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By 
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July 2013 

 

 

Chairman: Assoc. Prof. Siti Aishah Binti Hassan, PhD 

 

Faculty: Educational Studies 

 

The perceived stress of international postgraduate students (IPS) in Malaysia in 

relation to professional psychological help seeking and the social support has not 

been thoroughly investigated. Therefore, The aims of this study were(a) to describe 

the perceived stress among IPS based on age, and gender; (b) to examine the 

relationships between the social support, professional psychological help seeking and 

perceived stress, among IPS; and (c) to examine whether the social support and 

seeking professional psychological help explain the perceived stress among IPS. 

 

Research on stress indicated that social support, psychological help seeking and the 

perceived stress are related. It has been suggested that lack of social support has a 

pivotal impact on health ultimately. This research attempted to clarify this 

relationship by introducing stress and social support as defined in Stress-buffering 

hypothesis (Cohen & Mckay, 1984), and professional psychological help seeking as 

defined in network-episode model (Pescosolido, 1990s). It has been hypothesized 

that social support and professional psychological help seeking delineate a 

relationship with the perceived stress among the international postgraduate students 

since they are segregated from their original social support and network by distance. 

 

A descriptive and correlational design used to measure the strength of the 

relationship between the independent and dependent variables. A stratified random 

sampling of 242 IPS was drawn from a public Malaysian university, namely UPM. 

Three instruments of PSS-10, ATSPPH-SF, and MSPSS were utilized in data 

collection to measure the variables under the study. Furthermore, Pearson product-

moment correlation coefficient and multiple linear regression was utilized to analyze 

the hypothesis. 

 

Based on the results, it is found regardless of age and gender40% of IPS in UPM was 

experiencing high level of stress. Moreover, the findings conveyed only social 
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support significantly explained the variation of the perceived stress. It had a negative 

moderate relationship with the perceived stress. Improving the social support e.g. 

mentoring programs and peer group support recommended Since the IPS are more 

interested in informal support for a stressful experience. Limitations of the study, 

implications, and suggestions for future research are discussed. 
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HUBUNGAN ANTARA SOKONGAN SOSIAL, PERLAKUAN MENDAPAT  

BANTUAN PROFESIONAL DAN TEKANAN DALAM KALANGAN  
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AWAM MALAYSIA 

 

Oleh 

 

MANA PAR 

 

Julai 2013 

 

Pengerusi: Prof. Madya Siti Aishah Binti Hassan, PhD 

 

Fakulti: Pengajian Pendidikan 

 

Tekanan yang dirasai oleh pelajar pascasiswazah antarabangsa (PPA) di Malaysia 

berkaitan dengan sokongan sosial dan perlakuan mendapatkan bantuan psikologi 

profesional masih belum lagi dikaji dengan mendalam. Kajian ini betujuan untuk (a) 

mengenalpasti tahap tekanan yang dirasai dalam kalangan PPA berdasarkan umur 

dan jantina; (b) mengenalpasti hubungan antara tahap tekanan yang dirasai, tempoh 

tinggal di negara tuan rumah, perlakuan mendapatkan bantuan psikologi professional 

dan sokongan sosial dalam kalangan PPA; dan (c) menentukan sejauh mana 

perlakuan mendapatkan bantuan psikologi yang professional dan sokongan sosial 

menjelaskan tahap tekanan yang dirasai oleh PPA. 

 

Kajian yang berkenaan tekanan telah menunjukkan hubungan di antara sokongan 

sosial, perlakuan mendapatkan bantuan psikologi profesional dan tekanan yang 

dirasai. Sokongan sosial sering dianggap sebagai mempunyai peranan yang utama 

dalam kesejahteraan dari segi kesihatan. Kajian ini ingin menghuraikan hubungan 

tersebut dengan memperkenalkan tekanan dan sokongan sosial seperti yang 

disitilahkan oleh hipotesis tekanan penampan (Cohen & Mckay, 1984) dan perlakuan 

mendapatkan bantuan psikologi profesional seperti yang disitilahkan oleh model 

rangkaian episod (Pescosolido, 1990). Hipotesis bahawa sokongan sosial dan 

perlakuan mendapatkan bantuan psikologi profesional dapat menjelaskan hubungan 

dengan tekanan yang dirasai di kalangan pelajar pasca-siswazah berpunca daripada 

daripada kekangan yang di alami untuk mendapat sokongan sosial dan perhubungan 

asal akibat berada jauh di perantuan. 

