
Vol.:(0123456789)

International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction (2023) 21:2101–2121
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-021-00710-z

1 3

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Perceived Social Support and Stress: a Study of 1st Year 
Students in Ireland

Lavinia McLean1  · David Gaul2 · Rebecca Penco1

Accepted: 10 November 2021 / Published online: 27 January 2022 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2021

Abstract
Social support is consistently associated with positive outcomes for students, in terms of 
wellbeing and academic achievement. For first year students, social support offers a way 
to deal with stressors associated with the challenge of transitioning to university. The cur-
rent research was conducted with a range of first year students (n = 315) early in their first 
semester in university. Both male and female students reported moderate levels of social 
support and perceived stress, while those with higher levels of social support reported 
lower levels of stress. Gender differences were apparent in both the levels and sources of 
social support that students perceived as available to them. Female students reported higher 
levels of social support and stress than males, suggesting that university initiatives for 
enhancing social support and dealing with stress may require a gender-specific focus. The 
results are discussed in terms of recommendations for developing students’ social supports 
during first year, in order to mitigate for the experience of stress and to enhance student 
experience of their educational journey.

Keywords Social support · Stress · Students: First year · University · Wellbeing

Social support, derived from families, friends and the academic community, can directly 
impact student experiences during education, with positive impacts on both wellbeing and 
academic success (Brailovskaia et  al., 2018; Maymon et  al., 2019; McCoy et  al., 2014; 
Scanlon et  al., 2020; Maymon et  al., 2019). In contrast, the experience of stress, while 
recognised as part of the academic experience, can have a detrimental impact on academic 
outcomes, wellbeing (Berwick & Finkelstein, 2010; Conley et  al., 2020; Poots & Cas-
sidy, 2020) and mental health (Liu et  al., 2019; Wu et  al., 2021). In order to optimally 
benefit from their educational experiences, students are required to learn to cope effec-
tively with stress (Gustems-Carnicer et  al., 2019), and higher levels of social supports 
have consistently been identified as associated with lower stress levels and a greater ability 
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to manage stressors (Jun et al., 2018; Yildirim et al., 2017; Mishra, 2020). Commencing 
university presents significant challenges for students, with indications that students are 
at a higher risk of stress during this period, than throughout the remainder of their pro-
gramme (Berwick & Finkelstein, 2010; Conley et al., 2020; Demir et al., 2014; Denovan & 
Macaskill, 2016). Recent research has suggested the need to develop a greater understand-
ing of the quality and sources of social support experienced by students (Maymon et al., 
2019; Mishra, 2020), while at the early stages of students, academic career study has been 
identified as a key period for the development of effective social support systems (Reeve 
et al., 2013). The research aimed to examine first year student’s percetion of social support 
and the impact of this support on reported stress during this critical phase of transition to 
university.

Social Support

Social support is a multidimensional concept (Lourel et al., 2013), referring to the social 
and psychological support an individual receives or perceives as available to them from 
family, friends and their community (Awang et  al., 2014; Zimet et  al., 1988). Perceived 
social support refers to the perception that support would be available if needed (Day 
& Livingstone, 2003) and comprises emotional and instrumental support (Trepte & 
Scharkow, 2016). Crucially, the effectiveness of social support is dependent on the match 
between the source, type, timing and the needs of the individual (Cohen & McKay, 1984; 
Cutrona & Russell, 1990; Jacobson, 1986). The relationship between social support and 
positive outcomes has been demonstrated in both quantitative research (e.g., Brailovskaia 
et al., 2020; Poots & Cassidy, 2020; Reeve et al., 2013) and qualitative studies (Charalam-
bous, 2019; Scanlon et  al., 2020), with students across various disciplines and countries 
(e.g. Cornelius et  al., 2016; Pluut et  al., 2015; Walton et  al., 2015). The range of social 
supports that students receive from their families, friends and the academic community can 
directly influence their ability to deal with the challenges associated with university life 
(Cage et al., 2021; Mishra, 2020) and is associated with more successful experiences dur-
ing their education (Maymon et al., 2019; McCoy et al., 2014; Scanlon et al., 2020).

There is substantial evidence highlighting the role of social support in promoting psy-
chological health (Cohen, 2004; Hartung et  al., 2015; Santini et  al., 2015; Tough et  al., 
2017; Uchino et  al., 2012) and of the protective effect of social support (Haddadi & 
Besharat, 2010; Hu et  al., 2015; Thoits, 2011; Werner-Seidler et  al., 2017; Zhang et  al., 
2018). Higher levels of social support have been found to be associated with improved 
psychological wellbeing (Glozah, 2013; Poudel et al., 2020; Reeve et al., 2013; Poots & 
Cassidy, 2020), with students that perceived social support positively found to be at a lower 
risk for mental health problems (Karaca et al., 2019; Khallad & Jabr, 2016; Terzi, 2008; 
Yildirim et al., 2008). Social support has consistently been shown to impact depression, 
anxiety and quality of life for students across various age groups and populations (Ibra-
him et  al., 2013; Othieno et  al., 2014; Hamdan-Mansour & Dawani, 2008; Kirby et  al., 
2015; Vungkhanching et al., 2017). Higher levels of social support from family and friends 
have been found to be correlated with greater life satisfaction (Harikandei, 2017) and less 
loneliness (Lee & Goldstein, 2016). Further to this, social support has been identified 
as exerting positive peer pressure and social controls on student’s health and risk-taking 
behaviour (Jessor et al., 2006). This has led to a recognition of social support as a valuable 
resource for universities in protecting the mental health of students (Baltas & Baltas, 2004; 
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Vungkhanching et al., 2017), with a recent large study (n = 13,189) of students in Germany, 
Russia and China identifying the importance of resilience and social support as key protec-
tive factors for mental health (Brailovskaia et al., 2018).

