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Abstract:

BACKGROUND: Nursing students experience multiple challenges related to patients, educators,
clinical learning environment, and also professional identity. This study aims to investigate the
relationship among perceived social support, self-esteem, and the help-seeking behavior of nursing
students in Iran.

MATERIALS AND METHODS: The present study is a cross-sectional study conducted on 216
nursing students in 2023. The sampling method was proportional stratified random sampling.
Inclusion criteria were nursing students at bachelor’s, master’s, and PhD. levels, who have passed
more than one semester since their studies. Data collection tools included a demographic information
questionnaire, Rosenberg self-esteem scale, perceived social support questionnaire, help-seeking
behavior, and general help-seeking behavior questionnaire. Data analysis was conducted using
descriptive statistical tests and analytical tests (independent t-test, Mann-Whitney-U test, Spearman
correlation coefficient, and multivariate linear regression), at a significance level of less than 0.05,
using SPSS software version 20.

RESULTS: The results showed that there is a positive correlation among perceived social
support and students’ self-esteem (r= 0.448, P < 0.001), social support and general help-seeking
behavior (r = 0.331, P < 0.001), and social support and academic help-seeking behavior of
students (r = 0.402, P < 0.001), which means that students’ help-seeking behavior and academic
help-seeking behavior are strengthened by improving perceived social support.

CONCLUSION: The findings of the present study can facilitate the help-seeking behavior of nursing
students, by identifying and activating the sources of social support and strengthening self-esteem.
Therefore, itis suggested to provide such an environment in the university that strengthens the feelings
of being valuable and cultivates a positive attitude in students, while increasing their self-esteem by
meeting their needs and providing emotional support.
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Introduction

ollege education is a challenging
transition to adulthood. Nursing
students struggle with many stresses and
challenges like nurses in the clinical fields.!"
These problems may be related to patients,
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educators, clinical learning environment,
and professional identity, which have deep
and long-term consequences on their future
career, economic and physical security.*?!
The results of a comprehensive review
revealed that in 24 cross-sectional studies,
there was a significant 34% prevalence of
depression among nursing students; while
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Asian nursing students had the highest prevalence of
depression (43%),'*! which, in turn, provides grounds
for leaving the nursing profession.”! Nursing education
in Iran also faces countless challenges regarding clinical
and theoretical education. The results of a literature
review conducted on the level of satisfaction of nursing
students between the years 2011 and 2022, showed that
the level of satisfaction in nursing students in clinical
and educational fields low.l! This issue, reveals the
importance of physical, psychological, and practical
support to deal with stresses and challenges in this
period.”

Perceived social support refers to a metaphorical
experience of kindness and support that comes from
receiving respect, care, and help from others (such
as family and friends). Social support acts as a shield
against stress, empowering individuals to face the
problems.>*¢7l Social support plays a crucial role in
academic performance, well-being, stress management,
and mental health. It serves as a protective factor for
young people facing high levels of stress in their daily
lives.*1" Research shows that perceived social support
leads to less academic burnout and greater academic
achievements of nursing students.[''12] Students
experiencing higher quality of social support, have
positive self-esteem and self-evaluation.”!

The level of self-esteem is determined by the degree of
worth individuals perceive in themselves. Self-esteem is
a subjective evaluation of how an individual perceives
their worth in relation to society and others."¥l High
self-esteem addresses a desired evaluation of oneself,
a precise, reasonable, and balanced appreciation of
one’s value as a person and his/her merits. Having
positive self-esteem enables nursing students to face and
overcome obstacles more efficiently, and to actively focus
on solving challenges in new environments.!"**% Students
who have positive feelings about themselves are less
likely to be pressured by peers, use fewer drugs and
drink less alcohol, are more persistent in difficult tasks,
are happier, and most importantly, they have a greater
desire for better academic performance.l” Self-esteem
has an impact on how nursing students professionalize
themselves, affecting their behavior in the workplace
and the level of care they offer.['”]

In addition to increasing self-esteem, social support is
associated with the use of effective coping strategies.
Although the prediction mechanism of social support
regarding coping strategies is not clear, it has been
proposed that self-esteem may have a mediating effect
on social support and effective coping strategies.® In
justifying this finding, it can be stated that social support
leads to maintaining or increasing reduced self-esteem
in facing undesirable events. In addition, self-esteem

can create a good sense of self-efficacy in people and
create more self-confidence when facing difficulties,
thus enabling people to use effective coping strategies
in coping with challenges.!"#**!