 

Kajian yang menggunakan kaedah deskriptif dan perkaitan telah dijalankan untuk 

mengukur kekuatan perhubungan di antara pembolehubah bebas dan bersandar. 

Kaedah persampelan rawak berstrata telah dilaksanakan untuk memilih 242 pelajar 

dari satu universiti awam Malaysia iaitu UPM. Tiga alat ukuran iaitu PSS-10, 

ATSPPH-SF, dan MSPSS telah digunakan untuk mengumpul data supaya 

pengukuran pemboleh ubah kajian ini dapat dilakukan. Seterusnya, perkaitan 
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koefisien hasil darab momen Pearson dan Regresi Linear Berganda telah digunakan 

untuk analisis hipotesis. 

 

Berdasarkan dapatan kajian, 40% PPA di universiti awam yang dipilih mengalami 

tahap tekanan yang tinggi. Keputusan menunjukkan bahawa hanya sokongan sosial 

yang secara signifikan menjelaskan perubahan dalam tahap tekanan yang dirasai. 

Sokongan sosial mempunyai perkaitan yang sederhana negatif dengan tekanan yang 

dirasai, dan tiada hubungan yang signifikan antara tekanan yang dirasai dengan 

jantina, umur atau jangka masa pelajar yang tinggal di negara yang menjadi tuan 

rumah, Malaysia, bagi PPA di universiti yang dipilih. Peningkatan sokongan sosial 

terhadap PPA dan penyediaan sokongan psikologi dan kaunseling adalah amat 

digalakkan. Kekangan, kesan dan cadangan untuk kajian pada masa hadapan turut 

dibincangkan. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Chapter Overview 

 

This chapter presents the background of the study on the mobility trends of 

international students around the globe and the significance of this population in 

contributing to learning and educational development. Moreover, it highlights the 

research gaps and the formulation of the idea of conducting this study in the problem 

statement. Followed by research questions, this chapter then enumerates the research 

objectives. Next, it portrays a conceptual framework that systematically organizes 

research inquiries. Then, research hypotheses are delineated and major variables are 

defined. Finally, limitations are noted and significances of the study are suggested. 

 

1.2 Background of Study 

 

We are in the new millennium whereby globalization and internationalization of 

economic services and education have become more important than ever, which 

inevitably presents new opportunities as well as challenges. One of the significant 

features of this new market is global education, which has grown rapidly over the 

past few decades, whereby the need of a successful and effective education structure 

has become a fundamental and significant factor in countries both economically and 

socially (Bhandari & Blumenthal, 2009). 

In the annual report of The Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD),it was estimated that from 1975 to 2008 the number of 

international students around the world had quadrupled, from 0.8 million to 3.3 

million. More than half a million international students pursue their education in the 

United States, almost 200,000 in Australian institutions (Bohm, Davis, Meares, & 

Pearce, 2002) and more than 300,000 international students are in Malaysia, 

Singapore and China(Verbik & Lasanowski, 2007). 

 

According to a study by Verbike and Lasanowski (2007), it was revealed that almost 

half of the population of international students around the globe is in the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and Australia; 20% are pursuing their higher education 

in Germany and France, and 13% in Japan, Canada, and New Zealand. Malaysia, 

Singapore, and China share approximately 12% of the total number of international 

students in the higher education market, which is evolving. Traditionally, OECD 

countries attract about 70% of international students with the main destinations being 

the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and Australia, but Asia has become 

one of the significant features of the global education market particularly over the 

past five to six years(Verbik & Lasanowski, 2007). 