In addition to the impact on emotional outcomes, social support and personal networks 
can impact students’ academic performance (Awang et al., 2014; Cheng et al., 2012; Brou-
wer et al., 2016) and have a significant role on higher education success (Mishra, 2020). 
Social support has been identified as impacting students’ integration into academic life 
(Cox & Naylor, 2018; Maunder, 2018), which can in turn affect both retention and aca-
demic success (Gallop & Bastien, 2016; Masserini & Bini, 2021; Reeve et al., 2013). Fam-
ily support has consistently been identified as playing an important role in academic per-
sistence (Abukari, 2010; Nelson, 2019; Sosu & Pheunpha, 2019; Theodore et al., 2017), 
while support derived from peers and support groups is associated with positive academic 
outcomes (Kim et  al., 2017; Li et  al., 2018a, b), including enhancing understanding of 
course materials and clarifying difficult concepts (Collins et al., 2010; Gallop & Bastien, 
2016; Masserini & Bini, 2021). In terms of other sources of support, while students may 
access support from academic staff to a lesser extent than that from other sources (Blair, 
2017; Casapulla et al., 2020; Reeve et al., 2013), these relationships are found to be impor-
tant for both wellbeing and transition to university (Cage et  al., 2021; Jun et  al., 2018; 
Maymon et al., 2019; Meehan & Howells, 2017; Reeve et al., 2013). Research has identi-
fied that certain programmes due to teaching methods and small group classes may lead to 
greater peer social support (Jun et al., 2018). The current study included students from a 
range of disciplines to allow consideration of students from a range of disciplines, with dif-
ferent levels of social support.

Social Support and Stress

The ability to cope with stressors can directly impact students’ academic performance 
(Reeve et al., 2013; Struthers et al., 2000) and wellbeing (Brailovskaia et al., 2020; Chao, 
2012; Karaca et al., 2019; Leary & DeRosier, 2012; Tyssen et al., 2001). Social support 
has been long established as a moderator of stress (Cohen, 2004; Glozah, 2013; Soman 
et al., 2016) and to function as an effective coping mechanism for dealing with stressors 
(Li et al., 2018a, b; Reeve et al., 2013; Yıldırım et al., 2017). Sharing stress with others 
is suggested to enable one to tolerate stress more easily (Baltas & Baltas, 2004), allow-
ing more effective coping with academic stress (Cohen, 2004; Glozah, 2013; Soman et al., 
2016; Wolf et al., 2017; Yıldırım et al., 2017; Wolf et al., 2015). Research conducted with 
a range of student cohorts has indicated that the level of stress experienced by students was 
significantly predicted by levels of perceived social support (Kirby et al., 2015; Leary & 
DeRosier, 2012; Naylor et al., 2018; Poots & Cassidy, 2020; Yıldırım et al., 2017). Jumat 
et al. (2020) argue that students who do not have sufficient protective factors to safeguard 
from ongoing stress can be at risk of burnout, with social support identified as one mecha-
nism to allow students to deal with the demands of academic life, and later professional 
life. This research supports findings from other similar research (Kim et al., 2018; Polman 
et al, 2010) indicating that social support is negatively correlated with student burnout.

Peer social support, in particular, has been identified as buffering the experience 
of stress (Lee & Goldstein, 2016; Vungkhanching et  al., 2017), specifically for younger 
students (Charalambous, 2020; Warshawski et  al., 2018). These findings may be partly 
explained through student’s perception of the social support available to them from these 
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peer relationships. Day and Livingstone (2003) suggest that one’s perception of their social 
support network has an essentially greater coping effect than if they receive the support and 
to exert a stronger effect on mental health than actual social support received (Hefner & 
Eisenberg, 2009; Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2016). The perception of having social support 
available can provide a buffer in times of stress, increase happiness and enhance psycho-
logical wellbeing (e.g. Barrera, 1986; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Winemiller et al., 1993). Peer 
support, in addition, has the potential to normalise experiences and promote a sense of 
belonging (Batchelor et al., 2020), as the nature of the support is provided by someone who 
is similar and equal to the recipient (Kim et al., 2017). In terms of other types of social 
support, Mamun et  al.’s (2019) recent research has indicated that being in a significant 
relationship was a predictor of higher levels of stress, rather than providing social sup-
port. However, the distress identified by the students could be associated with the signifi-
cant changes to relationships and related social support, as students were living away and 
spending reduced time with their partner.

