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Abstract This concept paper aims to examine the relationship between self-stigma and the attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help among students at Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS). Mental health has become an urgent global concern, particularly among young adults navigating the academic, social, and personal pressures of university life. Despite increasing mental health awareness, a large proportion of students still hesitate to seek professional psychological assistance. Among the many barriers, self-stigma—the internalization of negative societal stereotypes about mental illness—remains one of the most persistent psychological obstacles to help-seeking. This study aims to investigate the relationship between self-stigma and attitudes towards seeking counselling help among undergraduate students at Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS). Using a quantitative correlational design, the study applies the Self-Stigma of Seeking Help Scale (SSOSH) and the Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Psychological Help Scale (ATSPPH) to assess both constructs. Demographic variables such as gender, program of study, and prior experience with counselling services are also considered. The study will employ Pearson correlation and t-test analyses using SPSS to explore significant associations and differences. The findings are expected to contribute to localized literature on mental health help-seeking and guide future campus-based mental health promotion programs aimed at reducing stigma and fostering positive attitudes towards counselling.
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Introduction and Research Problem
Mental health has increasingly become a global priority, recognized as a vital aspect of overall well-being and human functioning. The World Health Organization (2023) defines mental health as a state of well-being in which individuals realize their abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, and contribute productively to their communities. However, the prevalence of mental health issues has continued to rise worldwide, particularly among young adults and university students, who face significant psychological challenges related to academic stress, identity formation, and life transitions. Recent global estimates suggest that approximately one in four people will experience a mental health disorder at some point in their lives (Gündoğdu, Kılıç, & Ersoy, 2024). Among university populations, studies consistently report elevated levels of stress, depression, and anxiety—often exceeding those found in the general population (Ibrahim et al., 2019; Arifin, Yusoff, & Naing, 2022).

The university period represents a unique and often stressful phase of development. Students must navigate new academic expectations, social relationships, and responsibilities associated with emerging adulthood. Many experiences difficulty balancing academic performance with personal and emotional well-being. In Malaysia, recent reports have highlighted a sharp increase in psychological distress among university students, yet the utilization rate of professional mental health services remains alarmingly low (Ibrahim et al., 2019). Although many institutions, including Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS), provide free counselling services, students often refrain from accessing them due to feelings of shame, fear of judgment, or the belief that seeking help is a sign of weakness. These attitudes are deeply tied to stigma, a social and psychological barrier that continues to hinder effective mental health care utilization globally.

Stigma can be broadly categorized into public stigma and self-stigma (Corrigan & Rao, 2012). Public stigma refers to the societal-level prejudice and discrimination directed toward people with mental health issues. It manifests through stereotypes that label individuals as “weak,” “dangerous,” or “unstable.” In contrast, self-stigma occurs when individuals internalize these societal attitudes and apply them to themselves, leading to feelings of shame and diminished self-worth. Corrigan, Larson, and Kuwabara (2010) define self-stigma as “the internalization of public stigma by the person with mental illness.” When individuals begin to accept these negative beliefs as personal truths, they develop psychological barriers to seeking help. The process of self-stigmatization can lead to reduced self-esteem, hopelessness, and reluctance to engage with mental health professionals.

Empirical research consistently shows that self-stigma is one of the most powerful predictors of negative attitudes toward seeking counselling help. Vogel, Wade, and Haake (2006) developed the Self-Stigma of Seeking Help Scale (SSOSH) to measure this phenomenon, demonstrating that higher levels of self-stigma are strongly associated with decreased likelihood of seeking professional support. Dagani et al. (2023) similarly found that among Italian college students, “the higher the stigma of seeking help, the lower the chance of developing intentions to seek professional help.” Likewise, Nizam and Nen (2022) reported “a significant correlation between self-stigma and willingness to seek counselling among university students.” These findings suggest that self-stigma operates as a psychological gatekeeper, preventing students from taking proactive steps toward mental health recovery even when services are accessible.


Attitudes toward help-seeking are defined as an individual’s beliefs, evaluations, and emotional responses regarding the act of seeking professional mental health care (Fischer & Turner, 1970). These attitudes are shaped by a combination of personal experiences, cultural norms, and perceived societal expectations. The Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Psychological Help Scale (ATSPPH)—first developed by Fischer and Turner (1970)—remains one of the most widely used instruments to measure such attitudes. It assesses four dimensions: recognition of need for help, stigma tolerance, interpersonal openness, and confidence in mental health professionals. Research shows that positive attitudes toward counselling are linked to higher help-seeking intentions (Picco et al., 2016), while negative attitudes—often driven by stigma—result in avoidance or delay in treatment.

Despite growing awareness campaigns, negative attitudes toward seeking help persist, especially among young adults. According to Saleheddin and Mason (2016), “there is a negative stigma attached to any mental illness; as soon as you say that you’ve got one, people judge you and start thinking of you differently.” This stigma is not merely external; it becomes internalized, influencing self-perception and behaviour. Consequently, even when counselling services are available, many students prefer self-reliance or avoidance to protect their self-image.