 

More than 2.8 million students were enrolled in higher education institutions outside 

their home countries in 2007. This translates into 123,400 more students than in 

2006, an increase of 4.6%. These eleven countries (OECD countries) hosted 71% of 

the world’s international students, led by the United States  with 21.3% (UKHEIU, 

2010). Demand for global international higher education is expected to increase to 
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7.2 million by 2025 and Asia will generate 70% of the total demand for international 

higher education (Bohm et al., 2002). Among the Asian countries, Malaysia, 

Singapore and China have the highest rate of international student enrolment, almost 

300,000 in 2006(Verbik & Lasanowski, 2007). In December 2007, the Ministry of 

Higher Education of Malaysia (MOHE) reported that the population of international 

students in Malaysia was 70,259 in both private and public universities, colleges and 

institutes, and almost 50,000 have been enrolled in public centers (MOHE, 2009). 

This indicates the fast growth of the population of international students in Malaysia 

from a wide spectrum of 150 countries (MOHE, 2009). 

 

The rapid increase of international student enrolment in Malaysia from 2003 to 2007 

provides evidence that Malaysia is one of the significant competitors for higher 

education in the global market. It has become one of the main destinations for 

students due to its considerably lower cost of living and tuition fees in comparison 

with the leading countries for mobile students worldwide. In addition to this, the use 

of the English language as a medium of instruction is instrumental in reducing the 

‘mobility barrier’, and also its interest in welcoming students from diverse countries 

around the world (Verbik & Lasanowski, 2007). 

 

The new countries which emerged in this market in the past decade may face critical 

challenges to establish and develop the required skills and sensitivities for their 

overseas students to live successfully in the host country. Moreover, Grieger (1996) 

highlighted that in order to attain looked-for achievement and capitalizing on these 

opportunities, activities in facilitating and supporting its diverse student population 

have to be developed. 

 

International students may carry new or different perspectives in diversified fields of 

knowledge and science, which may enrich the learning environment as well as 

provide opportunities for local students to expand their worldviews and visions. For 

those who study abroad, there are many opportunities which may directly have a life 

changing impact on their journey of self-discovery, including personal as well as 

academic, and professional growth. Studying abroad provides a feasible and valuable 

opportunity to learn a new language and culture, to travel and make new friends. 

Studies demonstrated that international students’ needs and success in the academic 

environment are important aspects that should not be ignored (Abe, Talbot, & 

Geelhoed, 1998; Hyun, Quinn, Madon, & Lustig, 2007; Lacina, 2002). Proper 

attention to the psychological aspect of studying abroad might facilitate a positive 

experience for international students. Students who pursue their education abroad 

have expectations of a certain level of success and prestige. However, 

disappointment, and in some cases, failure, may be experienced when reality and 

their expectations are not convergent (Mori, 2000; Mahmud, Amat, Rahman, & 

Ishak, 2010).  

 

The challenges of seeking support and acceptance in a foreign country can be full of 

stress, anxiety, and fear since their traditional sources of support such as family and 

friends are not available. Thus, the challenges of entering a different and new setting 

of life should not be ignored. International students who are studying in Malaysia are 

not an exception to this and they may face a variety of challenges during their 
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sojourn in Malaysia. Many of them experience a range of personal, cultural and 

educational adjustments to deal with (Ghoroghi, Hassan, & Maznah Baba, 2012; 

Lacina, 2002; Hyun et al., 2007; Mahmud et al., 2010). Prevailing challenges and 

issues they face include homesickness, loneliness, a need to develop new peer 

relationship, a need to become independent, adaptation to a new culture, food and 

climate, and a language barrier (Mahmud et al., 2010). 

 

International students face not only the same life events and stressors as other 

students but they also have tendency to find themselves under additional pressure to 

adjust to their new environment. Due to unfamiliarity with new environment’s 

customs and values, they may experience loneliness or loss of social status 

(Kalantarkousheh & Hassan, 2010; Lacina, 2002). 

 

Many scholars have addressed the topic of international students’ adjustment during 

the transitional stage of their sojourn in OECD countries but little literature is 

available about international students’ experiences in Asia and the region in which 

this study is conducted, which is Malaysia. The needs, especially social support and 

professional psychological help to facilitate their adjustment and to maintain their 

well-being in Malaysia are not apparent to scholars (AlHorany& Hassan, 2011). 