There are mixed findings on the levels and impact of social support within the research 
conducted with students, with indications of differences based on gender, age, discipline 
and mode of study. Gender has been identified as a significant predictor of social support 
(Casapulla et al., 2020; Hamdan-Mansour & Dawani, 2008; Park et al., 2015; Soman et al., 
2016; Zamani-Alavijeh et al., 2017), with higher levels reported consistently by female stu-
dents. Jun et  al. (2018) reported that the high levels of support among nursing students 
may be related to gender differences, but also to the nature of the programme and the use 
of small groups which facilitate the development of close relationships and social support 
from peers (Brouwer et al., 2016; Poots & Cassidy, 2020). In contrast, however, Zamani-
Alavijeh et  al. (2017) found that over 60% of medical science students in Iran (n = 763) 
reported low levels of social support, with females reporting significantly lower levels than 
male students. These findings suggest that males and female students may have different 
support needs, but also may perceive source social support differently (Casapulla et  al., 
2020; Zamani-Alavijeh et al., 2017). While there is a significant body of research develop-
ing in this area of studies, they vary significantly in methodology, definition of social sup-
port, timing of data collected, population samples, cultural differences and students’ living 
circumstances, making it difficult to make direct comparisons across studies on the levels 
of social support available to students.

Similarly, gender differences in perceived stress have been identified, with female stu-
dents reporting higher levels of stress than males (Backović et al., 2012; Cage et al., 2021; 
Hamdan-Mansour & Dawani, 2008; McCoy et al., 2014; Park et al., 2015; Polman et al, 
2010; Poots & Cassidy, 2020; Zhang et  al., 2018). In a recently published longitudinal 
study of students (n = 5532) in the USA (Conley et  al., 2020), female students reported 
experiencing higher distress, while male students exhibited lower support from friends 
than females adding to the evidence from previous research (Hamdan-Mansour & Dawani, 
2008; Park et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2018).

First Year Students and Transition to University

Research conducted in multiple countries has identified the transition to third-level educa-
tion to be a potential source of stress for students (Cage et al., 2021; Charalambous, 2020; 
McCoy et al., 2014) and that during their early stages of university, students can experience 
the highest level of stress than throughout the remainder of their studies (Conley et  al., 
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2020; Demir et al., 2014; Denovan & Macaskill, 2016). While some research indicates that 
various periods of study such as examinations and placement practice can lead to higher 
experiences of stress (Sun & Zoriah, 2015), Bewick et al. (2010) have suggested that stress 
commences in the initial semester for students and does not abate throughout the time in 
university. There are numerous factors that may explain this, predominantly related to the 
onset of academic demands, the need to adapt to new circumstances and the significant life 
and identity changes student make as they transit from adolescence into adulthood (Opoku-
Acheampong et al., 2017; Bhandari, 2012; Cage et al., 2021; Charalambous, 2020; Chen 
et al., 2013; Mašina et al., 2016). Furthermore, the introduction of higher fees and the more 
competitive employment market have been identified as creating the context for higher lev-
els of stress for students in the UK and Ireland (Money et al., 2017; O.Leary, 2019).

In addition to these challenges, social supports change as students make the transi-
tion to university, spend less time with family and friends and are required to adjust to an 
unfamiliar environment and to develop new social support networks (Bray & Born, 2004; 
Charalambous, 2020). Social support during the first year of study is consistently associ-
ated with enhanced wellbeing (Brailovskaia et  al., 2020; Hartung et  al., 2015, Mattanah 
et al., 2012; Poots & Cassidy, 2020; Reeve et al., 2013; Vungkhanching et al., 2017) and 
positive academic outcomes (Charalambous, 2020; Denny, 2015; Leary & DeRosier, 2012; 
Mishra, 2020; McGonagle et al., 2014; Van der Zanden et al., 2018; Walton et al., 2015). 
However, as this period of commencing university is often characterised by transition and 
exploration, it creates an opportunity for the development of new social supports, alongside 
new identities (Arnett, 2000). However, there are some indications that students in junior 
years are more likely to report lower levels of perceived social support, than those in higher 
years (Chavajay, 2013; Vungkhanching et al., 2017). In line with this, Warshawski et al. 
(2018) found that students in first year reported higher levels of support from family and 
friends than those in later stages, along with a greater use of online social support mediums 
to access social support. These mixed findings in relation to levels of social support may 
be partly explained by consideration of the various types of social support explored in the 
studies but do suggest social support from peer may take time to develop as students com-
mence their studies.

