significantly have an impact an
individual's willingness to seek professional psychological counsel-
ing. These findings reinforce the importance of addressing shame
as a barrier to seeking help and emphasize the need for interven-
tions that specifically target and reduce shame symptoms. Colleges
can play a crucial role in creating a supportive and non-judgmental
environment that encourages students to seek psychological help
without shame or fear.”>'¢

We also highlight an interesting relationship between shame and
gender, particularly in relation to seeking psychological help among
college students. The data indicate that females are more likely to
feel ashamed of seeking psychological help compared to males. This
finding suggests that there may be distinct gender differences in
how shame is experienced and expressed. One possible explanation
for this gender difference could be societal expectations and norms
surrounding gender roles. These findings have important implica-
tions for mental health support services on college campuses. Efforts
should be made to reduce the stigma associated with seeking psy-
chological help, particularly among female students. Additionally,
targeted interventions should be developed to address the different
types and degrees of shame experienced by individuals of different
genders." Furthermore, it would be valuable to explore the under-
lying factors that contribute to these gender differences in shame.
Future research could investigate how societal expectations, cultural
beliefs, and personal experiences shape individuals' attitudes toward
seeking help and their experience of shame. This could provide fur-
ther insights into the complex relationship between shame and gen-
der and inform the development of more tailored interventions.

Limitations

Itisimportant to note that our study has several limitations. Firstly, the
study design was cross-sectional, which limits our ability to establish
causality between variables. Future research should consider utilizing
longitudinal designs to further explore the factors influencing atti-
tudes toward seeking help and the impact of shame on help-seeking
behaviors among college students. Secondly, the sample selection
was limited to comprehensive colleges with psychological counsel-
ing centers, which may reduce the generalizability of the findings to
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other types of colleges or universities. Future research should con-
sider including a more diverse sample from various educational insti-
tutions to enhance the external validity of the findings. Meanwhile,
the study relied on self-report measures to assess shame, intention
of psychological counseling, and attitudes toward seeking mental
health services. While self-report measures are commonly used in
research, they are subject to response biases and may not always
accurately capture participants' true feelings or behaviors. Self-
report measurement can be influenced by various factors, leading to
result biases. Firstly, individual differences can affect self-report mea-
surement. Different people may have different subjective feelings
or interpretations, even in the same situation, which can introduce
biases in the results. Secondly, social expectations can influence self-
report measurement. Participants may feel compelled to conform to
societal norms or expectations when answering questions, leading
to biases in their responses. Additionally, memory biases can impact
self-report measurement. Participants' memories may be inaccurate
or selectively biased, affecting their recall of past events or experi-
ences and leading to biased responses.

Therefore, self-report measurement can be influenced by indi-
vidual differences, social expectations, and memory biases, result-
ing in potential inaccuracies in the results. To mitigate these biases,
researchers can employ strategies such as using multiple measure-
ment methods for validation, incorporating control conditions, and
providing clear question guidance to improve the accuracy and reli-
ability of self-report measurement. Future research could consider
incorporating objective measures or alternative assessment meth-
ods, such as interviews or observations, to provide a more compre-
hensive understanding of these constructs.

In conclusion, our study highlights the importance of address-
ing mental health issues in college settings and promoting active
engagement with mental health support. The findings emphasize
the significance of a positive attitude toward seeking help and the
detrimental impact of shame on help-seeking behaviors.?' Colleges
and mental health professionals should work together to reduce the
stigma associated with seeking psychological help and develop tar-
geted interventions that address shame and promote a supportive
environment for students to seek the help they need.

Implications for Future Research

Our study provides important insights into the significance of
addressing mental health issues in college settings and the role of
shame in help-seeking behaviors. However, there are several areas
that warrant further investigation. Future research could delve
deeper into understanding the underlying factors that contribute
to the stigma associated with seeking psychological help through
a longitudinal design. This design allows for tracking changes over
time in individuals or groups' counseling intentions and attitudes
toward seeking help. By using a longitudinal design, researchers
can understand how attitudes toward seeking help change when
counseling intention increases or decreases. This design also helps
explore the causal relationship between counseling intention and
shame, as shame may be a significant factor in seeking help. Tracking
levels of shame at different time points and comparing them with
counseling intentions can provide insights. Additionally, it enables
researchers to observe dynamic changes in these variables. By track-
ing data over time, researchers can identify changing trends and

Alpha Psychiatry 2023;24(5):186-192

understand how counseling intention, attitudes toward seeking
help, and shame may fluctuate. Overall, this could involve explor-
ing cultural, social, and individual influences that shape attitudes
toward mental health and help seeking. By gaining a comprehen-
sive understanding of these factors, interventions can be developed
to effectively reduce stigma and promote a supportive environment
for students.
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