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attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help.
Individualistic self-construal and perceived social support from
friends positively predicted attitudes toward seeking
psychological help, whereas collectivistic self-construal negatively
predicted attitudes toward seeking professional psychological
help. The findings obtained from the study were discussed in the
light of the related literature and some suggestions were made for
future research. DOI: 10.15390/EB.2016.3083

Introduction

Many studies in the field of psychological counseling and psychotherapy suggest that
psychological treatment plays an effective role in solving problems. It is nevertheless known that a great
number of people faced with psychological problems do not seek professional psychological help
(Vogel, Wade, & Haake, 2006). Seeking professional psychological help means a good source of support
for some people while it may be perceived as a threat by some others (Tiirkiim, 2004). Attitudes toward
seeking psychological help have been studied since 1970s in the international literature (Mackenzie,
Knox, Gekoski, & Macaulay, 2004). Seeking help means, in general terms, the behavior of asking for
help from another person actively. This behavior is an action that generally involves understanding,
suggestions, treatment and support in the face of a problem experienced. Nonprofessional help is based
on social relationships with family and friends. The behavior of seeking professional psychological help
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involves receiving support from professionals with a defined role and appropriate educational
background in the field of mental health (Rickwood, Deane, Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005).

One of the approaches related to seeking professional psychological help is defined as
approach-avoidance conflict. Kushner and Sher (1989) (as cited in Vogel, Wester, & Larson, 2007)
explained the act of seeking professional help as an approach-avoidance conflict. The level of an
individual’s problem and their willingness to fix this problem are defined as the approach factor, which
increases the likeliness of seeking psychological counseling service. On the other hand, avoidance
factors such as the risk of being perceived as having lost one’s mental health reduce the likeliness of
seeking psychological help. In view of this conceptual framework, it is considered that as individuals
proceed with the decision to seek psychological help, they are more likely to be faced with stronger
avoidance factors.

Another approach related to seeking psychological help depends on the Ecological Systems
Theory, developed by Bronfenbrenner (1994). In this model, the act of seeking professional
psychological help was considered at the levels of macrosystem, exosystem, mesosystem and
microsystem. In this respect, general social effects on individuals (ethnicity, generation effects, etc.) fall
under the category of macrosystem, characteristics such as culture and stigma under exosystem, factors
such as family structure, environment and social support, which are likely to affect seeking professional
psychological help, under mesosystem, and individual characteristics (e.g. age and gender) under
microsystem (Rodgers, 2009; Takayama, 2010). This theoretical framework suggests that research on
seeking professional psychological help focuses generally on individual, environmental and cultural
factors.

Studies in Turkey and abroad have shown that the act of seeking professional help is associated
with different factors. Among these factors are gender (Soorkia, Snelgar, & Swami, 2011; Sahin & Yiiksel
Uyar, 2011), stigmatization (Reynders, Kerkhof, Molenberghs, & Audenhove, 2014), presence of a family
member that previously received psychological help and level of education (Rougier, 2011), reception
of previous psychological help (Erkan, Ozbay, Cihangir Cankaya, & Terzi, 2012a; Tiirkiim, 2005), gender
roles (Kalkan & Odaci, 2005; Ozbay, Terzi, Erkan, & Cihangir Cankaya, 2011; Tiirkiim, 2005), intention
to seek help (Roldan-Bau, 2013), extraversion, agreeableness and openness to experience (Atik & Yalgin,
2011), shame (Quach & Hall, 2013), self-concealment (Ozbay et al., 2011), self-construal and social
support (Koydemir Ozden, 2010), social support from a significant person, problems with the family,
sexual problems and academic problems (Erkan et al, 2012a), personal growth initiative and
mindfulness (Oluyinka, 2011), and attachment styles and rumination (Turan & Erdur Baker, 2014). In
general terms, these studies show that female students adopt more positive attitudes toward seeking
psychological help than male students, and that receiving psychological help previously or the presence
of a family member that received psychological help previously has a positive impact on the behavior
of seeking psychological help. The studies further suggest that personal characteristics such as low level
of shame, high level of personal growth initiative and mindfulness, agreeability and openness to
experience are positively correlated with the behavior of seeking psychological help.