Social relationships and support have been identified as one of the main predictors of 
increased success for students during the transition to university (Cage et al., 2021; Denny, 
2015; Leary & DeRosier, 2012; Meehan & Howells, 2017; Van der Zandan et al., 2018). 
In an Irish context, Scanlon et al. (2020) identified students’ positive experiences of uni-
versity life often centred on peer relationships and shared interests and aspirations. This is 
in line with findings from a report by Denny (2015), where students in Ireland highlighted 
the benefits of mentoring and relationships during the transition to university, and mirrors 
findings from other longitudinal research conducted with school leavers in Ireland (McCoy 
et al, 2014). Masserini and Bini (2021) argue that younger and first year students’ social 
networks help to strengthen students’ academic integration and engagement. This is not 
surprising as a sense of belonging is recognised as a key concept in the positive experi-
ences of younger students in university and can be enhanced through meaningful interac-
tions with peers and faculty staff (Hausmann et al., 2007; Mishra, 2020). Related to this, 
Meehan and Howells’ (2017) longitudinal study of student’s satisfaction in the UK identi-
fied three key elements of a positive university experience, directly related to the academic 
staff, the nature of their programme and students’ overall sense of belonging. Maymon 
et al. (2019) highlighted the importance of social support and specifically the significant 
role of faculty staff support as contributing to overall wellbeing in the first year experience.
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Social support is recognised as an element of the student experience that is easily 
adaptable during the early stage of student life (Cage et al, 2021; Denny, 2015; Leary & 
DeRosier, 2012; Scarapicchia et al., 2017; Scanlon et al., 2020). The structure of universi-
ties, comprising of residence halls and student organisations, can facilitate the building of 
such friendships and networks (Mishra, 2020). In addition, there is some evidence to sug-
gest that students who spend less time on campus during their first year reported have less 
access to social supports (Leese, 2010; McCoy et al., 2014), which can lead to a reduced 
sense of belonging (Casapulla et al., 2020; Naylor et al., 2018). Naylor et al. (2018) further 
argue that educators have a significant role in mitigating workload stress for first year stu-
dents through facilitating the development of social support (Jumat et al., 2020).

Taking all of this into account, there is therefore a growing recognition of the impor-
tance of social support in ensuring successful transition to university for students (Cage 
et al., 2021; Charalambous, 2020; Denny, 2015; Maymon et al., 2019; McCoy & Byrne, 
2017a, 2017b; Meehan & Howells, 2017; Van der Zandan et  al., 2018). Most universi-
ties now offer specific transition programmes and initiatives aimed at enhancing the first 
year experience for students. However, the focus of programmes are usually on practical 
and academic elements, rather than stress, coping and resilience with students (Leary & 
DeRosier, 2012). In addition, in terms of the impact of these initiatives and supports to 
enable successful transitions, comparisons of institutions within or across countries are 
relatively rare. Much of the research has focused on academic outcomes and the role of stu-
dent characteristics and success, which are all defined in various ways (McCoy & Byrne, 
2017a, 2017b).

The aim of the current research was to explore first year student experience of stress 
and social support as they commence their first semester at university. Social support as 
a multidimensional concept suggests the importance of studying categories and sources, 
rather than levels alone (Casapulla et al., 2020), and as such the need to explore sources 
of social support was identified as important in the current study. As student experiences 
at university do not occur in isolation and instead are impacted by their relationships and 
supports within and outside university, there is a need for educators to consider students’ 
relationships and support networks (Mishra, 2020). The current research therefore aimed to 
identify the main sources of perceived social support available to students and any impact 
of these supports on stress as students deal with the challenges that accompany the journey 
into higher education. As social support is associated with students’ ability to tolerate and 
cope with stressors, a clear understanding of the experience of students can impact educa-
tors’ ability to positively impact or reduce stress at this critical time of transition.

Methods

Participants

The sample consisted of 368 students in their first semester at university. Following screen-
ing, data was analysed from 161 females (M = 21.12, SD = 6.6) and 151 males (M = 20.46, 
SD = 5.08), totalling 315 first year students from eight different disciplines who were 
enrolled in full time programme in one university in Dublin. The students were aged from 
18 to 54 years old (M = 20.79). Ethical approval was granted from the Ethics Committee 
within Technological University Dublin, Blanchardstown for the study.
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Measures

Perceived Social Support

The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) (Zimet et al., 1988) is a 
self-report scale, which evaluates perceptions of support from three sources, family, friends 
and significant other, with higher scores indicate greater perceived social support. Example 
questions include “My family really tries to help me” or “I can talk about my problems 
with friends”. The scale is comprised of 12 total statements, and participants rate these on 
a Likert scale anchored at 1 (very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). The MSPSS 
has demonstrated good reliability and validity with alpha values for the subscales and the 
scale as whole between 85 and 91 (Clara et  al., 2003; Zimet et  al., 1988). There are no 
established population norms on the MSPSS, as norms would likely vary on the basis of 
culture and nationality, as well as age and gender (Zimet et al., 1988). Classification is typi-
cally made across groups.

