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Understanding academic help-seeking among first-
generation college students: a phenomenological
approach
Li Ruihua 1,2, Norlizah Che Hassan3✉ & Norzihani Saharuddin1

Seeking academic help is a common practice for students to achieve academic success.

Although there are some studies on academic help-seeking, current research has not fully

examined this behavior from the perspective of first-generation college students. This study

explores how first-generation college students perceive and engage in academic help-seek-

ing, aiming to understand the factors that influence their attitudes and behaviors in seeking

academic support. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 participants, guided

by the Theory of Planned Behavior. The interviews were recorded and transcribed, then

analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. The findings are as follows: (1)

Positive perception, (2) Negative perception, (3) Social Expectations and Pressures in Help-

Seeking, (4) Motivators for Help-Seeking, and (5) Inhibitors for help-seeking. Most students

have a favorable view of seeking help, but many associate it with self-doubt and concerns

about peers’ opinions. Subjective norms in help-seeking are shaped by social expectations

and pressures, with key influences coming from family, teachers, and peers. Motivation to

seek help affects understanding academic needs, problem-solving urgency, and confidence.

However, there are inhibiting factors such as emotional barriers, perceived independence,

and concerns about help effectiveness. This study provides valuable insights into the complex

dynamics of academic help-seeking among first-generation college students. It highlights

their positive attitudes and the multifaceted factors influencing their help-seeking behavior.

The insights from this study are critical to developing targeted educational approaches and

support mechanisms to assist first-generation college students in their academic endeavors

more effectively.
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Introduction

Learning is hardly ever accomplished alone. Nearly all college
students require some academic help in their learning
experiences. Seeking help is not a dependent behavior but

rather a self-regulated strategy (Fong et al. 2023). When students
enter college, they face many challenges, especially when adapting
to a new learning environment. At this stage, they typically need
to manage their academic work more independently (Laajala-
Lozano and Jenkins, 2022; Nguyen, 2023). Although educational
institutions have continuously improved support for students’
intellectual development and academic transitions after high
school, such as providing orientation, counseling, and learning
centers, students still need to utilize these resources actively
(Chen et al. 2018). Research has found that seeking help is one of
the feasible channels for students to solve academic problems.
(Fong et al. 2023; R. H. Li et al. 2023a).

In the ever-changing landscape of higher education, students
from first-generation college families, meaning both parents have
not obtained a four-year college degree—face unique challenge-
s(Hansen-Brown et al. 2023; Qu et al. 2023). When FGCS face
similar anxieties and challenges as other college students, they
also must navigate the cultural, social, and academic transitions
required when entering higher education institutions (Finny et al.
2022; X. J. Li et al. 2023b). At the same time, the norms of the
higher education system may not align with their cultural back-
ground, which could hinder their ability to seek help in academic,
financial, and psychological aspects. FGCS come from diverse
cultural backgrounds, which may lead to difficulties in adapting
to the higher education environment due to cultural differences
(Chang et al. 2020; Phillips et al. 2020). Their parents or family
members do not have a college education, which limits their
ability to provide knowledge and guidance related to the college
experience, potentially causing first-generation students to feel
unsettled in both academic and personal aspects (LeBouef and
Dworkin, 2021). Although academic support is crucial for every
college student, it may be of higher importance for first-
generation college students, as they may adopt unique attitudes
and behaviors when seeking support in the college environment
(Chang et al. 2020; White and Canning, 2023). In this current
research, we utilize a Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) theory to
examine first-generation college students’ nuanced cognitions,
processes, and behaviors as they seek academic help.

Related literature review
Academic help-seeking behavior. For decades, researchers in the
fields of education and psychology have conducted multifaceted
studies on help-seeking behavior. Help-seeking behavior spans
various domains, such as mental health and psychological
counseling, and the research subjects range from elementary and
middle school to high school and adult education. The focus of
this study is on academic help-seeking among college students,
i.e., the behavior of college students who realize they cannot
independently solve academic problems and, therefore, decide to
seek help from external sources (Ryan et al. 1998). Academic
help-seeking (AHS) is a self-regulated behavioral strategy that
encompasses autonomous control and social interaction to obtain
assistance from others and is aimed at supporting learning and
problem-solving among college students (Karabenick, 2003;
Karabenick and Knapp, 1988). When learners become aware of
difficulties in their understanding, they take a series of deliberate
actions, including selecting from various possible sources and
then seeking help to address these issues (Broadbent and Lodge,
2021). The behavior and attitude of seeking academic help have
emotional and affective components, which may manifest during
the anticipated stage of self-regulated learning and could also play

a role in the final decision of whether to seek help from other-
s(Parker et al. 2019). Furthermore, there is an association between
academic help-seeking behavior and other socio-psychological
factors, making it worthy of our attention (Bornschlegl et al. 2020;
Chen et al. 2018). On the other hand, some students may have a
positive view of seeking help because they believe it is a valuable
strategy for promoting learning. This attitude reflects their belief
that seeking help contributes to improving academic perfor-
mance, making them more inclined to seek support (Adams et al.
2023; Al-Rashidi and Abdel-Al Ibrahim, 2023). In summary,
students’ emotions and attitudes have a significant impact on
whether they seek academic help, including self-esteem, perceived
competence, and their perceptions of the threats and benefits of
seeking help. These factors together shape students’ help-seeking
behavior and attitudes.

Interpersonal factors and social interactions have also been
found to influence students’ decisions to ask for help. Factors
such as perceived social support (Martínez-López et al. 2023),
sense of belonging to the class group (Won et al. 2021), or
satisfaction with friendship (Brouwer and Engels, 2022; Shin and
Park, 2023) can determine academic help-seeking behaviors. The
role of professors and lecturers in the classroom environment has
been confirmed to have a significant impact on whether students
are willing to seek help, as indicated by existing research. Studies
suggest that three aspects of the classroom environment—
classroom norms, goal structures, and social atmosphere—may
influence adolescents’ help-seeking behavior (Shin and Park,
2023). It is important to note that students’ help-seeking behavior
may encompass two extremes: avoiding seeking help and
perceiving help-seeking as a threat, with avoiding seeking help
typically harming academic performance (Önder and Akçapinar,
2023). Meanwhile, Ryan and Shin (2011) found that students’
help-seeking avoidant behavior generally negatively influences
their academic achievement.