Although numerous studies have investigated stigma and help-seeking behaviours, several research gaps remain, justifying the need for the present study.
First, most prior studies have focused on clinical populations—such as individuals diagnosed with depression, schizophrenia, or addiction—rather than general student groups (Schomerus et al., 2019). While these studies provide insight into severe stigma experiences, they overlook subclinical distress common among undergraduates. University students often face academic burnout, relationship conflicts, and adjustment difficulties, yet they may not meet diagnostic thresholds for mental illness. Understanding self-stigma in this population is essential for preventive mental health strategies.
Second, existing studies frequently suffer from gender imbalance. Many surveys feature predominantly female respondents, despite evidence that males tend to exhibit higher self-stigma and lower willingness to seek counselling (Eisenberg, Downs, Golberstein, & Zivin, 2009). As Wong et al. (2017) assert, “Male students, regardless of racial or ethnic background, are less likely than female students to seek help for their mental health problems.” Such underrepresentation limits generalizability and prevents accurate understanding of gender-based differences in stigma and attitudes.
Third, geographic and cultural variability significantly affects stigma and help-seeking patterns. Most studies are concentrated in Western countries, where individualism and openness toward mental health are more prevalent. However, in collectivist societies—such as Malaysia—cultural norms emphasize emotional restraint, social harmony, and family reputation, often discouraging individuals from disclosing personal struggles (Yamawaki & Green, 2020). For instance, Alluhaibi and Awadalla (2022) observed that in Saudi Arabia, “seeking counselling may be seen as a source of shame to oneself or the family.” These findings suggest that results from Western populations cannot be automatically applied to Asian contexts, where self-stigma may manifest differently. Despite some Malaysian studies (Ibrahim et al., 2019; Nen, 2022), few have explored this topic in East Malaysia—particularly in Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS)—where students represent diverse cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds.
Fourth, the influence of prior counselling experience has not been widely examined. Prior exposure to counselling can shape attitudes by reducing fear and misinformation. Maeng and Kim (2022) note that “gender and previous experience with mental health care services are significant predictors of stigma and help-seeking attitudes.” Students who have attended counselling before often demonstrate more positive perceptions and reduced self-stigma. Yet, this variable remains underexplored in most help-seeking research, leaving an important gap in understanding how experience influences openness to future help.

Given these limitations, this study aims to examine the relationship between self-stigma and attitudes toward seeking counselling help among undergraduate students at Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS). The study also seeks to determine whether demographic factors—specifically gender, program of study, and prior experience with counselling—significantly influence students’ attitudes. UMS offers an ideal research context due to its multicultural and multiethnic composition, representing students from Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah, and Sarawak, as well as indigenous groups. This diversity allows for a more comprehensive understanding of how cultural and demographic factors interact with self-stigma to influence help-seeking behaviour.
The study is grounded in two theoretical models: Corrigan’s Model of Self-Stigma (2004) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). Corrigan’s model describes self-stigma as a four-stage process—awareness, agreement, application, and harm—explaining how individuals internalize stigma and its impact on behaviour. The Theory of Planned Behaviour complements this by emphasizing that attitudes, perceived norms, and behavioural control influence intentions. Together, these frameworks explain how negative self-beliefs (self-stigma) translate into reduced intention to seek counselling help.

Despite the growing recognition of mental health importance, many Malaysian university students still refrain from utilizing counselling services due to internalized stigma. Research on this phenomenon within the Malaysian context—especially in East Malaysia—is limited, and prior studies often neglect gender differences and prior counselling experience. Consequently, there is insufficient understanding of the underlying psychological and contextual factors influencing help-seeking behaviour among undergraduates. This study therefore seeks to fill this research gap by investigating the relationship between self-stigma and attitudes toward seeking counselling help; the influence of demographic factors (gender, program of study, and prior counselling experience). Through these aims, the study aspires to contribute valuable insights to both academic literature and practical mental initiatives within Malaysia higher education settings.
		
Methodology
This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional research design to examine the relationship between self-stigma and the attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help among students at Universiti Malaysia Sabah (UMS). The approach was chosen for its ability to measure variables objectively and identify statistical associations within a defined population. The target population comprised undergraduate and postgraduate counselling students enrolled in the Faculty of Psychology and Social Work. Using the Krejcie and Morgan (1970) sample size determination table, a sample of respondents was selected through convenience sampling, ensuring accessibility and representation across academic years.
	Data were collected using a self-administered online questionnaire distributed via Google Forms. The instrument consisted of three sections: (a) demographic information, (b) the Self-Stigma of Help Seeking (SSOSH), and (c) the Attitude towards Seeking Professional Psychological Help (ATSPPH) to measure attitudes and perception towards counselling services offered. The questionnaire was prepared in both English and Malay to ensure clarity and cultural relevance.
	Collected data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 29.0. Descriptive statistics (mean, frequency, and percentage) summarized participants’ demographic characteristics, while Pearson correlation examined the relationship between self-stigma and the attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help. Independent samples t-tests was conducted to explore differences based on gender difference. Ethical considerations were maintained through informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary participation. This methodology provided a systematic and reliable approach to understanding how self-stigma and the attitudes towards seeking professional psychological help can be relate to one another. 
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