There is insufficient literature available to explain the benefits and possible short-

comings of life in Malaysia, which correspondingly need to be emphasized and 

improved. 

 

To date, there has been little discussion available about professional mental health 

services and its role in the institutions of higher education in Malaysia. Salim and 

Jaladin (2005), highlighted the problem of inadequate professional mental health 

services in higher learning institutions in Malaysia, pointing to the counselor-student 

ratio of 1:10055 since 1994. With a 13.5%, average annual growth rate of the 

international student population, there were 86,000 in 2011 and it is estimated this 

population will hit 150,000 in year 2015. As one of the fast growing Southeast Asian 

countries, Malaysian has attracted many international students from the developing 

and underdeveloped countries. 

 

It is not repudiated that Malaysia has developed its counseling and mental health and 

awareness services for society since 1998(Salim & Jaladin, 2005). However, it has 

not correspondingly grown to meet the demands of the large number of clients(Salim 

& Jaladin, 2005). While the literature has provided many studies related to the well-

being of international students in other countries, little research has been found 

related to the sojourn of international students in Malaysia. Therefore, the aim of this 

study is also to explore some of the issues and concepts that possibly play a 

significant role in the well-being of international students, and the potential services 

that can be provided by the professional mental health services based on the attitude 

toward professional psychological help seeking and support in society. 

 

1.3 Problem Statement 

 

MOHE reported in 2009 that more than 70,000 international students had been 

enrolled in higher education institutions in Malaysia from 2002. However, the 
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experience and psychological health of international students have been addressed 

scarcely. Moreover, there has been a fast annual growth of international students, 

professional mental health services in educational settings were not provided 

correspondingly (Salim & Jaladin, 2005; MOHE, 2009). 

 

Currently, attending to an academic institution in overseas is the interest of many 

students but researches in developed countries revealed the experience can be highly 

stressful, and if it is greater than the person’s coping ability it can block appropriate 

academic achievement. Furthermore, theinternational students have been faced with 

multiple stressors associated with their transition to a new country (Mallinckrodt 

&Leong, 1992; Mori, 2000; Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland & Ramia, 2008). 

Loneliness, homesickness, loss of status, absence of the original support network of 

family and friends (Williams et al., 2003; Pedersen, 1991), and emotional 

disturbance (Mahmud et al., 2010; Mori, 2000; Oei & Notowidjojo, 1990; Ryan & 

Twibell, 2000; Sawir et al., 2008) are part of the psychological challenges they may 

experience. 

 

Those stressors have impact on psychological and physical health of the international 

students. Many studies have revealed psychological distresses contribute to the 

wellbeing among university students (Pierceall&Keim,2007; Sivoňová et al., 2004; 

Bayram&Bilgel,2008).there is a huge number of life stressors and factors which 

contribute to the stress level of university students and it includes social support. 

Researchers suggested that social support have impact on the well-being of 

university students and significantly those international students who have limited 

access to their original social network, family and friends. Most commonly reported 

strategies that university or college students use to overcome their stress includes 

talking to family members and friends and less desirable strategies like drinking 

alcohol, smoking or drug abuse (Pierceall & Keim, 2007), but there is few reports on 

utilizing professional psychological help voluntarily. 

 

Stress is inevitable in circumstances where individuals face challenges. Since there is 

not much or total absence of accessible support from the original social network of 

the individual, the alternative is to seek help from available and accessible resources. 

Therefore, measuring the stress in relation to the attitude toward professional 

psychological help seeking among the international students would be noteworthy. 

 

Although there are many factors which affect an individual’s decision in a stressful 

condition, the researcher hypothesized a person’s social support and help-seeking 

attitude bear a significant relationship with the perceived stress one would report. 

Moreover, being student in a foreign land, the international postgraduate students 

(IPS) are a minority group and they may be neglected in social interaction. 

Therefore, it is important and necessary to conduct this study on IPS. 