First-generation college students’ academic help-seeking behavior.
Despite the existence of various definitions, as per the US
Department of Education, first-generation college students are
those currently attending college and whose parents have not
obtained a 4-year degree. In comparison to their peers with
college-educated parents, FGCS encounter more obstacles
(Toutkoushian et al. 2018). As of 2022, Chinese universities are
undergoing significant expansion, with 10.92 million under-
graduate students enrolled and a total of 46.55 million students in
higher education. This represents a thirteenfold increase since
1998 (China, 2022). Under this trend, the proportion of non-first-
generation college students is gradually increasing in Chinese
universities, particularly in domestic research-oriented institu-
tions, where the number of non-first-generation college students
is catching up with that of FGCS (Fang and Lu, 2022). These
students, neither of whose parents earned a four-year college
degree, have limited or significant financial debt due to limited
financial resources, poor academic preparation (Thompson,
2021), poor quality interactions with faculty (Ives and Castillo-
Montoya, 2020; Ro et al. 2021), and concerns about campus
belonging and adjustment (Azpeitia et al. 2023; Cheong et al.
2021). According to Cheong et al. (2021), FGCS have lower grade
point averages and lower degree completion rates than continue
generation college students (CGCS). The difference in help-
seeking behavior may contribute to the achievement gap between
FGCS and CGCS. Seeking help from instructors, teaching assis-
tants, peers, or other sources is strongly associated with academic
performance, engagement, anxiety, and overall academic
achievement (Chang et al. 2020; Parnes et al. 2020; Richards,
2022). Qualitative research suggests FGCS are less likely to seek
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help when they need it, and when they do seek help, they are
more likely to engage in passive help-seeking (e.g., waiting quietly
for assistance) as opposed to active help-seeking (e.g., promptly
requesting assistance through multiple methods), compared to
CGCS (White and Canning, 2023).

This study focuses on first-generation college students (FGCS)
in China because their help-seeking behavior is shaped by the
country’s unique cultural and educational context. Chinese
culture, as a collectivist society, places a strong emphasis on
family loyalty and maintaining social harmony, which influences
students’ perceptions of seeking academic help (Koo, 2021). For
many students, seeking help may be seen as an admission of
personal failure, which conflicts with the cultural expectation in
China to ‘save face’—that is, to maintain one’s dignity and avoid
public embarrassment by not exposing personal challenges or
burdens to others. This cultural dynamic is particularly significant
for FGCS, as their families lack higher education experience,
leading these students to feel additional pressure to succeed
academically. This cultural dynamic is particularly significant for
FGCS, as their families lack higher education experience, leading
these students to feel additional pressure to succeed academically
(Fan and Nkansah, 2024). Furthermore, the highly competitive
nature of China’s education system exacerbates these pressures,
making Chinese FGCS a crucial group to study for academic
help-seeking behavior (Kang and Mok, 2024; Lim et al. 2024).

Research framework. There are different theories to study aca-
demic help-seeking behavior, such as self-regulated learning
(SLR) (Broadbent and Howe, 2023; Davison et al. 2023), Help-
seeking interaction model (Davison et al. 2023), tension system
(Peeters et al. 2020), Community cultural wealth framework
(Payne et al. 2021), we utilized the Theory of Planned Behavior
(TPB) (Fig. 1) as a framework to understand first-generation
college students’ academic help-seeking behavior. The theory of

planned behavior, developed by Ajzen (1991), is a theory meant
to explain human behavior through specific contexts. According
to the Theory of Planned Behavior, an individual’s background,
including personality, age, gender, nationality, cultural back-
ground, cultural adaptability, shame, and socioeconomic status,
can influence their behavioral beliefs. The core factor of this
theory is behavioral intention, which is the individual’s motiva-
tion behind their behavior. Intent can be explained as the desire
of an individual to learn a certain skill or try new concepts, as well
as the extent to which they are inclined to engage in a particular
behavior, which also determines whether this behavior will occur
in practice (Ajzen, 1991). In this theory, three factors play a
crucial role in determining an individual’s intention. Firstly,
attitude, or behavioral beliefs, is the individual’s attitude towards
a specific behavior (Ajzen, 1991, 2012). Secondly, subjective
norms involve social expectations—whether an individual
believes they should engage in a certain behavior. This belief is
often influenced by the individual’s social network, peers, col-
leagues, and family (Ajzen, 1991, 2012). Lastly, the third factor is
“perceived behavioral control,” which is related to the ease or
difficulty of an individual implementing a specific behavior
(Ajzen, 1991, 2012). The Theory of Planned Behavior has also
been widely used in studies focusing on student behavior. Some
studies on college students’ social entrepreneurship inten-
tion(Chang et al. 2022; Nawi et al. 2022), Other studies have
focused on specific behaviors on campus, such as food waste,
walking behavior, and Anti-Littering Behavior(Ibrahim et al.
2021; Wang et al. 2023; White et al. 2022).

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) provides a compre-
hensive framework for understanding the factors that influence
students’ academic help-seeking behavior (Pan and Hao, 2023;
Yee and Ryan, 2023). First, TPB considers students’ attitudes
toward help-seeking, including their perceptions of the benefits
and outcomes of help-seeking. Research has shown that these
attitudes can significantly influence students’ willingness to seek

