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Abstract

Since the pandemic outbreak, the Malaysian government has implemented Movement
Control Order (MCO) in March 2020 to constrict the civilian's movements in an effort to
contain the spread of the Corona Virus. Under the effect of MCO, individuals who were not
working within the essential services were encouraged to remain stationary in their place of
residence. Currently, multiple states in Malaysia are still under the Conditional Movement
Control Order (CMCO) effect. Therefore, most post-secondary students have not regained
the complete freedom to move freely and were isolated in their respective campuses. This
group of individuals have been separated from their friends and family for several months in
a stretch, reducing their much-needed psychological support. During these trying times,
online help-seeking becomes an essential outlet for people to cope with their daily struggles
and issues. Although the Covid-19 counselling hotline was introduced to outreach the
general populace, help-seeking rates remained low. This study addresses the gap mentioned
above by assessing the relationships between help-seeking intention, psychological
openness, indifferent to stigma, and help-seeking propensity. A correlational survey study
was conducted across Malaysia. The participants are university students aged between 18 to
29 who were recruited using the purposive sampling method. A total of 303 respondents
participated in this survey. 62.7% were females (n = 190), while the remaining 37.3% were
males (n = 113). Surprisingly, findings revealed that help-seeking intention was negatively
correlated with psychological openness and indifferent to stigma (perceived public stigma
and self-stigma). However, the help-seeking intention was found to correlate positively with
help-seeking propensity. Counsellors, mental health practitioners, helpline operators, and
educators may utilize the exploratory data from this study to devise preventative measures
in increasing the individuals' intention to seek help from professionals for their mental and
psychological health. In addition, university students could be benefited by dispelling the
stigma of receiving counselling and increasing their awareness in seeking help.

Keywords: Help-seeking Intention, Psychological Openness, Indifferent to Stigma, Help-
Seeking Propensity, University Students
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Help-Seeking Behaviour During the COVID-19 Pandemic

As of November 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic has infected over 56 million people worldwide
(Coronavirus Cases, 2020). The Malaysian government has announced implementing the
Conditional Movement Control Order (CMCO) on most of all states in Malaysia to control the
spread of the Covid-19 (Khalid, 2020). Movements were restricted, and all citizens were urged
to stay at home (Shanmugam et al., 2020). In this tumultuous time, online help-seeking
becomes an important way for people to cope with their issues (Luo et al., 2020). Covid-19
counselling hotline has been activated to provide professional counselling services for people
who need helps (Hasmuk et al., 2020), but the help-seeking rates remained low (Liang et al.,
2020). During Covid-19, only 29.4 % of participants with psychological distress seek
professional help, such as a psychological assistance helpline and psychological counselling
agency (Zhang et al., 2020). According to lbrahim et al (2019), young people seeking help for
a mental health issue are low compared with their mental illness rates. Based on Liang et al.
(2020), the rate of students seeking help for psychological problems was still low during the
Covid-19 pandemic. Even many higher education students face high levels of psychological
distress, and they choose not to seek help or support for their difficulties (Laidlaw et al., 2016).
Psychological openness is a significant positive predictor of intention to seek help (Alexi et al.,
2018). The concept of psychological openness deduces an internal state of individuals instead
of their external expression or behaviour (Tschofen & Mackness, 2012). The public has
become emotionally unstable due to the increasing infections during the Covid-19 pandemic
(zhang et al., 2020). According to Fonseca et al (2018), a lower level of psychological openness
was found among individuals with insecure attachment, which means that they are less
willing to disclose their problems and issues to health professionals.

Numerous studies have reported the stigma factors correlated with an individual's intention
to seek help (Umubyeyi et al., 2016; Ibrahim et al., 2019; Liang et al., 2020). Based on Corrigan
(2004), stigma is a significant barrier for people to seek help from mental health professionals.
Individual's stigma towards mental illness may lead them to less intention to seek help for
their psychological issues (Pham et al., 2020). A similar result also found in the study
conducted by Kamimura et al (2018). They reported that stigma against mental illness would
bring negative results towards help-seeking behaviours from mental health professionals.
Mackenzie et al. (2014) highlighted that individuals' help-seeking propensity is a strong
predictor of their intentions to seek help. According to Ajzen & Kuhl (1985), this intention
level may lead to their actual help-seeking behaviour. Research conducted by Pham et al.
(2020) reported that help-seeking propensity is the main variable that significantly influences
students' intention in seeking help for their psychological health. Similar results have also
reported in various studies that help-seeking propensity has been identified as a reliable
predictor of individuals' help-seeking behaviour (Troeung et al., 2015).

