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Abstract: A review of previous researches indicated that the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help among students is related to fears of psychological treatment, attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help, gender and prior contact with counselor. A total of 320 students in Malaysia, aged between 15 to 17 were used in the present study to investigate factors influencing the likelihood of students seeking professional psychological help for socialisation, social psychological, personal psychological, family, career and study, school work adjustment andhealth problems related to substance abuse. One way repeated measures ANOVA and multiple regressions were used in the analysis. The result showed a significant difference in the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for different types of problems. Fears of psychological treatment is the most significant factor that can influence the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for social psychological problems, personal psychological problems, career and study problems, and school work adjustment problems.
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1. Introduction
Previous researches have shown that young people who experience mental health or psychological problems underutilise professional psychological help services [1,2,3]. The underutilisation of professional psychological services could be due to fear of going through the helping process and being labeled by others as problematic students [4,5,6] and negative attitudes towards professional help and the social stigma related to professional psychological help [7,8]. Very often, young people with personal and psychological problems prefer to turn to friends and family members for help [2].

A review of a variety of previous empirical studies indicated a few possible variables that are related to the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help among students and adults. One of them is fears of psychological treatment. Zartaloudi and Madianos [9] explored the link between treatment fearfulness and help-seeking behavior among 290 participants who sought help from the community mental health center in Greece. The participants comprised of students, skilled workers, and professionals. They found that individuals with less treatment fearfulness had more positive attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help and the time taken for these individuals to visit a mental health service center was shorter. In an exploratory study of people’s reasons for delaying or avoiding help seeking among 70 individuals with ages ranging from 14 to 72 in Australia, Amato and Bradshaw [10] found that fear and stigma associated with help seeking was one of the most important clusters of reasons given by respondents to avoid psychological help. The other four possible reasons for delaying or avoiding help seeking are problem avoidance and denial; suitability and availability of a helper; perceived external barriers; and desire to maintain independence. A systematic study on the multidimensional construct of treatment fears and service avoidance among university students was done by Kushner and Sher [6]. Participants comprised of 92 clinical subjets who were clients at the university psychological service centers and 501 non-clinical subjects. Based on the history of treatment seeking and treatment history, those non-clinical subjects were divided into avoider, seeker, and never-needed treatment group. They reported that there was a significant difference in the level of treatment fears between the avoider group and never-needed treatment group. Based on their findings for both clinical and non-clinical subjects, they concluded that increased treatment fears would lead to service avoidance. Their study on treatment fearfulness was replicated and extended by Deane and Chamberlain [11] and found that treatment fearfulness was related to the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help. Although the relationship between treatment fearfulness and the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help among students was well established [6,10,11], the relationship can be rather weak and influenced by the type of problems as found by Cepeda-Benito and Short [12], that treatment fearfulness was the significant predictor for the likelihood of seeking help for academic related concerns, but not for interpersonal and psychological concerns or drug use concerns. It is also the focus of this study to explore whether fears of psychological treatment influences the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help according to type of problems.

Another variable that is related to the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help among students is attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help. Studies have found that young people who have positive attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help coincide with the greater likelihood to seek help [13,14,15]. The relationship between attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help and likelihood of seeking counseling was studied by Kelly and Achter [16] using 260 students from two introductory level psychology courses who attended classes on the day of the study were used as subjects. They found that attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help were positively correlated to the intentions to seek professional psychological help from the university counseling center. A similar study was done by Cepeda-Benito and Short [12] using a larger number of undergraduates, selected from introductory and upper level psychology classes over two semesters in Texas A & M University. They concluded that positive attitudes towards psychotherapy significantly predicted the greater perceived likelihood of seeking help.

Previous research findings have shown consistently that the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help is related to the participants’ previous help-seeking experience. For example, Solberg et al. [17] did a survey on 596 undergraduate and graduate Asian American students and found that previous help-seeking experience was related to greater willingness to seek help for academic, interpersonal and substance abuse concerns. Similarly, Atkinson, Lowe and Matthews [3] found that Asian Americans students with previous psychological help-seeking experience indicated greater willingness to see a counselor than those with no previous such experience for both personal and academic problems. Besides that, Clary and Fristad [18] also revealed that college freshmen with previous counseling experience sought help at a campus counseling centre more often than those who had not had prior counseling experience.Most of these studies used campus setting involving mostly Asian Americans as participants and were conducted in Western countries. The present study seeks to explore whether the same scenario applies to Malaysians in the school setting.

Many empirical studies in the area of psychological help seeking suggested that female students were more likely than male students to seek professional psychological help [11,13,19]. Although many research findings found that gender is generally related to professional psychological help seeking, with women more likely to seek psychological help than men, there are some contradictory research findings that found no significant gender differences related to the professional psychological help seeking among students [3,20,21].