Fig. 1 Theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991).
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help, with positive attitudes encouraging such behavior and
negative beliefs (e.g., viewing help-seeking as a sign of weakness)
acting as a deterrent (Bornschlegl et al. 2020). Second, subjective
norms play a key role, reflecting the influence of social
expectations of peers, families, and educators. Research has
shown that in collectivist cultures like China, where maintaining
social harmony is crucial, family expectations and peer pressures
can heavily influence whether students seek help or remain silent
(Cao et al. 2021; Jeng, 2024). The TPB allows researchers to
analyze how these social pressures affect students’ perceptions of
the acceptability of seeking help (Naumova, 2022; Yee and
Ceballos, 2023). Finally, the TPB highlights the role of perceived
behavioral control, which refers to students’ confidence in their
ability to seek and effectively use academic help. This includes
their assessment of available resources and perceived barriers.
Research applying TPB in educational settings has consistently
shown that students with higher perceived behavioral control (i.e.,
those who believe they can easily get help) are more likely to seek
help when needed (Bimerew and Arendse, 2024; Dueñas et al.
2021b). However, while TPB focuses on planned behavior, it is
important to acknowledge that not all academic help-seeking is
intentional or premeditated. During interviews with participants,
we also observed instances of spontaneous help-seeking, where
students sought assistance reactively, often due to immediate
academic pressures or emotional triggers. While these behaviors
do not align perfectly with TPB, they offer valuable insights into
the complexity of help-seeking among students. Thus, this study
primarily focuses on planned help-seeking behavior but recog-
nizes the presence of spontaneous help-seeking as an important
complementary observation. Although TPB remains central to
understanding the intentional aspects of help-seeking, the
inclusion of spontaneous behaviors provides a broader perspec-
tive on how students navigate academic challenges.

Rationale for the study. The current literature on academic help-
seeking behavior primarily focuses on the general student
population, emphasizing students’ perspectives, attitudes toward
seeking help, and its impact on academic performance. However,
a noticeable lack of in-depth research focuses on FGCSs’ help-
seeking behaviors in educational contexts. Furthermore, while
existing studies have addressed the challenges that FGCS face in
higher education, primarily using quantitative analyses to exam-
ine their academic performance and college retention, there is a
lack of research delving into their academic help-seeking beha-
viors. While the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) has been
widely used in various areas of behavioral research, its application
to understanding the academic help-seeking behaviors of FGCS
has not been widely explored. This study aimed to investigate the
perception of college students in seeking or not seeking
academic help.

The following research questions guided the present study:

● What are the perceptions of first-generation college
students in China regarding academic help-seeking?

● How do the opinions and behaviors of peers, family, and
educational staff influence first-generation college students
in China to seek academic help?

● What factors do first-generation college students in China
identify as facilitators or barriers to seeking academic help?

Methodology
Research design. This study utilized the interpretative phenom-
enological analysis (IPA) methodology, which was developed in
psychology in the mid-1990s (Smith, 1996, 2011). The explora-
tory and in-depth nature of the IPA methodology facilitates

insight and understanding of the participants’ lived experiences.
This method obtains descriptions of experiences through infor-
mal one-on-one interviews with first-person narratives. The
interviews are then transcribed and analyzed for themes and
meanings to understand their experiences (Moustakas, 1994). As
such, the researcher must be aware of their biases and pre-
conceptions to understand, shield, and adjust them during the
research process (Smith et al. 2022). This requires the researcher
to approach the data with an open and inquiring mind, under-
standing that while the researcher’s conclusions are no truer than
those of the participants, the researcher’s conclusions can provide
insights that go beyond and overlap with the participants’ claims.
Given that the focus of this study was to explore the academic
help-seeking behaviors of first-generation college students, we
chose IPA to gain insight into individuals’ behavioral experiences.

Furthermore, The COREQ checklist (Supplementary Material
1 The Consolidated Criteria for. Reporting Qualitative Studies
(COREQ): 32-item checklist) was used for the report of this study
(Tong et al. 2007).

Participants. Sampling for the IPA follows a purposeful process
whereby a small group of participants is drawn from a specific
population to understand the experiences of a particular group.
They also suggested that snowballing can be an effective
recruitment method when target participants are difficult to
recruit. Thus, purposive sampling and snowball sampling were
used in this study (Smith et al. 2022). Snowball sampling allows
the recruitment process to expand efficiently by relying on
existing participants to refer others with relevant characteristics.
To reduce the risk of bias, we emphasized to participants the
importance of referring individuals from diverse backgrounds
and experiences, aiming to ensure a broader range of perspectives
within the sample. Eligibility criteria for this study required
participants to (1) Parents of college seniors, neither of whom had
attended or graduated from college, were the first college students
in their families to attend college；(2) College seniors who grew
up and lived in rural China ;(3) Fourth-year college students who
are praised for their academic performance；(4) College seniors
who have a GPA of no less than 3.0 and are not failing classes.
The participants could then contact the researcher to participate
in the study, and snowball sampling was used afterward. Twenty-
six people initially agreed to be interviewed, but only 20 were
interviewed. Six of the respondents declined due to time con-
straints and concerns about answering the questions, and two
who had been contacted were not interviewed because the data
had reached saturation. The final sample consisted of 20 under-
graduates (Female= 12, Male= 8) aged between 20 and 22 years.
All participants in this study were of Han ethnicity, the pre-
dominant ethnic group in China. Table 1 shows the Character-
istics of the study participants.

Data collection. A semi-structured interview schedule was
developed after reviewing the literature and discussing it with
FGCS students and college lecturers (Supplementary Material 2
interview guide). After obtaining ethical approval, a pilot inter-
view was conducted. During pilot testing and actual data collec-
tion, the interview guide was modified as we learned more about
the different representations of students’ academic help-seeking
behaviors, such as asking questions. The in-depth, semi-
structured personal interviews were conducted between July
2023 and October 2023 in online meetings or on campus. The
interviews lasted between 30 and 70 min (Supplementary Material
3 interview details). During the interview, we followed the semi-
structured interview guide (Supplementary Material 2 interview
guide). In the interview process, the interviewer summarizes the
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participant’s response before posing the next question, only
proceeding to the next question when no further information is
needed. Although an interview guide is used in IPA research, the
purpose of this guide is to provide researchers with a framework
rather than strictly dictate the content of the conversation (Smith
et al. 2022). The interviews were audio-recorded with partici-
pants’ consent and transcribed verbatim to ensure the accuracy of
the data. The recordings were cross-checked with the transcripts
to minimize any errors or misinterpretations. During the data
collection process, all co-authors discussed the point of data
saturation. When the researcher observed no new information
emerging from the follow-up interviews, all co-authors decided to
end further data collection.