Most of the research focuses on the effectiveness of treatments in hospitals during this
pandemic (Lang, 2020). Interestingly, a study conducted by Lang et al. (2020) found out that
most of the participants have a higher desire to understand community health care, case
detection, and public communications during Covid-19. Similar results reported in the survey
conducted by The Global Health Network (2020) indicated that studies related to individual's
help-seeking behaviour are more needed than clinical trials.

Many students cannot complete their degrees while facing mental health issues through their
studies (Kirsh et al.,, 2016). According to Auerbach et al (2016), university students are
experiencing increasing rates and severity of mental health problems. Yee (2018) also
indicated that undergraduate students are more likely to be at risk of suffering mental illness
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within the age group. Many studies have investigated and explored the mental health
problem and help-seeking behaviour of caregivers, patients, workers, children and the
general population during the Covid-19 pandemic, but there is very little attention that
focuses on the population of undergraduate students (Son et al., 2020). Based on Liang et al
(2020), the population of college students should not be ignored during this special period.
Besides that, Liang et al (2020) found out that counselling and mental health services are
underutilized among college students as they tend to bear the difficulties by themselves
rather than seeking help. Brown et al (2020) reported that it is important to encourage help-
seeking behaviour during Covid-19. Reducing the barriers to help-seeking behaviours and
effective treatment of mental disorders may recover and improve the undergraduates'
educational and psychosocial functioning, resulting in substantial long-term benefits (Pham
et al., 2020). Knowing the factors that affect individuals help-seeking behaviour in this study
may help mental health professionals reduce the barriers and improve university students'
intention to seek help.

Research Hypotheses

The model that we are proposing is depicted in Figure 1. This research aims to study the
relationships of help-seeking behaviour, psychological openness, indifference to stigma, and
help-seeking propensity. In this research, help-seeking behaviour represents the dependent
variable, whereas psychological openness, indifference to stigma, and help-seeking
propensity represent the independent variables.

Psychological Openness

(Attitude) -

Indifference to Stigma . )
Behavioural Intention

r 3
.\_‘*’r

(Subjective)

Help-seeking propensity

(Perceived behavioural control)

Figure 1: The conceptual framework of help-seeking behaviour, psychological openness,
indifference to stigma, and help-seeking propensity.

Hi: There is a positive relationship between help-seeking intention and psychological
openness.

H.: There is a negative relationship between help-seeking intention and perceived public
stigma.

Hs: There is a negative relationship between help-seeking intention and self-stigma.

Ha: There is a positive relationship between help-seeking intention and help-seeking
propensity.
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Method

Participants

Purposive sampling was used to recruit Malaysian undergraduate students who are currently
enrolled in university courses. Google Form was used to create an anonymous survey
guestionnaire posted through different social media platforms, such as Facebook, Messenger,
WhatsApp, and Microsoft Teams. This study was conducted and distributed across Malaysia,
with a total of 13 states. A total of 303 respondents aged between 18 to 29 took part in the
current study. 62.7% were female respondents (n = 190) and 37.3 % were male respondents
(n = 113). 69.7% of the respondents were undergoing their bachelor’s degree (n = 211),
followed by foundation (n = 78; 25.7%), diploma (n = 11; 3.6%), and postgraduate degree (n
=3; 1%).