In conclusion, there is inconsistency in the research findings regarding the differences in the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help between males and females. Given these contradictory findings, there is a need to explore whether gender difference can influence the likelihood of professional psychological help seeking among Malaysian students. Many researches regarding relationships of these four variables aforementioned have been done in Western countries, but there is no research of that nature has been undertaken in Malaysia. In view of this, a research is needed to explore and examine the relationship of these four variables in the Malaysian context in order to have a deeper understanding regarding the phenomenon of underutilisation of professional psychological help services in schools. The purpose of this study was to explore the factors that can influence the likelihood of students seeking professional psychological help. The findings may be helpful to counselors and other mental health professionals on how to promote help-seeking behaviors for individuals who need psychological help.


2. Methods

2.1. Participants
Participants were students selected from secondaryschools that have at least one full time school counselor in Malaysia. A total of 320 students aged between 15 to 17 were involved with 150 males and 163 females, the balance did not indicate gender. Among the participants, only 53 of them had prior contact with a counselor with 24 participants seeing counselor on their own voluntary initiative whereas the other 29 were referred by others. A total of 267 participants had no prior contact with a counselor, of which 81 of them had thought of seeing a counselor but never make it and the other 182 participants had never thought of seeing a counselor.


2.2. Instruments
Thoughts About Psychotherapy Survey (TAPS), developed by Kushner and Sher [6]was used to assess participants’ fears of psychological treatment. The TAPS consists of 19 items rated on a 5-point Likert Scale with no concern (1) to very concerned (5). The total possible scores range from 19 to 95 with higher scores reflecting greater concerns and thus, greater fears towards psychological treatment. An adaptation was done to make the instrument more suitable to be used in the Malaysian school context. The adaptation involved the change of the terminology “therapist” to “counselor” because the term counselor is more widely used and known among the school students in Malaysia.

Attitudes Towards Seeking Professional Psychological Help Scale (ATSPPHS) was developed and standardised by Fischer and Turner [22] to measure the attitudes of people towards seeking professional help for psychological disturbances. It consists of 29 items rated on a 4-point scale from disagree (0) to agree (3). 11 items are positively stated whereas 18 items are negatively stated. The total score for a participant can range from 0 to 87 with higher scores indicating more favourable attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help. Both the TAPS and ATSPPHS were translated into Bahasa Malaysia version. Back translation method was used to ensure that the essence of meaning for all items in the original version for each instrument was retained.

The final part of the instrument measured the likelihood of students seeking professional psychological help in schools if they encountered the problem mentioned in each item. It consists of 34 items which are problems relevant to Malaysian students in schools. Problems were divided into seven categories namely, health problems related to substance abuse, socialisation problems, social psychological problems, personal psychological problems, family problems, career and study problems, and school work adjustment problems. Each item was rated in a 6-point scale with 1 (very likely to seek help) to 6 (very unlikely to seek help). Higher scores indicated that students were more likely to seek psychological help in schools if they were having problems.


2.3. Procedure
Questionnaires were administered personally by the researcher in classroom. Participants were informed regarding the purpose of the study and briefed about the instructions on answering the questionnaires. Participation in this study was voluntary and information given was confidential and was only used for this research. After informed consent was obtained from participants, they were given ample time to fill up the questionnaire forms anonymously.


3. Results
One way repeated measures ANOVA was used to analyze the mean differences in the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help according to types of problems. Table 1 and Table 2 present the descriptive statistics and the result of ANOVA respectively for the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help according to each type of problems. 315 valid cases were used in analysis after the listwise deletion of missing data. The result showed a significant difference in the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for different types of problems,F(6, 1882) = 84.58, p< 0.0005. A Tukey HSD test revealed that the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help differed significantly from one problem to another with exception of that between social psychological problems (M = 3.21) and family problems (M = 3.14). The highest mean likelihood of seeking professional psychological help occurred for school work adjustment problems (M = 4.05), followed by career and study problems (M = 3.90), personal psychological problems (M = 3.70), social psychological problems (M = 3.21), family problems (M = 3.14), socialization problems (M = 2.95), and lastly health problems related to substance abuse (M = 2.64).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics on the Likelihood of SeekingProfessional Psychological Help. According to Types of Problems


Table 2. Summary of One Way Repeated Measure ANOVA on the Likelihood of Seeking Professional Psychological Help by Types of Problems


Seven standard mutliple regressions were performed using predictor variables of ATSPPHS, TAPS, gender, and prior contact with the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for seven types of problems (see Table 3). Results showed that only five out of seven regression models were significant (p <.01). TAPS had the greatest beta weight and was a significant predictor of the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for social psychological problems (β = .180, p < .01), personal psychological problems(β = .193, p < .01), career and study problems (β = .208, p < .01), and school work adjustment problems(β = .163, p < .01). The analysis showed that participants with greater fears of psychological treatment were more likely to seek professional psychological help when experiencing social psychological problems, personal psychological problems, career and study problems, and school work adjustment problems.