 

This hypothesis and the subsequent selection of social support, professional 

psychological help seeking and perceived stress was based on Lazarus’s (1993a) 

theory of coping, and Cohen’s (1984, 2004) buffering-hypothesis and network-

episode model (Pescosolido, 1990s).This study utilizes descriptive and correlational 

design with the respect to the supporting theories to investigate the correlation of 
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social support, professional psychological help seeking and perceived stress among 

international postgraduate students. 

 

In previous studies it has been highly investigated that stress has relationship with 

health behaviour, use of medication, substance abuse and development of diabetes 

and heart disease (Rod, Schnohr, Prescott, & Kristensen, 2009).Stress were assessed 

in relation to health behavior and its relation to the attitude toward seeking help and 

appraisal of social support seems have been neglected. Appraising stress, social 

support, and attitude toward seeking help may provide an insight which is critical for 

a robust, healthy and thriving university experience. In view of that, there is a 

research gap in investigation of the stress, seeking of professional psychological help 

seeking and social support among international students in Malaysia. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

This study addresses the following questions: 

 

1. What are the perceived stress levels among IPS based on age, and gender? 

2.  Is there any relationship between the perceived stress, social support and 

professional help seeking among IPS? 

3. Is the perceived stress explained by social support and professional help 

seeking among IPS? 

 

1.5 Objectives 

1.5.1 General Objective 

 

The objective of this study is to examine the relationship between social support, 

professional psychological help seeking, and perceived stress among international 

postgraduate students (IPS) at a Malaysian public university. 

 

1.5.2 Specific Objectives 

 

The specific objectives of this study are: 

 

1. To describe the perceived stress among IPS based on age and gender. 

2. To examine the relationship between social support, professional and the 

perceived stress psychological help seeking among IPS. 

3. To examine whether social support and professional psychological help 

seeking explain the perceived stress among IPS. 

 

1.6 Research hypothesis 

 

1. There is a significant relationship between social support and the perceived 

stress. 

2. There is a significant relationship between professional psychological help 

seeking and the perceived stress. 

3. Social support and professional psychological help seeking significantly 

explain perceived stress among IPS. 
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Table 1.1: Summary of Research Questions, Objectives, and Hypothesis 

Research Question Research Objectives Research Hypothesis 

(1) What are the 

perceived stress levels 

among IPS based on age 

and gender? 

(1) To describe the 

perceived stress among IPS 

based on age and gender. 

- 

(2) Is there any 

relationship between 

social support, 

professional help 

seeking and the 

perceived stress among 

IPS? 

(2) To examine the 

relationship between social 

support, professional 

psychological help seeking 

and the perceived stress 

among IPS. 

(1) There is a significant 

relationship between 

social support and the 

perceived stress. 

(2) There is a significant 

relationship between 

professional psychological 

help seeking and the 

perceived stress. 

 

(3) Is the perceived 

stress explained by 

social support and 

professional help 

seeking among IPS? 

 

(3) To examine whether 

social support and 

professional psychological 

help seeking explain the 

perceived stress among IPS 

 

(3) Social support and 

professional psychological 

help seeking significantly 

explain the perceived 

stress among IPS. 

 

1.7 Definition of Terms 

The conceptual and operational definitions of the key terms are as follows: 

 

Professional Psychological Help Seeking 

Conceptually, help seeking is defined as “a buffer, an act that keeps us from feeling 

the full negative effect of some stressful life event”, which can be formal or informal 

(Mosley-Howard, 2006). In this study, Professional Psychological help seeking is 

considered as formal help seeking and it means using the services of the 

professionals such as psychiatrists, psychologists, counselors, physicians, or social 

workers who represent formal help and support. 

 

Operationally, this term defines a set of actions an individual takes to obtain some 

type of assistance and support when she or he cannot solve a problem or issue of 

concern. This is measured by a 10-item Professional Psychological Help Seeking 

scale. 

 

Social Support 

 

Conceptually, social support refers to the student’s family members, friends, 

classmates, spouse or partner, and/or boyfriend or girlfriend. Social support is related 
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to overall well-being, resources made available by other people to provide 

recognition, love, esteem and value, and belonging to a network of communication or 

mutual obligation (Cobb, 1976; Rodriguez & Cohen, 1998). In the encyclopedia of 

mental health, Rodriguez and Cohen (1998) define social support as “a 

multidimensional construct that refers to the process by which individuals manage 

the psychological and material resources available through their social networks to 

enhance their coping with stressful events, meet their social needs, and achieve their 

goals”. Social support has an impact on both mental and physical health. 