Procedures

An online questionnaire was generated using Google Form and was shared on social media
via Messenger, Facebook, WhatsApp, and Microsoft Teams. The online survey questionnaire
consisted of a consent form, followed by demographic information, the Mental Help-Seeking
Attitudes Scale (MHSAS), two subscales of Inventory of Attitudes toward Seeking Mental
Health Services (IASMHS), and the Perceived Stigma and Barriers to Care for Psychological
Problems. Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Participants are free to
withdraw and discontinue anytime without prejudice. Participants may only proceed to the
guestionnaire only after they have given their consent. The inclusion criteria of sample
selection involved: (1) aged between 18- to 29-year-old; and (2) currently enrolling in higher
education. Students below 18-year-old have been excluded due to the difficulty of obtaining
immediate parental consent for participating in this research. In addition, students above 29
years old were also excluded from this study.

Instruments

Mental Help-Seeking Attitudes Scale (MHSAS). This scale was developed by Hammer et al.
(2018) to assess the overall evaluation of intention to seek help from mental health
professionals if they found themselves struggling with mental health issues. The instrument
consists of nine items, measured with a 7-point semantic differential scale. Items 2, 5, 6, 8,
and 9 are reverse scored. A sample item from this scale includes "If | had a mental health
concern, seeking help from a mental health professional would be useful." A higher score
indicates favourable and positive attitudes toward seeking help. In the current study, the a
coefficient for MHSAS is .92.

Inventory of Attitudes toward Seeking Mental Health Services (IASMHS). Developed by
Mackenzie et al. (2004), this scale was used to measure the participants' psychological
openness and help-seeking propensity. There are eight items measured with a 5-point Likert
scale for this subscale, ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) (Yousaf et al.,
2015). A sample item from this scale includes "Psychological problems, like many things, tend
to work out by themselves." Higher scores reflect higher psychological openness and higher
help-seeking propensity. In the current study, the a coefficients for IASMHS are .70 and .85
for psychological openness and help-seeking propensity, respectively.

The Perceived Stigma and Barriers to Care for Psychological Problems. The subscale of
perceived public stigma was used to measure one's beliefs about how others would view
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them to seek mental health treatment (Pederson & Paves, 2014). There are six items
measured with a 5-point Likert scale for this subscale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). A sample item from this scale includes "My peers might treat me differently
if | seek help from mental health professional." A higher score reflected greater perceived
public stigma and personal stigma. In the current study, the overall a coefficient is 91.

Results
Table 1 below summarized the topic-specific characteristics of the respondents in this study.

Table 1: Characteristics of Help-seeking Intention, Psychological Openness, Indifference to
Stigma, Help-seeking Propensity

M SD Min Max Skewness  Kurtosis
Help-seeking Intention 5.44 1.02 2.00 7.00 -.312 -.316
Psychological Openness 19.35 4.94 3.00 32.00 -.366 461
Indifference to Stigma 28.15 10.01 12.00 59.00 .306 -.395
Help-seeking Propensity  20.44 5.81 2.00 32.00 -.098 -.227

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Min = minimum value; Max = maximum value;
Skewness = skewness value; Kurtosis = kurtosis value.

Table 2 below shows the correlations of all the variables of the present study.

Table 2: Correlation Table of the Variables

Variables 1 2 3 4 5
Help-seeking Intention 1
Psychological Openness - 1
220%**
Perceived Public Stigma - .288*** 1
379%**
Self-stigma - 218***  531*** 1]
.387%**
Help-seeking Propensity 376*** 042 - .004 1
231 %%

Note. *** Indicates p <.001.

Discussion

The current study has met the objectives to assess the relationships between help-seeking
intention, psychological openness, indifferent to stigma (perceived public stigma and self-
stigma), and help-seeking propensity among university students in Malaysia. Results indicated
that psychological openness and indifference to stigma (perceived public stigma and self-
stigma) were negatively correlated with help-seeking intention, while help-seeking
propensity was positively correlated with help-seeking intention. Besides that, these variables
(i.e., psychological openness, indifference to stigma, and help-seeking propensity) were found
to have significant relationships with help-seeking intention.