There are different types of effective and ineffective
coping strategies like problem-solving, rationalization,
help-seeking, imagining, avoiding, and self-accusation.
Help-seeking involves actively seeking help from others
by discussing problems to receive support and guidance
for effective stress management and problem-solving.!

Help-seeking behavior is a type of self-regulating
behavior that can be used by any student to solve their
learning problems, with the help of other people as a
learning aid.*! Help-seeking behavior refers to students’
intentional activities when they encounter academic
problems they cannot overcome on their own. Research
shows that the help-seeking behavior of students has a
lower level, compared to the public. Results of a study
in the United States of America showed that only 26.9%
of students who needed counseling for academic,
physical, or psychological reasons sought help from
official sources,” and in other studies, this rate has been
reported as 12.9-30.5%.1%!

Reviewing research and studies show that most
of the research conducted in the field of social
support, self-esteem, and help-seeking behavior in
students, especially nursing students, has been done
individually or with other influencing variables. Since
university plays an important role in perceived social
support and developing students’ self-esteem, to
eliminate the gap between the studies and considering
that help-seeking behavior is different in various
cultures,??! the present study aims to determine the
relationship between perceived social support and
self-esteem, with help-seeking behavior of nursing
students of Shahid Beheshti University of Medical
Sciences.

Materials and Methods

Study design and setting

The current research is a cross-sectional
(descriptive-correlation) study, which was conducted on
nursing students in the School of Nursing and Midwifery
of Shahid Beheshti University of Sciences in 2023.

Study participants and sampling

The research environment in this study the modern,
well-equipped School of Nursing and Midwifery of
Shahid Beheshti located in Tehran. Inclusion criteria
were nursing students at bachelor’s, master’s, and
PhD. levels, who have passed more than one semester
since their studies, and had the tendency to answer
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the questionnaire. Exit criteria included incomplete
completion of the questionnaires and transfer students.

According to a similar study,'**! the sample size
was calculated to be 194 people with 90% power
and 95% confidence interval, which increased to 216
students, by applying 10% for distorted and incomplete
questionnaires. The sampling method in the present
study was proportional stratified random sampling, so
that, first, the number of nursing students studying at
different levels of the School of Nursing and Midwifery
of Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Sciences was
prepared; then, the classes of statistical population were
divided into three groups including bachelor’s, master’s
and PhD. The sample size was determined in categories,
based on educational level, and the ratio of size of each
category to the size of population. The total number of
students studying nursing were 1388, including 1112
undergraduate, 214 masters, and 62 PhD. The sample
population was calculated; out of 216 samples of 166
undergraduate students, 32 masters, and 18 doctoral
students were selected and sampled. After completing
the demographic information form, the study samples
responded to the tools of help-seeking behavior,
self-esteem, and social support.

Data collection tools and technique
Demographic information questionnaire: This
questionnaire includes questions such as age, gender,
marital status, place of residence, academic year, and
education level.

Rosenberg self-esteem scale

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1965) includes 10
general phrases that measure life satisfaction and feeling
good about oneself. 5 statements are presented in a
positive form (items No. 1-5) and another 5 statements
are presented in a negative form (items No. 6 to 10). The
score range on this scale extends from —10 to +10, with a
score of +10 indicating extremely high self-esteem and
a score of —10 indicating extremely low self-esteem.
The validity and reliability of this scale were confirmed
in different studies, 47% of self-esteem is explained by
these two factors and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients with
high values of 0.86 and 0.87 indicate the reliability and
stability of the scale.” The reliability coefficient of the
questionnaire in this study was obtained as 0.79, using
the internal consistency method.

Perceived social support questionnaire

Perceived Social Support Questionnaire by Zimmet et al.
(1998) measures the level of perceived social support from
family, friends, and important people in an individual’s
life, with 12 items on a 5-point Likert scale. The range
of scores on this scale is 12-84, and an increase in the
score means an increase in perceived social support. The

validity and reliability of this scale have been reported
as desired by Zimet et al.””! Bagherian et al.*! examined
the psychometric properties of the Persian version of
this scale and confirmed its reliability with Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient as 0.84. The reliability coefficient of
the questionnaire in current study was obtained as 0.88,
using the internal consistency method.