The interviewer communicated with the interviewees in
Chinese throughout the interviews so that they could express
themselves in their mother tongue. The researcher initially
translated the interview transcriptions from Chinese into English,
with two professional translators reviewing and revising the
translations to ensure accuracy, cultural appropriateness, and the
integrity of the participants’ statements. After transcription, the
participants were invited to review their transcripts for accuracy
and provide any additional information or corrections. Of the 20
participants, 15 responded, and five made revisions or added
further insights. To ensure that the content of the interviews was
not misinterpreted, each interviewee received a copy of the
interview transcript in English. To protect the privacy and
anonymity of the research participants, their names were replaced
with pseudonyms, and potentially identifying information was
removed during transcription. All interviews were transcribed
within 48 h. Each participant’s name and identifying information
were removed from the interview transcripts. While presenting
the data, we protected the privacy of the participants by
anonymizing their names and assigning each participant a
number for analysis purposes, such as P1 representing the first
participant and P2 representing the second participant.

Data analysis. We employed the IPA method to analyze the data.
During this process, we recorded and transcribed the interviews
verbatim. Subsequently, we analyzed the principles of IPA (Smith
et al. 2022). This analytical process involved reading and re-
reading the transcripts, making initial notes, identifying newly

emerged themes, exploring connections between different themes,
and then moving on to the next case to identify patterns and
commonalities (Smith et al., 2022). This analysis method is widely
used in qualitative research in psychology to explore individual
lived experiences associated with complex, ambiguous, and
emotionally charged domains(Smith et al., 2022). Neutrality is a
central element of phenomenology and can be achieved by dis-
tinguishing the researcher’s experience from the phenomenon
under study (Finlay, 2014; Miller et al., 2018). In addition, the
research team endeavored to distinguish their own experiences
from the literature and the study results. This approach focuses
on the lived experience of the person facing the situation rather
than pre-existing theoretical stereotypes.

The data were analyzed using inductive methods, which helped
to discover and identify themes from the data. Data analysis is an
interactive process that involves several steps, such as reading and
re-reading transcripts, initial recording, developing emerging
themes, finding connections between emerging themes, and
looking for patterns and alternative explanations. The first author
familiarized herself with the data by repeatedly reading the
transcripts and listening to the recordings. Once familiarized, the
first author did coding, and themes and interpretations were
identified through regular meetings with the second and third
authors. New themes for the case arose through the coding of the
exploratory notes and related transcript sections. These emerging
themes were then analyzed and developed to find interrelation-
ships between themes. In addition, the themes were linked
through thematic mind maps to understand the unique
interactions of these themes in the participants’ experiences.
Following this process, the focus of the analysis shifted to the next
case. Several themes were renamed at this stage, thus collating the
superordinate themes in line with IPA terminology (Smith et al.,
2022). NVivo software was used as a data management tool.

Ethical considerations. This study obtained formal ethical
approval from the JKEUPM Human Research Ethics Committee,
with approval number JKEUPM-2023-309, ensuring that the
research design followed high ethical standards. To fully protect
the rights of potential participants, we provided them with
detailed information sheets and consent forms that clearly out-
lined the purpose, process, and participation rights in the study.

Table 1 Characteristics of the study participants.

Participant Gender Age Research areas GPA Father’s education Mother’s education

1 Male 21 Social Sciences 3 Middle School High School
2 Male 22 Social Sciences 3.6 Middle School Middle School
3 Female 22 Social Sciences 3.6 High School Middle School
4 Female 22 Social Sciences 3 High School High School
5 Male 22 Social Sciences 3.8 Elementary School Middle School
6 Female 22 Humanities 4 No Formal Education No Formal Education
7 Female 22 Social Sciences 3.2 High School Middle School
8 Male 22 Engineering and Technology 3.5 Middle School Middle School
9 Female 22 Engineering and Technology 3 Middle School Middle School
10 Female 22 Social Sciences 3 Middle School Elementary School
11 Male 23 Engineering and Technology 3.6 High School High School
12 Male 22 Social Sciences 3.2 Middle School Elementary School
13 Male 22 Engineering and Technology 3.5 Middle School Elementary School
14 Female 23 Humanities 3.8 Elementary School Elementary School
15 Female 21 Humanities 3.7 High School High School
16 Female 21 Social Sciences 3.4 High School High School
17 Female 23 Humanities 4 High School High School
18 Male 23 Social Sciences 3 Middle School Elementary School
19 Female 22 Humanities 4 Middle School Middle School
20 Female 23 Social Sciences 3 Elementary School Middle School
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All interview content will be transcribed and treated anon-
ymously to protect participants’ privacy and data confidentiality.
To further ensure the security of information, all this data is
stored in password-protected files that only authorized members
of the research team can access. Once the interview content is
accurately transcribed, the original recording materials will be
deleted to eliminate any risk of disclosing participants’ identities
(Smith et al., 2022).

Rigor. We took several steps to strengthen the study’s credibility
and methodological quality or trustworthiness (Graneheim and
Lundman, 2004). First, we used open coding to ensure that our
analyses were organized around themes that emerged from the
transcripts rather than a predetermined structure. Researcher
reflexivity was systematically employed (Malterud, 2001; Tong
et al., 2007). In our study of the academic help-seeking behaviors
of FGCS, we realized that our backgrounds and experiences as
part of the study may have influenced our perceptions and
understanding of the research questions. We carefully reflected
on our experiences and how they might influence our research
process. Third, the first author presented preliminary findings
and discussed them with co-authors. An independent researcher
with expertise in qualitative data analysis reviewed the two coded
transcripts and integration. All authors reviewed the final themes.
We also emailed findings to participants to assess the accuracy of
the descriptive triangulation (Morse, 2015). Participants were
allowed to respond via email regarding the accuracy of the
narrative.

Results
Through the analysis and interpretation of the data, we uncov-
ered perceptions of academic help-seeking behaviors among
FGCS and what factors promote or hinder students’ academic
help-seeking. The six themes are as follows (1) Positive percep-
tion of academic help-seeking behavior; (2) Negative perception
of academic help-seeking behavior; (3) Social expectations and
pressures in help-seeking ; (4) Motivations for help-seeking; (5)
Inhibitors for help-seeking activities; and (6) Pre-help-seeking
assessment; each of the main themes contains emerging sub-
themes that are considered to be further elaborations of the
meaning of the main theme. Table 2 illustrates the themes and
subthemes. A table of recurrent themes for Research questions
can be found in Supplementary Material 4.