The literature presents research on the effects of cultural factors on individuals, in addition to
the studies that concentrate on various aspects of attitudes related to seeking professional psychological
help. A number of studies indicate that the meaning that individuals attribute to psychological
problems, the ways of coping with such problems and attitudes toward seeking professional
psychological help may vary according to sociocultural factors (Koydemir Ozden, 2010; Omizo, Kim, &
Abel, 2008). One of these factors is the self-construal. In this study, self-construal is categorized into
individualistic, relational and collectivistic self. Individualistic self refers to autonomy and uniqueness
of an individual as well as the clear-cut distinction between an individual and others. This self-construal
involves independence from other people and the social environment. Relational self refers to self-
definition of an individual in terms of their relations with other people, the quality of such relations, the
individual’s role in interpersonal relations and common characteristics with other people. This self-
construal is related, in general terms, with the psychological orientation that includes interpersonal
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relations, intimacy and interdependence. Collectivistic self refers to self-definition of an individual in
terms of membership to groups and social milieus. This self-construal tends to uphold group norms,
roles and statuses that are defined jointly (Kashima & Hardie, 2000). In the related literature, it is
underlined that individualistic characteristics are more common in Northern and Western Europe and
North America whereas collectivistic characteristics are more common in Asia, South America,
Southern Europe and Africa (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). It is argued that the traditional Turkish family
structure mostly includes close relations with the family, relatives, and neighbors (Karakitapoglu
Aygiin, 2004) which is associated with collectivistic characteristics. Some studies nevertheless suggest
that it is not possible to make a rough classification of individualistic and collectivistic tendencies of the
Turkish culture (Goregenli, 1995). In the same vein, Kagit¢ibasi (1996) contends that a person may adopt
both individualistic and collectivistic approaches in different situations and times. Kagitcibasi (1996)
also suggests that individuals may have the need for autonomy and the need for being attached to
someone else at the same time. That is why the relational aspect is used in addition to individual and
collective aspects for the evaluation of self-construal (Ercan, 2008).

There are various studies that concentrate on attitudes toward seeking professional
psychological help from the perspective of self-construal. For instance, a study conducted with
American undergraduate and graduate students of Asian origin (Shea & Yeh, 2008) deals with the
relationship of attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help with cultural values,
stigmatization and self-construal. The study reports that low level of stigmatization and high level of
relational-interdependent self-construal are associated with positive attitudes towards seeking
psychological help. However, another study with Asian immigrants living in the US shows that
individuals with interdependent self-construal are less willing to seek psychological services (Barry &
Grilo, 2002). Another study in the literature makes a comparison between American graduate students
and Turkish graduate students studying in the US with regard to attitudes toward seeking professional
psychological help (Keklik, 2009). The study results do not present a significant difference between two
groups with regard to attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help. Koydemir Ozden
(2010) carried out a study with university students and found that individuals with individualistic and
relational self-construal developed more positive attitudes toward seeking psychological help than
individuals with collectivistic self-construal. Another study focused on the power of self-construal to
predict attitude toward seeking psychological help among Taiwanese high school and university
students (Yeh, 2002). It was found out in this study that interdependent (relational) self-construal and
independent (individualistic) self-construal positively predict attitudes toward seeking psychological
help while collectivistic self-esteem negatively predicts them. In other words, as individuals’
dependence on collective groups increase, their attitudes toward seeking psychological help become
negative.

Another important factor related to seeking professional psychological help is perceived social
support. Research findings indicate that individuals receiving psychological and material help from
family members, spouses and friends have better general health condition than individuals receiving
less help (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Social support protects individuals from harmful effects on mental
health of many negative events in life (Ozkahraman, Yildirim, & Sahin Altun, 2011). In Turkey as well,
family holds a significant place in individuals’ life. Family members are close to each other in both
emotional and physical terms. The results of a study with Turkish university students show that
perceived social support from family and friends positively predicts attitudes toward seeking
professional psychological help (Koydemir Ozden, 2010). Another study conducted with university
students in Turkey reveals a positive correlation between perceived social support and attitudes toward
seeking professional psychological help (Topkaya & Biiylikgoze Kavas, 2015). The results of another
study with adults in Turkey demonstrate that individuals with perceived social support from their
spouse and friends develop more positive attitudes toward seeking psychological help (Arslantas,
Dereboy, Asti, & Pektekin, 2011). Other studies conducted with university students in Turkey also
suggest that perceived social support from friends or significant others and general social support
positively predict attitudes toward seeking psychological help (Cebi, 2009; Meydan & Liileci, 2013). In
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a study conducted with Ghanaian university students (Andoh-Arthur, Asante, & Osafo, 2015), it is
found that perceived social support positively predicts the intention to seek psychological help. Cramer
(1999) introduced a model, where he argues that any decrease in social support perceived by individuals
increases psychological problems, and this enhances the possibility of seeking psychological help.
Supporting this model, Vogel and Wei’s (2005) research with American university students suggests
that perceived social support predicts the intention to seek psychological help because of increased
psychological problems. Nevertheless, a meta-analysis shows that there is a positive correlation, but a
correlation with a small effect size, between the attitude toward seeking professional psychological help
and perceived social support (Nam et al., 2013).