Table 3. Multiple Regression Predicting Likelihood of Seeking Professional Psychological Help. According to Types of Problems


Besides fears of psychological treatment, attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help was also found to be a significant predictor of the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for school work adjustment problems (β = .155, p < .01). The analysis showed that participants with more favorable attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help were more inclined to have greater likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for school work adjustment problems. Apart from fears of psychological treatment, prior contact with counselor was also found to be a significant predictor of the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for social psychological problems (β = -.168, p < .01). However, the prior contact with counselor had a suppression effect on the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help. The correlation between prior contact with counselor and the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for social psychological problems was negative (r = -.160, p < .01). The analysis showed that participants who had prior contact with counselor were less inclined to seek professional psychological help when facing social psychological problems. Among the four predictor variables, gender was the only variable that had no significant impact on the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for all the seven types of problems.


4. Discussion
The likelihood of seeking professional psychological help is very much influenced by the types of problems faced by participants. The descriptive analysis reveals that participants have the greatest likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for school work adjustment problems, followed by career and study problems. Since participants are school students, they may perceive these two problems, which are academic in nature, as the most relevant problems to be brought to counseling. Students generally hold the perceptions of counseling as suitable for those who were academically weak. The likelihood of seeking professional psychological help decreases as the problem becomes more personal and intimate. Students also seem to be more reluctant to seek professional psychological help for family problems. This is probably because participants find it difficult to trust and share personal as well as family problems with counselors. It is the Asian cultural norm that personal and family problems should be shared only among close circle of family and friends. They may feel discomfort and shame to share personal problems with counselors as indicated by findings from Yoon and Jepsen [23] among Asian International students in an American public university. As a result, they may prefer to turn to their friends and family members for help as indicated by the previous research [2]. Due to the Asian values of emotional self-control, collectivism, and filial piety, students may be encouraged to exercise emotional restraints and show respect to authority figures in a family. To seek professional psychological help for personal and family problems may be seen as a sign of weakness and bring shame to the family [24].

The results reveal that participants have the least likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for health problems related to substance abuse. These problems are considered as serious disciplinary problems in most schools. They are closely associated with punishment and disciplinary actions. Thus, students may find it threatening to discuss these problems with a counselor for fear that disciplinary actions will be taken against them. Students may not trust counselors who are also teachers and carry out disciplinary responsibilities. In schools, most clients with these problems are referred by school authorities after they have been identified through urine tests or other means.

The finding demonstrates that fears of psychological treatment is the most significant factor that can influence the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help for social psychological problems, personal psychological problems, career and study problems, and school work adjustment problems. It implies that the higher the level of fears of psychological treatment, the greater will be the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help. When individuals face problems in life, they may be motivated to seek professional psychological help and thus, the likelihood of seeking help increases. At the same time, the fears of psychological treatment will also increase because they may be concerned about the therapist’s competence and professionalism, about what may happen during the psychological helping process and how others will look at them. These thoughts which contribute to fears of psychological treatment will eventually act as an inhibiting factor to seek professional psychological help. Hence, the finding strengthens the proposition of Kushner and Sher [25], that is fears of psychological treatment will be activated as the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help becomes more real for an individual. Fears will act as one of the inhibitory factors and will be counteracted by motivational factors. The net result of these two conflicting factors will determine the actual act of seeking professional psychological help. Therefore, the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help may be high among students but it does not guarantee that they will actually seek help when they have problems. The predictability of fears of psychological treatment for the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help is only applicable for social psychological problems, personal psychological problems, career and study problems, and school work adjustment problems. It is not applicable for health problems related to substance abuse, socialisation problems, and family problems. This finding is consistent with that of Cepeda- Benito and Short [12] in which fears of psychological treatment predicted the intention to seek help for academic problems but not interpersonal or drug problems.

In order to increase the usage of professional psychological help services in schools, school counselors need to address the fears of psychological treatment among students. According to Kushner and Sher [6],fears of psychological treatment is a multidimensional construct consists of fears about the competence and professionalism of the counselor, fears of being judged negatively by others and fears of coerced by the counselor. It is important that school counselors work towards reducing the negative perceptions that are related to seeking professional psychological help services by challenging the misconception and educating potential clients about the counseling process [26].It is good for school counselors to discuss openly about the counseling process and what is expected from the counselor. This will help to encourage more students to seek professional psychological help willingly on their own accord rather than being forced to see the counselor by the school authority.


5. Conclusion
Although the results of the present study indicate that fears of psychological treatment is the most significant predictor variable for the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help, the proportion of the variance accounted for by all the seven regression models is very small, less than 10%. There may be other variables such as social stigma, self disclosure, and emotional self-control which could have contributed to the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help, but are not included in the present study. Another concern is the small number of participants who have prior contact with counselor and majority of them are referred clients. The likelihood of seeking professional psychological help among participants may not reflect the actual help seeking behaviours. Future studies may find it helpful to include the actual help seeking behavior using a bigger sample of voluntary clients.

In conclusion, despite these limitations, the present study provided useful information to school counselors regarding the likelihood of seeking professional psychological help among students. Students are more likely to seek professional psychological help for problems related to academic work. Fears of psychological treatment is the most significant factor influencing the likelihood of students seeking professional psychological help related to social psychological problems, personal psychological problems, career and study problems, and school work adjustment problems.
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