Attitudes toward the behavior. In the context of academic help-
seeking, our interviewees exhibited both positive and negative
attitudes toward seeking help. Students with a positive attitude
towards seeking help believed that AHS could bring positive
outcomes. They were willing to adopt different strategies to help
themselves succeed. On the other hand, students with a negative
attitude toward AHS thought that seeking help might disturb
others and showed a lack of self-confidence in their abilities.

Positive perception of academic help-seeking behavior. The positive
perception of seeking academic help mainly includes the belief
that seeking help can bring positive results and that different
strategies can be adopted to achieve positive outcomes. Addi-
tionally, seeking academic help is seen as a mutual help behavior.

Positive help-seeking attitudes and outcomes: The theme “Posi-
tive help-seeking attitudes and outcomes” primarily reflects stu-
dents’ belief that academic help-seeking can yield favorable
results. For instance, 14 interviewees expressed the importance of
confidently seeking help without fear of being perceived as
unintelligent by others. They emphasized that seeking academic
help can enhance their understanding of unfamiliar topics,
effectively reinforce their knowledge, and contribute to their
academic and future career success. Additionally, P11 articulated
that seeking academic help is a learning process involving tran-
sitioning from unfamiliarity to proficiency. P15 conveyed similar
sentiments.

“I don’t think I would feel ashamed of this unless I wasn’t
paying attention in class and ended up asking questions
that don’t make sense. In that case, someone might feel
embarrassed, but this hasn’t been an issue for me.” (P15)

Communication and mutual aid in help-seeking: The theme
“Communication and mutual aid in help-seeking” primarily
refers to the notion that seeking help is a form of mutual assis-
tance. For instance, Participant 17 said, “Seeking help is a form of
helping each other because when you ask others for help this
time, they may ask you for help next time, creating a positive and
active interaction. When seeking help from others, there is also
often an opportunity to help them in return, forming a mutually
beneficial relationship.” Furthermore, Participant 10 believes,
“This kind of relationship is not only limited to interactions
between individuals but can also be a collaborative problem-

Table 2 Themes developed during the study grouped the following TPB aspects.

Corresponding TPB variables Themes Subthemes

Attitudes
toward
the behavior

Positive perception
(N= 16)

Positive help-seeking attitudes and outcome (N= 14)
Communication and mutual aid in help-seeking (N= 6)
Help-seeking strategies and choices (N= 9)
Value of help-seeking (N= 7)

Negative
perception
(N= 14)

Dependency and solicitation for help (N= 7)
Psychological disturbances in help-seeking (N= 14)

Subjective norms Social expectations and pressures in help-seeking
(N= 11)

Family attitudes (N= 9)
Teachers attitudes (N= 6)
Peer attitudes (N= 10)

Perceived
behavior control

Motivators for help-seeking
(N= 18)

Academic challenges and needs (N= 15)
Personal capabilities and attitudes (N= 8)
Timeliness and urgency in problem-solvi (N= 4)
Potential sources of help and their behaviors (N= 13)

Inhibitors for help-seeking activities
(N= 14)

Intrapersonal attitudes and emotional consideration (N= 11)
External circumstances and relationship dynamics (N= 8)
Personal competence and self-reliance awareness (N= 4)
Considerations of time and solution effectiveness (N= 5)
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solving process within a team or group.” Another aspect of
mutual assistance is that when you seek help, you need to accu-
mulate certain social connections because, this time, you are
asking others for help. Next time, they may ask you for help, thus
gradually establishing your help-seeking network.

Help-seeking strategies and choices: The theme “Help-Seeking
Strategies and Choices” refers to the belief among students that
various strategies and options are available while seeking aca-
demic help. Some students feel that one must rely on oneself
because others will not proactively help, and one cannot be
wholly dependent on others.

“There won’t be such kind-hearted people to help you with
problems you don’t understand unless you ask. If you don’t
take the initiative to ask, no one will come over to see if you
can’t handle the problem and then offer to explain it.”(P2)

Students will also evaluate various situations during the help-
seeking process, such as determining when it is appropriate to
continue asking questions and when it is necessary to rely on
one’s efforts to find a solution. For example, P11 said: “It’s
definitely when they have free time; then I would ask about some
of the more critical issues I’m currently facing or things that I
might not be able to overcome quickly. “ In seeking help, seven
students firmly prioritize seeking help from themselves before
turning to others. For example, Participant 10 said, “I prefer not
to trouble others if it is something I can resolve on my own.”

Value of help-seeking: The discussions revealed a consensus on the
intrinsic value of seeking help, viewing it as a valuable and necessary
action in the academic field. Despite initial reluctance due to con-
cerns about self-esteem, the interviewees unanimously acknowledged
that seeking help is a strategic method for overcoming obstacles.
P12 stated, “You have to make the request actively,” emphasizing the
proactive nature of seeking help. When participants discussed the
exchange of thoughts and knowledge that occurs in this process, the
effectiveness of seeking help was further emphasized. As P2 put it,
“When you seek help from others, it’s an exchange of ideas… You
always learn something new”. Practical benefits were also men-
tioned, with P3 pointing out the time-saving aspect: “You might
spend an hour learning something online, but a professional could
explain it to you in seconds.” Furthermore, seeking help from
experienced individuals can help avoid unnecessary difficulties.

Negative perception of academic help-seeking behavior
Extraction and dependence on help: While seeking academic
help, some students mentioned two types of negative learning
help-seeking behaviors. One is defined as ‘extraction,’ and the
other type is defined as ‘dependence. The definition of “extrac-
tion” given by students is when a student has a clear goal before
seeking help and directly asks for the answer to a question but
does not engage in their thinking while seeking help. The entire
process is solely for their purposes, which is considered a form of
help-seeking extraction. P17 mentioned: “‘Extraction’ is when a
supervisor provides most of the necessary materials and frame-
work for completing a project, to the extent that the student only
needs to supplement a small amount of irrelevant information to
complete the task. While seeking help, some help-seekers may
worry that seeking help for an extended period may lead to
dependency, where the first solution to a problem is not to rely on
oneself. However, at the same time, they believe that if they do
not become dependent, seeking help can be beneficial.