 

Operationally in this study, Social support is measured through Multiple 

Dimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) by Zimet et al. (1988). It 

addresses the perception of social support adequacy of family, friend, and significant 

other sources. 

 

Stress 

 

Conceptually, stress takes place when an individual evaluates and appraises a 

situation as threatening and does not have suitable coping resources or actions to rely 

on (Lazarus, 1993b). In other words, in a life event one who fails to have adequate 

coping responses appraises it as stressful. 

 

Operationally, this is measured by a 10-item Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10). PSS-

10 is designed to measure people’s perception of stress. It is a measurement of the 

degree to which situations in people’s lives are appraised as stressful. 

 

International Postgraduate Students 

 

Conceptually, the term “international students” defined by OECD (2010) refers to 

those “who are not permanent residents of their country of study or, alternatively, 

those who received their prior education in another country _ regardless of 

citizenship”. 

 

Operationally, in this study, international postgraduate students are those who 

enrolled in a Malaysian university to pursue their higher education. These students 

are not permanent residents but temporarily staying and living in Malaysia during the 

period of their education. 

 

1.8 Limitations of the Study 

 

The first limitation of this study is that the samples of international students in this 

study do not represent all the international students at public Malaysian universities. 

Issues such as tradition, customs, languages, socioeconomic status, campus norms, 

value judgment and other cultural issues may limit generalizability of the sample to 

the desired population. The sample group is the IPS who was enrolled and pursued 

their higher education at UPM at the time of conducting the research. Therefore, it is 

limited to the percentages of international students and countries which have been 

studying at UPM by the second semester of year 2010/2011 so that some of the data 

of this study would need to be updated from time to time. 
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Second limitation is all the generated data were based on self-report instruments. As 

such, data from such measures should be interpreted carefully. In fact, self-report 

measurement of traits such as behavior and attitudes are highly context-dependent 

(e.g., order effects, setting of measurement).Although order effects were not an aim 

in the present research. There was a possibility that those factors influenced the self-

ratings of stress, and help-seeking intentions. 

 

Third limitation was the data collection procedure. The researcher was able to carry 

out the study once the exact name list of the students in each faculty has been 

forwarded to her. Classification of the population into units with similar 

characteristics was time consuming. Furthermore, not all the randomly selected 

participants were accessible during the estimated period of data collection stage as 

well. 

 

Finally, the language barrier was a limitation. The researcher measured the perceived 

stress among IPS who were originally from different country and mother tongue 

languages. English was either their second or foreign language. Therefore, there was 

likelihood and tendency of misunderstanding or misinterpretation of the instructions 

or the questions. 

 

1.9 Significance of the Study 

 

Cultivating progress and development in science, technology, and life has been 

characterized by increase in the knowledge of relationships between constituents and 

components of material(s) or variables of a phenomenon. It is on account of 

correlation that the range of uncertainty of mind is reduced. This research is a good 

indicator of the stress level, social support and professional psychological help 

seeking among IPS in Malaysia. Once the score, the measurement and correlation is 

known it can be used to make predictions. An examination of literature regarding the 

recent available information on higher education in Malaysia published little 

exploration or examination of the well-being among the international student 

population. This study contributes to the understanding of the stress level and help 

seeking which are critically important variables in mental health and wellbeing of a 

person. 

 

Developing an awareness program based on the findings of this study would have an 

effective impact on the wellbeing and health of this population. It has been reported 

that counselors should be more aware of the multicultural dynamics of International 

student populations in a foreign country (Poyrazil, Kavanaugh, Baker, & Al-Timimi, 

2004; Yi, Lin, &Kishimoto, 2003; Yoon & Portman, 2004). Therefore, this research 

can be significant since it is addressing the stress, social support and professional 

psychological help seeking in a multicultural setting. 
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