Perceived Stress

The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) (Cohen et al., 1983) is a self-report instrument that eval-
uates the level of perceived stress during the month leading up to the questionnaire. The 
scale consists of 10 items with a 5-point response scale where 0 is never, 1 is almost never, 
2 is sometimes, 3 is often and 4 is very often. Sample questions include, for example, In 
the last month, how often have you felt nervous and stressed? The PSS-10 has been used 
in various international studies to measure perceived stress and the extent to which partici-
pants feel that their lives are unpredictable, uncontrollable and overloading (Heath et al., 
1999). The total score of the PSS is obtained by summing across all scale items, and a 
higher score indicates a higher level of perceived stress. The PSS which possesses supe-
rior psychometric properties (internal consistency and factor structure) (Cohen & William-
son, 1988) has been widely used in studies with students (see Chao, 2012; Tavolacci et al., 
2013). Individual scores on the PSS can range from 0 to 40 with higher scores indicating 
higher perceived stress. The PSS also allows for classification into low (0–13), moderate 
14–26) and high (27–40) stress categories.

Demographics

Participants were asked to provide the following demographic information: age, gender and 
programme of study (discipline) (Table 1).

Procedure

The survey was distributed via an online survey link to all first year students during Octo-
ber 2019. The students were approached during mandatory classes by the researchers and 
invited to participate and given the link and provided with time to complete the survey 
during the class. In total 924 students (total year one students) were approached and 368 
participated, representing eight different discipline areas within the student population in 
the university. Data was collected anonymously via Microsoft Office Forms. Raw data 
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was processed according to standardised scoring and screening procedures for each of 
the measures. The SPSS220 statistical software package was used for data processing and 
analysis.

Results

Demographics

Perceived Social Support

The mean level of social support reported by students was within the moderate category 
(M = 62.64, SD = 14.52). Results show that 32%, 33% and 35% of participants were clas-
sified in the low, moderate and high social support categories, respectively. There was a 
significant difference found in levels of social support between gender (X2 (2,312) = 8.73, 
p < 0.013) with 42% of female students being in the high social support category com-
pared to 27% of male students. Furthermore 27% of females were categorised as having 
low social support compared to 37% of males. There was no significant differences (X2 
(2,312) = 2.34, p > 0.05) found between older and younger students on measures of per-
ceived social support.

Sources of Social Support

Further analysis of the three subscales within the MPSS revealed significant differences 
between females and males on social support from significant others (t (310) = 3.87, 
p < 0.01, two-tailed) but not for friends (p > 0.05) or family (p > 0.05) (Table 1). Females 
(M = 22.18, SD = 5.35) were found to get more social support from significant others com-
pared to males (M = 19.72, SD = 5.87).

Table 1  Demographics of participant cohort

Female Male Total Sig

N 161 151 312
Age 21.10 ± 6.6 20.45 ± 5.1 20.79 ± 5.9
Social support (MPSPSS) 64.75 ± 13.95 60.40 ± 14.84 62.64 ± 14.52
Significant other 22.18 ± 5.36 19.72 ± 5.87 20.99 ± 5.73 0.001
Family 21.48 ± 5.56 20.44 ± 5.69 20.97 ± 5.64 0.051
Friend 21.09 ± 5.58 20.25 ± 5.62 20.68 ± 5.60 0.093
Low social support N = 44 N = 56 N = 100
Moderate social support N = 49 N = 55 N = 104
High social support N = 68 N = 40 N = 108
Stress (PSS) 21.33 ± 6.43 17.97 ± 7.26 19.71 ± 7.04 0.001
Low stress N = 17 N = 41 N = 58
Moderate stress N = 112 N = 95 N = 207
High stress N = 32 N = 15 N = 47
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Perceived Stress

The average level of stress in students was M = 19.71 and SD = 7.04, and 66% of stu-
dents reported moderate levels of stress, with 14% reporting elevated levels of stress. An 
independent sample t-test indicated that there was a significantly main effect for gender 
(t (310) = 4.33, p < 0.01, two-tailed), with female students demonstrating higher levels of 
stress (M = 21.33, SD = 6.43), compared to males (M = 17.97, SD = 7.26) (Fig. 1).

Gender and Stress

A chi-square test of independence was performed to assess the relationship between per-
ceived stress and gender. There was a significant relationship between the variables (X2 
(2,312) = 17.17, p < 0.001) with 20% of females being categorised as having high stress 
and 11% reporting low stress compared to 10% and 27% of males in the high and low stress 
categories, respectively.

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the influence of discipline of study on 
levels of stress and social support. There was a significant difference found between disci-
pline of study for total perceived stress (F(7,304) = 2.19, p < 0.05) but not for social sup-
port (F(7,304) = 1.59, p > 0.05). Post hoc analysis revealed significantly higher levels of 
stress with students in social care discipline (M = 17.68, SD = 5.63) compared to students in 
the business discipline (M = 21.64, SD = 6.72).

Perceived Stress and Perceived Social Support

The relationship between perceived social support and perceived stress was investi-
gated using the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient. There was a significant 
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moderate, negative correlation between the two variables (r = –0.331, n = 312, p < 0.01) 
with high levels of perceived social support associated with lower levels of perceived stress 
(Figs. 2 and 3).