The research findings summarized above were mostly obtained from studies conducted with
university students. The participants of the present study are young adults with a university degree.
The transition to professional life after university education is one of the most significant stages in life.
This period generally includes the process between completion of higher education and permanent
employment in a workplace. Individuals are required to take important decisions during this process.
For instance, they have to decide on whether to continue graduate studies, what type of work they look
for and marriage (Schoon & Silbereisen, 2009). During this process, individuals are likely to need
professional psychological help. Based on this point of departure, this study sets out to determine the
sources of help/support individuals primarily resort for the solution of problems they encounter and to
find out to which extent the level of perceived social support predicts attitudes toward seeking
professional psychological help.

Method

The Participants

This study was conducted with 229 individuals with a university degree, who attended the
teacher training certificate program of a university. In the group, 183 participants were female (79.9%)
and 46 were male (20.1%). The age of participants ranged from 21 to 44, with a mean of 26.57 (Sd= 4.08).
One hundred fifty five participants reported to be single (67.7%) while the remaining seventy four were
married (32.3%). In the group of participants, 34 people mentioned that they received professional
psychological help previously (14.8%) whereas 194 mentioned they did not (84.7%). One participant did
not answer this question.

Data Collecting Instruments

Attitudes toward Seeking Psychological Help Scale-Shortened (ATSPHS-S): The ATSPHS-S,
used to assess the participants” attitude toward seeking professional psychological help, was developed
by Tiirkiim (2001). This five-point Likert scale consists of 18 items. The higher the score received in the
scale, the more positive the attitude toward seeking psychological help is. The Cronbach’s alpha internal
consistency coefficient of the scale is .90, and 10-week test-retest reliability was calculated as .77
(Tiirkiim, 2001). For the purpose of this study, the internal consistency of the scale was found to be .83.

Relational, Individual, and Collective Self-aspects Scale (RIC): The RIC scale was developed
by Kashima and Hardie (2000) in order to measure individual, relational, and collective self-aspects.
The scale consists of 10 succeeding items that reflect each of three self-aspects (30 items in total). In the
original version, the internal consistency coefficients are .72 for the individual subscale, .81 for the
relational subscale and .78 for the collective subscale. The scale was adapted into Turkish by Ercan
(2008). The Turkish version of the RIC scale comprises 27 items, i.e. nine items in each subscale. In the
Turkish version, the internal consistency coefficients are .73 for the individual subscale, .68 for the
relational subscale and .77 for the collective subscale. In the present study, the internal consistency
coefficients are respectively .68, .58 and .66.

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS): The MSPSS was developed by
Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet and Farley (1988) in order to measure the perceptions of support from family,
friends and a significant other. The scale consists of three subscales, each of which comprises four items
(12 items in total). In the original version of the scale, the internal consistency coefficient is .87 for family
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support subscale. .85 for friend support subscale, .91 for significant other subscale, and .88 for the whole
scale. The MSPSS was adapted into Turkish by Eker and Arkar (1995). The Turkish version has an
internal consistency coefficient of .85. In the present study, the internal consistency coefficient is
respectively .81, .91 and .95, and .87 for the whole scale.

Procedure

The data collecting instruments were administered to a total of 245 people. The scales were
revised before data analysis, and the forms of three participants were eliminated from the dataset
because they were incomplete or included inaccurate information. Afterwards, the responses of 10
participants were also excluded because their z value was beyond the limit of +3.29 in the univariate
outlier analysis. Mahalanobis distance value was adopted in multivariate outlier analysis, and three
cases were excluded from the study accordingly. Multicollinearity was calculated based on the Variance
Inflation Factor (VIF), where it was found that all values were below 10 and there was no tolerance
value close to zero. Durbin-Watson values were used to test whether there was autocorrelation between
the values observed, and it was found that the values were between reference parameters (2.04). As a
consequence, the data collected from 229 participants were used for analysis purposes, and the
assumptions were met. Frequency distribution, percentages and stepwise multiple regression analyses
were used for data analysis.

Findings

Participants’ Sources of Social Support

The participants were asked with whom they primarily shared a psychological problem they
encounter. In the study group, 66 (28.8%) reported that they shared it with their parents, 60 (26.2%) with
their spouse, 57 (24.9%) with their friends, 32 (14%) with their elder sister or brother, 4 (1.7%) with
specialists, and 3 (1.3%) with their relatives. Seven participants (3.1%) did not answer this question.