A surprising negative relationship was found between help-seeking intention and
psychological openness. Contrary to several studies (e.g., Hyland et al., 2015; Pham et al.,
2020), individuals with high psychological openness have lower help-seeking intention. The
contradictory result is possibly due to psychological openness being a cultural-specific
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variable that may result differently in different cultural contexts. According to David (2010),
the help-seeking intention is negatively correlated with psychological openness among
Filipino Americans. The researcher explained that even people with high psychological
openness might have trust issues with mental health services, which is the main barrier
stopping people from seeking professional help. When individuals are not trusting the
professionals, they will tend to seek help from people around them instead of the formal
resources. For example, people are afraid that their private issues will be revealed and
discussed by the counsellor, so they will try to solve the issues by themselves or seek help
from family or friends. Besides that, individuals with high levels of psychological openness do
not necessarily translate to higher need to seek help in resolving mental health issues. People
may have faith in their ability to cope with their predicaments on their own. The severity of
the issues may also dictate their consideration to seek help from professionals.

The present study's findings had supported H,, where a negative relationship between help-
seeking intention and perceived public stigma was found. The current findings were
congruent with Topkaya (2014), which reported that a higher level of perceived public stigma
was correlated with a lower help-seeking intention. According to Subramaniam et al. (2017),
stigma is considered a social construct as it could be influenced by culture. Malaysian students
were ingrained with the perception that people with mental illness are dangerous and
disabled (Subramaniam et al., 2017). Cultural values, for example, play an important role in
defining causal models of disease and brings meaning to stigma. The key is to dispel the myths
surrounding mental health issues and associate mental health issues as medical issues rather
than personal weaknesses. Incorporating mental health issues into mainstream education
may reduce the stigma originating from misconception, thus increasing the intention to seek
help. A study conducted by Salim (2010) concluded that stigma towards mental illness among
Malaysian students needs to be reduced to improve the intention to seek help.

In addition, a negative relationship between help-seeking intention and self-stigma was
found. This finding is congruent with Topkaya (2014), which reported that a higher level of
self-stigma was correlated with lower help-seeking intention. The same results also reported
in the study conducted by Nam et al (2013), which indicated that college students with higher
levels of self-stigma have less intention to seek help. According to research conducted by Tan
et al. (2020), students have low intention to seek help from professionals as they were afraid
to be labelled by other people around them. In other words, self-stigma is negatively
correlated with help-seeking intention. Based on Kirsh et al (2016), the participant in their
research reported that tertiary education students are expected to be good enough in
managing their problem, including mental health issues. This expectation has built obstacles
for students to seek help as they fear being labelled as weaklings (Kirsh et al., 2016). According
to Cheng et al (2018), self-stigma was associated with mental health literacy. For example, a
lack of understanding of mental health issues or diseases may lead to self-labelling and
isolation. Their intention to seek help from professionals will be drastically reduced
(Subramaniam et al., 2017). Education is the key to reduce the level of self-stigma (Milin et
al., 2016).

Lastly, the results of the present study had supported Hs, where a positive relationship
between help-seeking intention and help-seeking propensity was found. This finding is
consistent with several other past studies (e.g., Hyland et al., 2015; Pham et al., 2020). The
positive relationship between these two variables indicated that students would be more
likely to seek professional support if they understand that seeking professional help could
improve their psychological well-being (Pham et al., 2020). The understanding is particularly
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critical given the psychological consequences of social isolation and other life disturbances
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, awareness and knowledge levels towards
psychological guidance and counselling, which include help-seeking propensity, may affect
the help-seeking intention and actual behaviour of the individual, where a positive attitude
leads to a higher willingness to seek help (Abhayasinghe, 2014).

Implications

This study offers a foundation for university students to comprehend the fundamental causes
that hinder their intention to seek help from professionals for their mental and psychological
health issues. This study provides university students insight into reducing their stigma and
improving their help-seeking propensity to improve their help-seeking intention. Counsellors
and educators may benefit from the result of the current study to explore factors pertinent
to help-seeking intention. To create a healthy environment, universities could help play
important roles to advocate and educate students concerning mental health issues.

Limitations and Recommendations

The purposive sampling method used in the current study is less than ideal for representing
the population of interest. Moreover, using a self-reported questionnaire to collect responses
may cause biased responses from the participants as they tend to answer the questions based
on their social interest.

Future research on this topic may consider adopting probability sampling to increase the
generalizability. In addition, future research may expand or improve the existing study by
considering variables that may boost help-seeking intention.
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