Gender Differences

There was a significant moderate, negative correlation between the two variables 
(r = –0.419, n = 161, p < 0.01) in female students, with high levels of perceived social 
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support associated with lower levels of perceived stress. A moderate, negative correlation 
was observed between the two variables for male students (r = –0.349, n = 151, p < 0.01) 
with high levels of perceived social support associated with lower levels of perceived 
stress.

Discussion

This research identified that the majority of students reported experiencing stress during 
the initial weeks of commencing university, with female students reporting significantly 
higher levels than male students. Gender differences were also observed in both the levels 
and sources of social support of first year students perceived as available to them (Zamani-
Alavijeh et al., 2017). There was a negative correlation observed between students reported 
levels of social support and experience of stress, similar to previous research (Jun et al., 
2018; Kirby et al., 2015; Leary & DeRosier, 2012; Reeve et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2018, 
Poots & Cassidy, 2020; Vungkhanching et al., 2017) and thereby adding to the evidence 
suggesting a moderating impact of social support on stress (Leary & DeRosier, 2012; Con-
ley et al., 2020). Significantly, female students who reported higher levels of social support 
reported lower levels of stress, while they also reported higher levels of stress. This finding 
highlights the need for educators to further develop supports for students in order to miti-
gate for increased exposure to stressors during the early stages of transition to university 
(Conley et al., 2020; Denovan & Macaskill, 2016; Meehan & Howells, 2017; Regehr et al., 
2013) and to identify gender differences and the development of targeted initiatives based 
on these differences.

Social Support

In terms of the sources of social support, there were no significant differences in the ori-
gins of support identified by students in the current study. Support derived from family and 
significant others was however slightly higher than that identified as available from peers, 
similar to findings reported by Warshawski et al. (2018). The participants were in the early 
stages of commencing university, and the changes in peer relationships that accompany 
this period (Scarapicchia et al., 2017; Wilcox et al., 2005) may explain this finding. Peer 
support has consistently been recognised as central for students (Awang et al., 2014; Brou-
wer et al., 2016; Cheng et al., 2012; Collins et al., 2010; Gallop & Bastien, 2016; Li et al., 
2018a, b) and associated with successful transition and integration (Charalambous, 2020; 
Denny, 2015; Maunder, 2018; Mishra, 2020), sense of belonging (Maunder, 2018; Van der 
Zanden et al., 2018) and for a positive experience of university life (Scanlon et al., 2020). 
While the students in the current study clearly identified the role of peer social supports 
in their lives, the results suggest that there may be scope for educators to consider ways to 
enhance these levels of peer social support for first year students. Students may spend more 
time with their peers, than with parents or family members, and as such, it may be even 
more important to facilitate the development of such interpersonal relationships (Jumat 
et al., 2020; Vungkhanching et al., 2017). Such an initiative to facilitate the development 
of peer relationships has been rolled out in the university in which this study took place, 
with a focus on peer mentoring and enhancing the first year experience. Previous research 
has identified the impact of such programmes on social support (e.g. Collings et al., 2016); 
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however, data collection in the current study was conducted prior to peer mentoring pro-
gramme commencement, and as such was not considered in the study.

The results within the study further suggest that students identified family and signifi-
cant others as important sources of social support. However, in comparison to when stu-
dents are in school, they are recognised as adults at university, and as such, there can be a 
greater identification of self-directed peer and faculty-based social supports, rather than on 
that provided by student families. The findings in the current study suggest that a greater 
recognition of the role of first year students’ families as a significant source of social sup-
port could be recognised further by educators during the transition to university. This focus 
may include a greater recognition that for younger students and students from communi-
ties, successful negotiation of this transition requires ongoing support from families and 
communities outside of the university (Mishra, 2020). As previous research has identified 
the impact of family social support derived from ones family on both student’s achieve-
ment and wellbeing (Abukari, 2010; Mishra, 2020; Nelson, 2019; Sosu & Pheunpha, 2019; 
Theodore et al., 2017; Warshawski et al., 2018), the role of family and significant others in 
students’ lives is important for educators to understand.

Gender differences were observed in the levels of social support students perceived as 
available, with 42% of females reporting high levels of perceived social support, while only 
27% of males reported high levels. While this is consistent with other research (Hamdan-
Mansour & Dawani, 2008; Park et al., 2015; Poots & Cassidy, 2020), a comparison to other 
studies is made difficult due to some studies being comprised of high proportions of single 
sex samples (e.g. Jun et al., 2018; Karaca et al., 2019; Poots & Cassidy, 2020; Warshaw-
ski et al., 2018). Furthermore, the current findings indicated significant gender differences 
in the sources of social support, with female students reporting significantly higher level 
of perceived social support from significant others compared to the male students. This 
finding is in line with research suggesting that males and females may report different sup-
port needs and source social support differently (Zamani-Alavijeh et al., 2017). Individual 
differences in the experience of social support, including choices of support, number of 
supporters required by students and ways in which they access support, are also relevant 
(Meehan & Howells, 2017). The gender differences identified in the current study pro-
vide additional understanding for educators on how students experience social support and 
the factors that contribute to it (Mishra, 2020). This knowledge may help the design of 
targeted interventions for specific groups of students who require additional supports to 
develop effective social networks (Bewick et  al., 2010; Casapulla et  al., 2020; Maymon 
et al., 2019).