Help-seeking behavior scale

Ryan and Pentrich’s help-seeking behavior
questionnaire (1997) includes 14 questions in 2
dimensions: accepting of help-seeking and avoiding
help-seeking (questions 9, 4, 2,10, 12, 6, 8); each dimension
has 7 items and is scored using a Likert scale from one
to five (1 = completely disagree, 5 = completely agree).
A score of 14-35 indicates low help-seeking behavior, a
score of 3549 indicates moderate help-seeking behavior,
and a score higher than 49 indicates high help-seeking
behavior. The validity of the questionnaire was confirmed
using the factor analysis and principal component
analysis method. The reliability of the questionnaire,
using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, was reported to
be 0.74, which was acceptable for the scale of attitude
toward accepting help-seeking behavior, and it was 0.72
for avoiding help-seeking, which was also acceptable.”
The questionnaire in current study demonstrated a high
level of reliability, with a coefficient of 0.85, as determined
through the internal consistency method.

Questionnaire of general help-seeking behavior
This questionnaire was designed by Wilson ef al.*! in
2005 and has two subscales, which are scored based
on sources of help (formal/informal) and type of
problem (emotional /personal/and suicide thoughts) in
a 7-point Likert scale. The source of help and the type
of problem can be changed based on the purpose of the
study and its requirements. Higher scores indicate more
help-seeking behavior. The convergent validity of the
questionnaire was supported by a positive correlation
between students” intention to get counseling and
the perceived quality of their previous mental health
experiences. The divergent validity of the questionnaire
was also confirmed through the negative correlation
between students’ intention to get counseling and
their self-reported barriers to seeking professional
psychological help. The reliability of the whole scale was
reported as 0.85 through the internal consistency method,
and test-retest reliability was reported as 0.92, which was
considered favorable. In the present study, emotional/
personal problems subscale was used. The reliability
coefficient of the questionnaire in current study was
obtained as 0.74, using the internal consistency method.

Data analysis method
Data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistical
tests (frequency, relative frequency, mean, and standard
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deviation) and analytical tests (independent t-test,
Mann-Whitney U test, Spearman correlation coefficient,
and multivariate linear regression) at a significance
level of less than 0.05 with SPSS software version 20.
In this study, the relationships among social support,
self-esteem and help-seeking behavior of the participants
were examined [Figure 1].

Ethical consideration

This study was approved by Research Ethics Community
of Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Science (No.
IR.SBMU.PHARMACY.REC.1402.179). Participants
did not receive any incentive, and participation was
voluntary. Informed consent for participation was
obtained based on the proposal approved by the ethics
committee. The participants were also assured of the
confidentiality of their information, and it was explained
that the results would only be used for research
objectives.

Results

216 people participated in this study and the paper-pencil
questionnaire was distributed among these 216 students,
and all of them completed the questionnaire. The present
study revealed that 62.5% of the participants identified
as male. Additionally, 81% of the participants reported
being single. 58% of the participants fell within the age
range of 18-22 years old, and 77% possessed a bachelor’s
degree [Table 1].

The results of the present study showed that the average
score of perceived social support was 62.39 + 12.04, the
average score of self-esteem was 6.12 + 4.52, the average
score of general help-seeking behavior was 26.45 + 5.93,
and the average score of academic help-seeking behavior
was 51.60 + 8.29.

The results of Table 2 indicate that, there is a positive
correlation between perceived social support and
students’ self-esteem (P value < 0.001). There is no
significant relationship between self-esteem and the
general help-seeking behavior of students (P value:
0.114). However, the correlation between self-esteem
and students’ academic help-seeking behavior is
statistically meaningful (P value < 0.001). There is a
positive correlation between perceived social support
with help-seeking behavior and academic help-seeking
behavior of students (P value < 0.001) [Table 2].

,[ Self-esteem J

A

>[ Help-seeking behavior ]

[ Social support ]

Figure 1: Model of relationship between variables

The results indicate that, by adjusting the confounders of
age, gender, marriage, and residence, using multivariate
linear regression, one unit increase in social support
score causes an increase of 0.09 of help-seeking score,
and an increase of 0.262 in academic help-seeking
score (P < 0.05), and for a one unit increase in self-esteem
score, the academic help-seeking score increases
by 0.331 (P < 0.05). Self-esteem had no significant
relationship with seeking help (P > 0.05) [Table 3].