“For example, seeking help has two sides. It can be positive
if you grasp that balance and seek help appropriately. But if
you ask for help with every little thing, your motivation and

thinking can solve it, but you become too dependent on
asking others, which is not a good thing”. (P9)

Psychological disturbances in help-seeking: In examining stu-
dents’ help-seeking behaviors, we have discovered that they
encounter various negative emotions while seeking help. These
negative emotions, in addition to affecting their willingness to
seek assistance, may also have long-lasting effects on their aca-
demic development. Students may experience hesitations, con-
cerns about bothering others, anxiety over the reactions of those
they ask for help, inadequacies in their social skills, worries about
their self-esteem, and feelings of shame.

First, many students consider the possibility of disturbing
others when seeking help. When deciding whether to seek
assistance, students consider their relationship with the person
they seek help from.

“For me, it feels like a disturbance, but it also depends on
the person. If the relationship is good, then maybe not. I
feel like he definitely wouldn’t mind me asking him, so I’ll
ask him.” (P12)

When considering seeking help, students also feel their self-
esteem and feelings of shame. They may be reluctant to seek help
if the problem seems simple or caused by their carelessness. One
interviewee described this psychological state:

“Suppose the problem is a simple one, but it’s because I
wasn’t paying attention in class, I neglected this thing. And
then, if I don’t have a close relationship with the person,
and if they are very busy, I won’t ask for help because I
would feel a bit ashamed.” (P13)

Subjective norms. When analyzing students’ help-seeking beha-
vior, the “subjective norm” component of the Theory of Planned
Behavior (TPB) provides a critical perspective. Subjective norms
involve the perceived social pressure that individuals feel, that is,
the opinions of essential others or groups about whether they
should or should not perform a behavior. In the context of aca-
demic help-seeking, these social pressures mainly come from
parents, teachers, and peers.

Parents’ attitudes play a pivotal role in students’ help-seeking
behavior. Some parents actively encourage their children to seek
help, as evidenced by P13: “As for my family, they have always
taught me not to keep problems to myself and to seek a teacher’s
help as soon as possible.” On the other hand, some parents may
be unable to provide the necessary support due to their
limitations: “As for my parents, since they don’t have a high
level of education… they are more inclined to say that they can’t
help me. (P20)“ Most teachers hold a supportive attitude toward
students’ help-seeking behavior. They encourage students to ask
questions, actively participate in academic discussions, and share
professional resources to foster academic exploration. This
supportive environment encourages students to seek help more
willingly when facing challenges.

“They would also post some just to show us some of those
news current events and stuff, just that they would share
some of those professional expertise resources with
us.” (P12)

Students often receive encouragement and support from their
peers, which drives them to seek help when faced with academic
challenges actively. This culture of mutual assistance among peers
enhances the students’ problem-solving abilities and bolsters their
willingness to collaborate academically. For example, P13 shared
her experience: “Some of my friends, whenever they encounter

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-04165-0 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |           (2025) 12:56 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-04165-0 7



academic issues they don’t understand, are very proactive in
seeking help from those around them.”

Perceived behavior control. In exploring academic help-seeking
behaviors, two critical factors emerge as decisive elements:
motivations for help-seeking inhibitors to seeking help. Each of
these elements plays a significant role in the decision-making
process, leading a student to seek or refrain from seeking
academic help.

Motivations for help-seeking
Academic challenges and needs: Academic tasks often require a
range of complex skills and knowledge, and students may face
specific challenges in areas such as research methods, paper
writing, and exam preparation. For instance, P10 faced problems
with designing tables and formatting papers in writing, P15
lacked professional training from the school during paper writing,
and P6 faced issues due to the major, such as choosing a topic
that was too broad and unable to focus. Additionally, students
may need help with general academic needs and difficulties, such
as stress due to the importance and urgency of specific issues,
confusion or anxiety after class, or unclear or unknown parts in
coursework or projects. To address these needs, students may
require special guidance and support, a classroom environment
that accepts and appreciates all students, and positive relation-
ships with teachers and peers.

Personal capabilities and attitudes: Individual factors such as the
problem’s difficulty, personal study habits, self-esteem and con-
fidence, and interest in the subject play a significant role in
determining whether students seek academic help. Students
evaluate their abilities and attitudes before deciding to seek help.
They first attempt to solve problems independently and only
consider seeking help when the problem exceeds their cap-
abilities. Students’ level of interest in the subject affects their
willingness to seek help. Additionally, personal study habits also
influence behavior when seeking help. Lastly, those students who
strive for excellence and perfection may seek help even when they
can complete tasks independently to enhance quality and achieve
better grades.

“If there’s a subject and then there’s a group competition
and we want to do better, ……then go and ask the other
teacher to see what kind of advice he’s giving, and it’s a call
for help to get better and be more successful.” (P2)

Timeliness and urgency in problem-solving: When confronted
with academic challenges, individuals’ help-seeking behavior is
influenced by various factors, including the timeliness and
urgency of the issue. The interviewer emphasized the significance
of timeliness in the decision-making process of seeking help and
stressed the need for a prompt response. Students tend to quickly
seek external support when facing problems that require
immediate resolution, mainly when resolving the issue, which is
crucial for their academic advancement. Urgency is another cri-
tical factor, as this sense of urgency may lead students to seek help
in situations they would not typically choose, as the necessity of
completing tasks and achieving goals outweighs self-image con-
siderations. For example, P16 said: “If I have more time, I’ll figure
it out on my own and only ask others if I can’t.”

Potential sources of help and their behaviors: When students seek
academic help, they consider the attitude of the person they seek
help from, the availability of resources, and interpersonal rela-
tionships. Firstly, concerning the lack of resources, P10 stated,
“I’m afraid that the other person may not have time or be unable

to provide useful academic resources. These are also some
obstacles.” Secondly, the experience of seeking help is also
influenced by the attitude of the person being approached. A
positive attitude and supportive guidance are more likely to
facilitate effective academic communication. Moreover, having
good interpersonal relationships can alleviate concerns when
seeking help and increase the likelihood of seeking assistance.