Prediction of Attitudes toward Seeking Psychological Help

Correlation analysis was conducted to find out the relations between dependent and
independent variables. The correlation values between variables, mean values and standard deviation
values are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Pearson Correlation Coefficients of Variables

— r

Variables X Sd
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Attitudes 74.05 8.60 -
2. Individualistic 54.02 5.87 24%* -
3. Relational 52.43 5.61 -.01 43%* -
4. Collectivistic 48.83 6.47 -.14* 28** .68** -
5. Family support 25.31 3.56 .06 .35%* .30** 21** -
6. Friend support 23.56 5.04 18** 12 7% 18** 31 -
7. Sign. others support 22.25 7.88 A1 A1 14* .09 .33%* .28%* -

* p<.05, **: p<.01

As seen in Table 1, there is a low positive correlation between attitude toward seeking
professional psychological help and individualistic self-construal (r=.24, p<.01) and friend support (r=
.18, p<.01), and a low negative correlation between attitude toward seeking professional psychological
help and collectivistic self-construal (r= -.14, p< .05). The results do not show any correlation between
attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help and relational self-construal, family support
and support from other significant people.
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Subsequently, stepwise multiple regression analyses were conducted to see whether self-
construal and perceived social support significantly predict attitudes toward seeking professional
psychological help. The results of stepwise multiple regression analyses are provided in Table 2.

Table 2. Results of Stepwise Regression Analysis

Dependent Predictor

2 2
Variable Model Variables B SEs B t F R R AR
Constant 55.28 5.13 - 10.78**
1 ( .. ). . 13.55** 24 .06 .05
Individualistic .35 .09 24 3.68%*
(Constant) 64.92 5.74 - 11.31**
2 Individualistic .44 .09 .30 4.59** 13.05** .32 .10 .10
Attitudes Collectivistic  -30 .09 -23  -3.45%*
(Constant) 60.30 5.84 - 10.32**
Individualistic .42 .09 .29 4.45%*
3 e 12.06** .37 .14 .13
Collectivistic  -34 .09 -26  -3.93**

Friend support .32 A1 19 3.02*

**:p<.01

The R?values in Table 2 indicate that individualistic self-construal scores explain 6% of the total
variance in the first step [F(1, 227): 13.55; p< .01]. In the second step, with the inclusion of collectivistic
self-construal scores into the prediction, the total variance increases to 10% [F(2, 226): 13.05; p<.01], and
in the third step, with the perceived social support from friends, the total variance increases to 14% [F(3,
225): 12.06; p< .01]. To clarify, it is found out as a result of stepwise multiple regression analyses that the
most significant predictive contribution is made by individualistic self-construal, which is followed by
collectivistic self-construal and perceived social support from friends. Given the way of relations
between variables, we see that individualistic self-construal and perceived social support from friends
positively predict and collectivistic self-construal negatively predict attitudes toward seeking
professional psychological help.

Discussion

This study investigates among individuals with a university degree to which extent self-
construals and perceived social support predict attitudes toward seeking professional psychological
help and the primary sources of support to which participants resort when they need. The findings
show that participants primarily share their problems, in the order of frequency, with parents, spouse,
friends, elder sisters and brothers, specialists and relatives. This result implies that family support,
spouse support and friend support hold a significant place in individuals’ lives in our society. Yildirim
(2006) contends that social support systems constitute an important source for the protection of mental
health and the prevention and treatment of psychological disorders. In a study that focuses on adults’
help seeking behaviors, the participants report that they have recourse to one of family members or
friends as nonprofessional (informal) sources to seek solutions to problems (Arslantas et al., 2011). In
that study, the rate of participants that report to seek help from specialists is at the third rank. In another
study investigating university students’ psychological help seeking behaviors from various
perspectives, it is found that students are mostly inclined to get help from family or friends when faced
with any problem (Erkan, Ozbay, Cihangir Cankaya, & Terzi, 2012b). Atik and Yalcgin (2011) and
Topkaya and Meydan’s (2013) studies with university students also indicate that individuals primarily
demand help from peers and families for the solution of their problems. The findings of present study
are consistent with the results of all these studies in the literature. These results highlight that families
and friends are important sources of social support in our society.