The scores of the questionnaire were compared in
subgroups of demographic variables. The results showed

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of participants
in this study

Variable Number (%)
Gender M 135 (62.5%)
Female 81 (37.5%)
Marital status Single 175 (81%)
Married 41 (19%)
Age 18—-22 years old 126 (58%)
23-28 years old 56 (26%)
29-32 years old 22 (10%)
More than 32 years old 12 (6%)
Educational level Bachelor's 166 (77%)
Master’s 32 (15%)
PhD. 18 (8%)
Academic year First-year 56 (26%)
Second year 77 (36%)
Third year 49 (23%)
Fourth-year 34 (15%)
Place of residence Dormitory 109 (50.5%)
With family 80 (37%)
Alone 27 (12.5%)

Table 2: Determining the relationship of research
variables

Variable Spearman’s P
correlation
coefficient

Perceived social support and self-esteem 0.448 <0/001

Self-esteem and help-seeking behavior 0.108 0/114

Self-esteem and academic help-seeking 0.185 0/006

behavior

Perceived social support and 0.331 <0/001

help-seeking behavior

Perceived social support and academic 0.402 <0/001

help-seeking behavior

Table 3: Correlation of research variables

Variable Beta Cl 95% P
coefficient LL UL

Social support with help-seeking 0.091 0.024 0.157 0.008
Social support with academic 0.262 0.175 0.349 0.000
help-seeking

Self-esteem with help-seeking 0.131 -0.046 0.308 0.147
Self-esteem with academic 0.331 0.088 0.574 0.008

help-seeking
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that there is a significant relationship among age with
general help-seeking behavior, academic help-seeking,
and social support. Also, there is a positive correlation
between education (academic level) and help-seeking
behavior, as well asacademic help-seeking and social
support (P < 0.05). However, there is a negative
correlation between education and self-esteem, between
gender and marriage with general help-seeking behavior
and academic help-seeking behavior, and between
gender and marriage with self-esteem and social
support (P> 0.05). There is a negative correlation between
self-esteem and age (P > 0.05). Also, there is negative
correlation between academic year and lifestyle with
help-seeking behavior, academic help-seeking behavior,
self-esteem, and social support (P > 0.05) [Table 4].

Discussion

The present study aims to test the relationship between:
social support and self-esteem; social support and
help-seeking behavior; and self-esteem and help-seeking
behavior; also, demographic variables and dependent
variables.

Based on the first hypotheses of the study, there was
a significant positive correlation between self-esteem
and social support. This finding is in accordance with
other studies among students.”*! In the explanation
of this relationship, it can be mentioned that the
positive and negative reactions of people around them
and their support for people, cause changes in a
person’s judgment about self-esteem.! Self-esteem is
a judgment about oneself; it is the core and structure
of a person’s psychology, which, as a protective shield,
protects a person from stress and negative stressful life

events.B? Social support can increase an individual’s
sense of being useful and valuable, so that he/she can
find a more favorable attitude about himself/herself in
self-evaluation and gain more self-esteem.*”]

Based on the second hypotheses of the study, there was
a significant correlation between the perceived social
support and the general help-seeking behavior of nursing
students. The results of Lian et al.’s (2020)" study, which
investigated the relationship between social support and
help-seeking among Chinese international students in
the U.S. Higher Education System, showed that when
facing problems, the participants reported the most
help-seeking behavior from partners, parents, and close
friends, respectively, and a higher level of social support
was significantly related to students” help-seeking
behavior.™ It can be said that social support such as
parental support, support of friends, and support of
important people in life increases attitude and intention
to seek help and leads to improvements in educational
environments. Through social support, people meet
their basic needs, which leads to positive perception,
security, self-acceptance, attention, and self-respect, all
of which provide necessary opportunities for growth
and development, dynamism, and self-actualization.*"!

In the present study, based on the third hypotheses of the
study, there was a relationship between self-esteem and
the help-seeking behavior of nursing students, which is
consistent with other studies.*#?l Wang et al.*! concluded
that the higher the level of students’ self-esteem, the
more compatible the help-seeking behavior, and the
lower the self-esteem level, and the more likely they are
to adopt maladaptive help-seeking behavior. Students
with low self-esteem may underestimate their abilities

Table 4: Relationship among demographic characteristics and perceived social support, self-esteem and