“If the other person has a bad tone or tells you how you
should be doing things, I think that can greatly affect the
communication… But if the other person is guiding, I
believe that kind of communication is more
effective.” (P12)

Inhibitors for help-seeking
Intrapersonal attitudes and emotional consideration: When stu-
dents seek academic help, they encounter various challenges,
including self-assessment, lack of confidence in their knowledge
level, the reluctance to trouble others, and emotional factors such
as the fear of appearing incompetent. These factors lead to hes-
itation and resistance in seeking help. Reflecting on the reluctance
to ask for help, P13 stated, “Sometimes I feel somewhat inferior
because I don’t want others to doubt how low my abilities might
be.” This reveals the negative emotions associated with not
wanting to expose one’s shortcomings through self-evaluation.
Similarly, regarding the mindset of not wanting to inconvenience
others, P15 shared his concerns: “Asking for help feels like I owe
something to someone, and I will think of ways to repay that
favor later on.” Such psychological factors lead to indecision
when contemplating asking for help.

External circumstances and relationship dynamics: When stu-
dents face academic problems and need help, they consider var-
ious factors, including the degree of closeness in their
interpersonal relationships, the psychological burden of not
wanting to trouble others, the perceived attitude and busyness of
the helpers, and whether they can solve the problem. First, clo-
seness in interpersonal relationships is essential in seeking help. If
the relationship is not close, the student may hesitate even if the
person can help. For example, P11 said: “You will naturally seek
help from people you know well.” Second, students often worry
about causing inconvenience to others when seeking help. This
mindset affects their willingness to seek help. P15 said: “I would
rather inconvenience myself than inconvenience others.” Addi-
tionally, the attitude and busyness of the helpers and their ability
to provide help are factors that students should consider.

Personal competence and self-reliance awareness: In seeking
academic help, students’ self-reliance, self-assessment of their
abilities, and social concerns are vital factors that influence their
help-seeking behavior. They try to solve problems independently
and avoid troubling others, even if it means facing the challenge
of solving problems independently. Additionally, students may
feel embarrassed when seeking help, fearing that their questions
are too simple and that they will appear ignorant. As evidenced
by the example below:

“Doesn’t want to bother others if I can solve the problem
himself.” (P12)

“I feel embarrassed, and then I think when I go to ask
someone else, will they think my question is too
simple.” (P20)

Considerations of time and solution effectiveness: When students
consider seeking help, they believe in the situation’s urgency and
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the feasibility of solving the problem. If they feel it is too late or
the help is ineffective, they may choose to solve the problem
independently or give up. For instance, P16 said, “If it’s very late,
I won’t think about seeking help from others,” highlighting the
importance of time in the decision to seek help. Additionally, if
the problem is not effectively resolved, students may choose to
give up. For example, P6 mentioned, “If I can’t find a good
solution, I will give up when the situation only gets relieved.”
Finally, some interviewees said the possibility of self-study:
“Because there is no time and asking others is too slow. Even if I
make a mistake in self-study, it’s just a mistake” (P2), reflecting
that in urgent situations, they prefer to try to solve the problem
themselves rather than wait for help from others.

Discussion
In this study, we focus on revealing the behavioral patterns and
underlying motivations of college students, particularly FGCS,
when seeking academic assistance. We analyze the key factors
influencing students’ help-seeking behavior by applying the
Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) and its three main compo-
nents—attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral
control.

Our research shows that students’ positive attitudes toward
seeking academic help include recognizing the value of seeking
help and the benefits of mutual assistance and communication.
Students generally consider seeking help a crucial part of their
academic success, as it can help solve specific problems and
improve learning effectiveness. Following the present results,
previous studies have demonstrated that Students who tend to
seek academic help usually achieve better academic results
actively (Fong et al., 2023; Parnes et al., 2020). Although seeking
academic help has potential benefits, students have different
views. Although many students value independence, they also
recognize their limitations. They will seek help, especially when
they believe that seeking help will benefit their learning and
enable them to solve problems more effectively. (Payne et al.,
2021; Richards, 2022). In addition, our research revealed another
important finding: students recognize the importance of seeking
help strategies and choices. Choosing the appropriate way and
time to ask questions is a part of their active seeking of help. This
finding is consistent with that of Almaghaslah and Alsayari
(2022), who demonstrated that the frequency of use of a parti-
cular support resource does not reflect its usefulness.

The research discussed the subjective norms influencing college
students’ attitudes toward seeking help in their studies. The
family’s attitude shapes how students seek academic help (Avant
et al., 2021; Lin and Muenks, 2023). Kilday and Ryan (2023)
demonstrated that students believe the degree to which their
guidance teacher welcomes their questions indicates their will-
ingness to provide help. When peers have a positive attitude
toward seeking help and actively engage in it, a collaborative
learning culture can be created, wherein seeking help is regarded
as an integral part of the learning process rather than a deficiency.
(Smalley and Hopkins, 2020; Williams-Dobosz et al., 2021).
Brouwer and Engels (2022) showed that when students were
friends, they were more likely to approach each other for help.

Personal and situational factors often influence the motivation
to seek academic help. The findings also emphasize that students’
primary motivation is to overcome academic challenges, such as
mastering complex course materials, improving grades, or pre-
paring for crucial evaluations. The need to clarify mis-
understandings or fill knowledge gaps that persist after class often
compels students to seek external support. These results corro-
borate the ideas of Önder and Akçapinar (2023), who suggested
that most students turn to others for help when they struggle with

an extensive introductory course or need advice. Similarly, some
research has investigated that students may seek help from cur-
rent library instruction programs to help them better use library
resources and improve their information (Dahlen and Hanson,
2023; Zhang et al., 2020). Another powerful motivation is the
requirement to collaborate in specific academic tasks, such as
group projects or school-organized competitions, where collective
success depends on the input and cooperation of all members. In
these situations, seeking help is seen as beneficial and crucial for
achieving common goals. Students’ personal learning habits and
attitudes toward their learning domain also influence their help-
seeking behavior. Following the present results, (Dueñas et al.,
2021b) found that psycho-emotional variables, i.e., the emotional
cost of academic help-seeking, perceived benefits, threats, and
avoidance, play an essential role in educational help-seeking
strategies and influence students’ eventual help-seeking behavior.