Social Support and Stress

In addition to social support, stress experienced at university has been shown to impact stu-
dent academic outcomes (Charalambous, 2020; Gustems-Carnicer et al., 2019) and wellbe-
ing (Park et al., 2015; Poots & Cassidy, 2020; Van der Zanden et al., 2018) and in particu-
lar for first year students (Cage et  al., 2021; Conley et  al.,  2020; Denovan & Macaskill, 
2016; Leary & DeRosier, 2012). The majority of first year students in the current study 
reported a moderate level of stress (66%), with only 19% identifying themselves as falling 
within the low stress category. The current research therefore supports the findings that 
the early stages of university are associated with increased risk of stressors (Bewick et al., 
2010; Cage et al., 2021; Conley et al., 2020; Denovan & Macaskill, 2016; Vungkhanching 
et al., 2017). In addition, the students in the current study had not yet commenced periods 
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of high-stake examinations or practice placements which have previously been identified as 
leading to an increased risk of experiencing stress (Karaca et al., 2019; Wolf et al., 2015). 
While there was a significant difference in levels of stress reported by students within the 
disciplines of study, one group of students, within the social care discipline, was identified 
as having significantly higher level of stress than one of the other disciplines (business). 
This finding would be in line with similar findings of higher stress levels with students 
from allied field of study such as nursing and other care-related disciplines (e.g. Jun et al., 
2018; Reeve et al., 2013).

Social support has consistently been identified as a mediator of the experience of stress 
(Jun et al., 2018; Kirby et al., 2015; Poots & Cassidy, 2020; Reeve et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 
2018) and as having a moderating impact on stress for students in their first year (Conley 
et al., 2020; Leary & DeRosier, 2012; Park et al., 2015). Our results are in line with these 
findings, with higher levels of social support associated with lower levels of stress. While 
the direction of the relationship between social support and stress is not identifiable in the 
cross-sectional nature of the current research, previous research has consistently identi-
fied the positive impact of social support on stress. However, clear gender differences were 
found in both social support and perceived stress in the current results, with females report-
ing significantly higher levels of social support and of stress, than male students.

Zhang et al. (2018) have argued that for females, social networks may not always pro-
vide adequate levels of social support and indeed a lack of social support can become an 
additional stressor for some. The results in the current study are also in line with findings 
from previous research suggesting that the initial stages of transition to university can be 
more challenging for female students, compared to males (Cage et  al., 2021; Charalam-
bous, 2020). This finding may also be interpreted in line with Poots and Cassidy (2020) 
finding that female students place more expectations on themselves than male students, 
or to other gender-related differences in recognising and naming social support and stress 
(Morris, 2020). While recognising that social support and stress are individual experi-
ences, female and male students do appear to experience both social support and stress dif-
ferently (Zamani-Alavijeh et al., 2017). Gender differences identified in the use of coping 
strategies (Vungkhanching et  al., 2017) and willingness to engage in stress management 
initiatives (Regehr et al., 2013) further suggest that male and female students may require 
different interventions to support them during the commencement of their academic jour-
ney (Casapulla et al., 2020).

The findings therefore provide further support for enhancing first year students’ abilities 
to cope with stressful situations, particularly among female students early in their academic 
career (Gustems-Carnicer et  al., 2019; Park et  al., 2015). While many universities and 
programmes offer stress management initiatives for students, these often take place later 
in students’ studies, rather than during the initial weeks of first semester (Regehr et  al., 
2013). Related to this, while there is a recognition of the importance of first year orienta-
tion and induction programmes for successful transition to university, these programmes 
often do not directly address coping skills for stressors (Leary & DeRosier, 2012). The cur-
rent research supports the view that a greater focus on these factors, along with facilitating 
the development of a range of effective social supports may enhance experience during the 
initial year of study and help with the initial challenging transition to university.

The current research was conducted with students from a range of different disciplines, 
while much of the previous research has focused on one discipline of student, and as such, 
findings are often representative of the specific cohorts of students studied (e.g. nursing 
students, Karaca et al., 2019; Reeve et al., 2013; engineering students Walton et al., 2015). 
While there is significant merit in investigating the challenges faced by groups of students 
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in specific programmes, the current research findings provide the perspective of a range 
of students as they navigate their way in the early stages of university. A greater under-
standing of the range of students’ needs and experiences has recently been highlighted as 
important as the diversity of the student population increases (Mishra, 2020). The current 
research also adds to the body of research exploring the experience of an increasing diverse 
population of students within the Irish educational system as they transition to third-level 
education (Denny, 2015; McCoy et al, 2014; Scanlon et al., 2020).