help-seeking behavior of nursing students

Dependent variables General help-seeking Academic help-seeking Self-esteem Social support
Demographic variables behavior behavior
MD+SD  Sig (2-tailed) @ MD+SD Sig (2-tailed) MD+SD Sig (2-tailed) @ MD+SD Sig (2-tailed)
Gender Female 26.01+6.28 0.15* 50.62+8.66 0.02* 5.95+4.67 0.81** 61.37+12.66 0.18**
Male 27.19+8.20 53.23+7.39 6.39+4.27 64.09+10.77
Marriage status Single  26.18+5.80 0.15* 51.40+5.80 0.46* 5.87+4.69 0.89** 62.63+11.36 0.14**
Married 27.63+6.39 27.63+6.39 7.17+3.54 61.36+14.70
Age categories 22-18  25.50+5.67 0.01*** 62.15+10.9 0.02*** 5.52+4.92 0.18**** 50.66+8.48 0.04****
23-28  28.16+5.81 62.19+13.2 6.67+3.98 51.32+7.83
29-32  28.27+5.22 67.00+£9.52 8.18+2.68 56+7.92
>32 25.25+8.18 57.41+13.6 6.00+4.08 54.66+6.42
Educational BSN 25.69+5.56 0.002*** 61.75+11.81 0.021*** 5.63+4.75 0.12%* 50.75+8.25 0.01****
level MSN 28.46+6.23 65.96+8.94 7.62+3.49 54.03+8.47
PhD 29.88+6.87 61.88+17.42 7.88+2.60 55.11+6.78
Academic year  First 26.03+6.48 0.78*** 61.53+13.26 0.34** 6.03+4.75 0.52**** 50.62+8.18 0.98****
Second 26.23+5.58 61.79+11.89 5.87+4.73 50.92+8.65
Third 27.12+6.23 64.55+10.65 6.40+4.30 53.14+8.77
Fourth  26.79+5.43 62.05+12.31 6.41+4.05 52.52+6.70

*Independent Samples t-Test, **Mann-Whitney U, ***One-way ANOVA, ****Kruskal-Wallis
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and may not have enough self-confidence in themselves.
The results of a study show that there is a negative
relationship between the perceived threat to students’
self-esteem and formal help-seeking It also suggests
that students may prefer to seek informal help because
it is less threatening than formal support.*’! Higher
self-esteem makes it easier for people to manage stressful
situations by asking for help when needed. However,
people with low self-esteem are more likely to have
poor help-seeking behavior, which leads to depression,
anxiety, loneliness, and poor academic performance.*4!

Based on the fourth hypotheses of the study, the results
of the present study showed that there is a difference
between academic help seeking in women and men.
Other studies show that gender significantly affects
help-seeking behavior."*! In one study, women were
more likely than men to seek non-professional help, while
men were more likely than women to seek professional
help.[##8 More research is needed in this field.

The study shows a significant relationship between
age and education level with general and academic
help-seeking. Research shows that few young people
seek help in formal and professional support resources,
because they do not feel comfortable in disclosing
personal problems.*! Therefore, peer support plans
can be an available and effective tool to support young
students, which needs to be considered in the policies
of academic environments.

On the other hand, student’s metacognitive skills
increase with age, and they can better monitor their
performance and use adaptive help seeking.* Future
research should also consider the influence of student
characteristics such as age on the decision to seek for
academic assistance.

Limitations and recommendations

Although the findings of the present study extend
previous research, it has limitations that are pointed out.
First, considering that the current study was conducted
cross-sectionally, the relationships obtained among the
variables of academic help-seeking, self-esteem and
social support cannot be considered causal. Maybe the
relationships are due to the effect of other variables.
Second, Nursing students were selected only from one of
the medical sciences universities in Tehran, so the results
cannot be generalized to nursing students from other
universities and other students such as medicine and
paramedicine. Third, in this study, a self-report tool was
used. Among the limitations of self-report questionnaires
is the tendency of participants to show pro-social bias.
Finally, due to the fact that four questionnaires were
used in this study, it is possible that the mental and
psychological states of the respondents and even their

fatigue may affect the results of the questionnaires. It
is also suggested to conduct a study on the effect of an
intervention based on strengthening the self-esteem of
nursing students on help-seeking behavior in the future.

Conclusion

The review literature showed that most of the research
studies conducted in the field of help-seeking behaviors
in students, especially nursing students, have been done
with various variables. The present study is innovative
because of examining the relationship between perceived
social support and self-esteem with the help-seeking
behavior of nursing students. The results of this study
confirm the necessity of providing social support for
nursing students. Therefore, it is essential for managers
and policy makers to provide educational periods and
social support, especially in the area of bonding of
students with their family, friends, and community as
support networks to strengthen their self-esteem and
provide effective coping strategies. It is suggested to
provide such an environment in the university, which
strengthens the feeling of being valuable and having a
positive attitude in students, and increases self-esteem
in students by meeting their needs and emotional
support. The educational periods can be compromised
of self-awareness, stress coping skills, problem solving,
decision making, communication skills, creative and
critical thinking, anger management, and the ability to
say no.
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