344



Education and Science 2016, Vol 41, No 183, 339-349 I Yalgin

Another finding of this study is that individualistic self-construal, collectivistic self-construal
and perceived social support from friends have significant contribution to the prediction of attitudes
toward seeking professional psychological help. The findings indicate that the foregoing three variables
explain 14% of attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help. The stepwise multiple
regression analysis results show that the most important predictive contribution is from individualistic
self-construal, which is followed by collectivistic self-construal and perceived social support from
friends. However, these three variable’s power to explain attitudes toward seeking professional
psychological help is relatively low. This points to the presence of other variables associated with
attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help. Thus, further studies may be conducted with
variables that are likely to be related with attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help.

It is expectable that individualistic self-construal positively predicts attitudes toward seeking
professional psychological help. Individualistic/independent self-construal relies on the fact that an
individual’s behaviors are primarily organized by inner sources, thoughts, feelings and actions
(Markus, & Kitayama, 1991). In individualistic cultures, individuals are emotionally separated from the
groups in which they live, and their need for autonomy is at the high level. For these individuals,
personal goals supersede the group’s goals (Kagitgibasi, 1999). A study conducted with university
students also shows that individualistic self-construal predicts attitudes toward seeking professional
psychological help (Koydemir Ozden, 2010). In a study with people living in Australia and Nicosia,
Cyprus, it is found that there is a positive correlation between individualism and attitudes toward
seeking psychological help (Helmes & Gallou, 2014). Based on this, it is possible to conclude that
individualistic/independent self-construal is less affected by social stigma than the other two predictive
variables. Social stigma causes the fear of being negatively judged by others when individuals seek help
for their problem (Vogel et al., 2007). Social stigma is among the avoidance factors with respect to the
behavior of seeking professional psychological help. The findings thus suggest that individuals with
individualistic self-construal have less fear of social stigma and hence adopt more positive attitudes
toward professional psychological help seeking than others.

The finding that collectivistic self-construal negatively predicts attitudes toward seeking
professional psychological help may also be explained with the concept of social stigma. In collective
cultures, the group’s goals are more important than an individual’s goals, and an individual’s wishes
are governed by the group’s wishes and norms (Kagit¢ibasi, 1999). In this respect, it may be asserted
that individuals with collectivistic self-construal are more likely to be negatively affected by group
norms and expectations and thus adopt more negative approaches to seeking professional
psychological help.

Another variable that predicts attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help is
perceived social support from friends. The participants of this study were all graduates of a university
program. Given the developmental period in which they currently are, these individuals are more likely
to be under the influence of friendship relations than family relations. The individuals that perceived
social support from friends adopted more positive attitudes toward seeking professional psychological
help. In Koydemir Ozden’s (2010) study with university students, it is found that perceived social
support from both families and friends is positively correlated with the behavior of seeking
psychological help. In our country, university students rely on their family in various aspects, including
financial resources. However, it is possible to assert that the young adults in the present study were
more separated from their families (compared to university students), as a result of which perceived
social support from family did not have a significant effect on the behavior of seeking psychological
help. A study conducted with adults by Arslantas et al. (2011) nevertheless suggests that there is a
positive correlation between social support perceived from family and friends and attitudes toward
seeking psychological help. Yet, the meta-analysis by Nam et al. (2013) shows that the effect size of
positive correlation between attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help and perceived
social support is small. It is therefore suggested that further research is conducted on the correlation
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between the given variables. For instance, there is a need to study the relations between various types
of social support from different social support sources and attitudes toward seeking psychological help.

Conclusion

In brief, this study concentrating on the predictors of attitudes toward seeking professional
psychological help among young adults (who hold a university degree) shows that individualistic self-
construal, collectivistic self-construal and perceived social support from friends are significant
predictors. This study has some limitations. First, the data were collected only through self-report
instruments. Second, the data were collected in only one city. Third, the participants are all university
graduates. It is suggested that more comprehensive studies are carried out with a sample including
individuals with different sociocultural characteristics.

The behavior of seeking professional psychological help and cultural factors are interrelated
closely. That is why there is need for further studies on various dimensions of the relation between
individualistic, collectivistic and relational self-construal and the behavior of seeking professional
psychological help. For example, qualitative data may be gathered to investigate the relations between
given variables. Furthermore, studies may be conducted about self-construal and social support sources
of people that present to mental health institutions to receive psychological help. A study conducted by
Kiling and Granello (2003) among university students shows that individuals that previously received
professional psychological help develop more positive attitudes toward seeking professional
psychological help. Based on this, it is suggested to promote and make known the centers and units that
offer psychological support to students during higher education. Thus, individuals will be more likely
to consider the option of resorting to professionals when faced with a problem. These individuals are
more likely to seek professional psychological help for the solution of problems they encounter in
different aspects of life.
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