There is a growing awarness of the increased academic demands faced by students, and 
the role of educators in helping to mitigate for risks associated with student’s experience of 
stress (Casapulla et al., 2020; Gustems-Carnicer et al., 2019; Karaca et al., 2019). An iden-
tification of times when challenges may present a greater risk of stress for students allows 
for the development of protective factors, such as social supports (Leary & DeRosier, 2012; 
Poots & Cassidy, 2020), and the current research allows for a greater understanding of this. 
In addition, as first year at university is recognised as a key period for the modification and 
development of effective social supports (Park et al., 2015; Scarapicchia et al., 2017; Vung-
khanching et al., 2017) and the development of social supports outside of the classroom 
setting (Jun et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2017; Leary & DeRosier, 2012; Maunder, 2018), edu-
cators may play a key role in this. Recent research has highlighted the potential of online 
support mechanisms for the development of social supports and their increased use with 
first year students (Masserini & Bini, 2021). In line with this finding, the development of 
online social supports may offer a way to mitigate some of the stressors typically encoun-
tered by students during their academic journey and due to their ease of access and attrac-
tiveness may be utilised throughout students’ studies. While the current research did not 
explore the use of such supports specifically, future research is planned for this area, and 
it may be of particular interest as students have spent significant periods of time engaged 
accessing supports online during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Limitations

In terms of limitations, the current research did not involve an exploration of the socio-
economic status or living situations of the students sampled. Previous research has iden-
tified the impact of separation from significant others (Casapulla et al., 2020; Meehan & 
Howells, 2017; Mamun et al., 2019) and living with peers, sharing similar experiences 
(Meehan & Howells, 2017; Mishra, 2020) on both stress and social support. Further 
to this, the measure of social support used in the current study is focused on support 
perceived to be available from significant others, family and friends, and as such, the 
current research did not explore social support from academic supports. A further limi-
tation of the current research is that it is a single case study within one university, and 
as such, the findings might not be generalisable to other universities or students in other 
years of study or programmes. Previous research has identified that students within cer-
tain disciplines can experience higher levels of social support due to the type of teach-
ing and smaller class sizes, such as in nursing (Reeve et al., 2013). While the current 
research did not directly explore levels of social support within different disciplines, 
the sample did include students from health and caring disciplines which may have 
impacted the results. In terms of the experience of stress, as the research was designed 
to explore the immediate stress experienced by students during the transition to univer-
sity, the study focused on the experiences during the previous month only and as such 
did not include stress response to specific high stress situations (Day & Livingstone, 
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2003). Further research is planned with students at various stages in their studies to 
identify responses at periods when students may be at higher risk of experiencing stress, 
such as during high-stake examinations and placements (Voltmer et al., 2012), and with 
identified scenarios of high-risk experiences to identify further individual differences.

The current research findings provide insight on student experiences as they navigate 
the important transition to university and the associated increasing academic and social 
demands they encounter (Leary & DeRosier, 2012). The ability of students to navigate 
their way and cope with the stress of such a transition has consistently been identified as 
having important implications for psychosocial wellbeing as well as academic success 
and as such is important at an individual and a wide spread university level. In terms 
of implications of this research, a greater understanding of the experience of first year 
students provides the opportunity to educate staff and students on the issues associated 
with the transition to university. Normalising wellbeing is recognised as important for 
all students (Batchelor et al., 2020; Cage et al., 2021; Li et al., 2018a, b), and the current 
findings provide a platform for educating students regarding issues, such as stress, that 
are typically encountered during first year, and on the importance of developing a range 
of effective social supports. In addition to a growing awarness of the impact of aca-
demic demands, is a recognition of diversity and gender differenes in the student experi-
ence at university (Cox & Naylor, 2018; McCoy et al., 2014; Park et al., 2015). Through 
understanding the experience of specific groups and individuals, educators may tailor 
supports to address such needs, and the current research findings can contribute to this 
area. The findings suggest that female students in particular may require additional sup-
ports to manage stress effectively and to develop effective social support networks.

The current findings add to the literature identifying the value of effective social 
support to cope with stressors as students transition to third-level education (Maunder, 
2018; Meehan & Howells, 2017; Scanlon et  al., 2020). First year at university is rec-
ognised as a unique time for student’s experience of social support and stress, due to 
separation, individuation and the development of new connections with others. The cur-
rent research further highlights the potential of developing effective social supports for 
students (Maymon et al., 2019; Reeve et al., 2013; Scarapicchia, 2017; Vungkhanching 
et  al., 2017), as they meet the challenges associated with this period of transition. As 
the development of peer relationships and associated social supports will take time to 
develop as students’ progress through education, a recognition of other forms of social 
support by educators will ensure that students are accessing social support from the 
start of their academic journey. The finding that transition to university may be more 
challenging for females in addition to the gender differences identified in the experience 
of social support suggests that targeted interventions for female students may be particu-
larly relevant. Extending our understanding of student experience of stress and social 
supports can help to ensure successful outcomes at an individual and university wide 
level and enhance the overall experiences of students as they transition to university.
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