A mix of internal and external factors influences the reluctance
of students to seek academic help. Many students downplay the
need for help if the issue seems minor, while others fear revealing
academic weaknesses. Bornschlegl et al. (2020) found that the
greater the burden of stereotype threat on students (the cognitive
burden that arises when an individual is concerned about con-
firming negative stereotypes about their social group), the more
they tend to perceive seeking academic help as a source of shame.
Additionally, the quality of interpersonal relationships plays a
crucial role; students are less likely to seek help if they perceive
weak or tense relationships with potential helpers. They may also
hesitate if they believe the helper is disinterested or lacks the
necessary expertise (Micari and Calkins, 2021). Brouwer and
Engels (2022) found that students with similar levels of
achievement are more likely to connect in friendship and mutual
aid networks. In an academic context, many struggling students
and other students with insufficient representation only seek help
when they have a concrete need, usually in the later stages of the
semester, after receiving several low grades. (Ives and Castillo-
Montoya, 2020; Payne et al., 2021; White and Canning, 2023).
When encountering problems, many students are more willing to
solve them independently (Chang et al., 2020; Cheong et al.,
2021). Strong independence and belief in one’s ability to solve
problems can also lead to students giving up seeking help. In
contrast to previous literature, self-reliance is positively expressed
in this study, believing students can rely on themselves and
evaluate their abilities to find solutions.

Research implications. The practical implications of this study
highlight key themes surrounding the academic help-seeking
behavior of first-generation college students (FGCS) in China.
The findings emphasize the range of factors influencing help-
seeking, from perceptions to emotional and external barriers.
Faculty and college leaders can use these insights to develop
targeted interventions that support FGCS in overcoming these
challenges. First, since students hold both positive and negative
perceptions about help-seeking, creating a classroom culture
where seeking help is normalized and encouraged is essential.
Faculty should promote office hours and foster open discus-
sions, presenting help-seeking as a strength. Second, the influ-
ence of family, peers, and teachers on help-seeking behavior
suggests that mentorship programs and workshops should
engage families to enable them to appreciate the potential
benefits of academic support. Pairing students with mentors or
peers to guide them may be necessary. Third, since many FGCS
lack effective help-seeking strategies, workshops aimed at
teaching students how to approach professors, utilize academic
resources, and manage help-seeking may prove beneficial
(Davison et al., 2023; King et al., 2024; Zander and Höhne,
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2021). Addressing emotional barriers, such as fear of judgment,
through confidential counseling and mental health services is
critical to reducing inhibitions (Dueñas et al., 2021a; Wally
et al., 2023). Finally, peer tutoring programs and targeted aca-
demic workshops can provide the support students need to
navigate difficult coursework, helping them overcome academic
challenges and succeed (Wang, 2024).

The theoretical implications of this study highlight the
limitations of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) when
applied to the academic help-seeking behaviors of first-generation
college students (FGCS). While TPB’s constructs—attitudes,
subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control—effectively
explain planned actions, the findings suggest that it does not fully
capture the influence of cultural and emotional factors. In
collectivist societies like China, family expectations and cultural
norms can discourage students from seeking help, as doing so
may be viewed as a sign of weakness or shame. This indicates the
need for TPB to incorporate cultural dimensions as a key factor in
shaping behavior. Additionally, emotional barriers such as fear of
judgment and embarrassment are significant deterrents to help-
seeking, but TPB’s perceived behavioral control does not fully
address these complexities. Moreover, help-seeking is not always
planned; it can be spontaneous, driven by immediate academic
pressures. Therefore, expanding TPB to include both spontaneous
and planned behaviors, along with cultural and emotional factors,
would enhance its explanatory power in this context.

Research limitations and future research directions. The cur-
rent study provides a new perspective for understanding the
academic help-seeking behavior of FGCS, but there are several
limitations. Firstly, because more than two-thirds of the partici-
pants were female, the results may be biased towards female
experiences and lack sufficient representation of male partici-
pants. Secondly, the study was conducted only in a public uni-
versity in eastern China, limiting the generalizability of the
results. Therefore, future research should be conducted across
different regions and types of schools to validate and compare the
findings more widely. Thirdly, the use of snowball sampling may
have introduced selection bias, as participants may have referred
individuals with similar characteristics, which could reduce the
diversity of the sample. Despite our efforts to encourage referrals
from diverse backgrounds, the potential homogeneity in the
sample remains a limitation. In addition, the interpretive analysis
of this study contains subjectivity and bias on the part of the
researchers (Smith, 1996). To improve the objectivity and depth
of the research, a mixed-methods approach, combining qualita-
tive and quantitative data analysis, is recommended. Finally,
although this study did not specifically focus on the influence of
cultural differences on help-seeking behavior, given that all par-
ticipants were Chinese college students and China is a typical
collectivist society (Steele and Lynch, 2013), future research could
explore academic help-seeking behavior in different cultural
backgrounds to reveal how cultural factors affect students’ help-
seeking methods and adaptability.

Conclusion
This study explores how FGCS perceive and engage in academic
help-seeking. Using the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) as an
analytical framework, we have uncovered some key insights. Our
research emphasizes students’ positive attitudes toward seeking
academic help. This attitude reflects TPB’s “attitude” component,
indicating that students recognize the intrinsic value of seeking
help and see it as part of the educational process. In our study, the
influence of subjective norms, particularly the role of peers,
family, and educators, emerged as an essential factor. This finding

emphasizes the importance of creating a supportive academic
environment where students feel encouraged by those around
them to seek help when needed. Additionally, the study revealed
various factors that promote or hinder help-seeking behavior.
Factors such as perception of academic challenges and personal
confidence promote help-seeking behavior, while emotional dis-
tress and external circumstances and relationship dynamics
hinder it. These factors align with TPB’s “perceived behavioral
control” component, indicating that students’ help-seeking
behavior is influenced by their intentions and their assessment
of potential barriers and problem-solving abilities. In conclusion,
our study contributes to a deeper understanding of the complex
dynamics of help-seeking behavior among FGCS.
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All data generated or analysed during this study are included in
this published article [and its supplementary information files].
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