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Abstract                   

The purpose of the exploratory research is to examine the relationship between personality traits 

and attitudes that result in a student’s unwillingness to seek mental health services when needed. 

There is a convenient sample of thirty-four undergraduate students that attend Long Island 

University. The instruments used were: The Big Five Personality Dimensions and Attitude and 

Personality toward Seeking Psychological Help (ATSPH). The distinctive personality 

dimensions are: Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability and 

Openness. The Attitude and Personality measurement consist of a ten questions survey. In 

addition, a five-question survey was disturbed to undergraduate students to identify whether or 

not they are familiar with mental health services.  
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Personality Dimensions and Students’ Attitude Toward Seeking Mental Health Services  

Researchers have shown that historically many Americans have demonstrated a strong 

resistance to seeking mental health services when needed (Cheng, Kwan, & Sevig, 2013). One 

would think that college students might have a more positive attitude toward seeking such 

treatment than does the general public. However, it has been shown that a large majority of these 

students resist needed mental health services (Nam, Chu , Lee, Lee, Kim, & Lee, 2010). The 

puropse of this research is to explore the correlation between personality traits and a students 

willingness to seek mental health services.  

Undergraduate college students will be tested on the following instrusments; The Big 

Five Personality Dimensions; the Attitude Toward Seeking Professional Help scale (ATSPH);  a 

five question survey about general knowledge of mental health. A few perliminary anaylses will 

be conducted using the demographic varibles and The Big Five Personality Dimensions. 

Additional test will be used, such as a non- parametric correlation test will be conducted between 

The Big Five Personality Dimensions with age and year in school. The predictor variables for 

this study are the students personality traits; whereas, the outcome variable is students attitudes 

toward seeking mental health treatment. The results from the measures will be an example of the 

potential types of personality traits and attitude that can predict a students willingness to seek 

mental health services from the unversity. Pervious research has uncovered different findings 

that contribute to students’ unwillingness to seek mental health serives from their college 

campus. These studies will be discussed.  
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According to Cheng (2013), “recent surveys found that 50% of college students have a 

diagnosisable mental disorder” (p. 98). As compared to the study by Nam, Chu and Lee (2010), 

today’s generation of college students enter college more overwhemled and confused than in 

previous years. This quote illurstrates the increase in the amount of students suffering from 

mental illness. Furthermore, racial and ethnic minority college students were found to underuse 

mental health services compared to non- minority students (Cheng, Kwan, & Sevig, 2013). Nam, 

Chu and Lee (2010) suggest that racial and ethnic minority differences contribute to a student’s 

unwillingness to seek mental health services. In a study of 609 college students from different 

ethnic backgrounds, Cheng, Kwan, & Sevig (2013) found that the stigma associated with having 

a mental illness is the reason for the underuse of helping services. Furthermore, the researchers 

shared that students suffer from poor self- image and public perception when dealing with mental 

illness. Researchers equate fear of stigmatization as the main focus of a student’s negative 

perception about mental illness. Moreover, the authors specifically focused on psychological 

distress and psychocultural variables that may contribute to the lack of students seeking 

psychological help. A measure of psychological distress is one of the instruments used to assess 

depression, anxiety, substance abuse, and eating disorders. The model used to explore the effect 

of psychological stress is called Structural Evaluation Model. In this study, the psychocultural 

variables were found to be important correlates that affect a student’s perception about mental 

health. Further research needs to identify what types of personality traits may be related to 

student’s unwillingness to seek mental health services. The findings show that African 

American, Asian, and Latin American students have the higher levels of perceived stigmatization 

about seeking psychological help services.  Moreover, Cheng and colleagues believed that higher 

levels of ethnic identity predicted lower levels of self-stigma when seeking psychological help.  
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Longitudinal research is needed to confirm the chronological causal influence of 

psychocultural variables on the psychological help-seeking stigma (Cheng, Kwan, & Sevig, 

2013). The study illustrates the importance of all factors that can affect a student’s unwillingness 

to seek mental health services. Lastly, the participants do not indicate actual psychological help 

seeking behaviors associated with the stigma. Furthermore, future research needs to identity the 

types of personality traits that can contribute to a student’s unwillingness to seek mental health 

services. The present study will address the type of personality traits that can affect a student’s 

reluctance to seek mental health assistance.  

Eisenberg and Chung (2012) conducted a study that consists of a group of undergraduate 

and graduate students randomly selected to participate in a confidential online survey. These 

students were diagnosed with depression for one year or more. Students Depression symptoms 

were measured by Patient Health Questionnaire-2. The purpose of the questionnaire was not to 

establish a diagnosis but to gain further insight into a mental illness. The study focused on a 

group of clinically diagnosed depressed students and the extent to which they sought mental 

health care from their college campus. The guidelines for an adequate level of care consisted of 

the recommended clinical care. In other words, treatment for mental illness is supposed to be 

given to a student at levels that will maintain their mental stability. Student with less than 

adequate treatment have been associated with relapse and disability. If we can discover the types 

of personality traits that could trigger a refusal to seek mental health care, then we can improve 

care of students on college campuses and students would be more likely to seek mental health 

services from their university. The results showed that only 22% of students diagnosed with 

depression received the minimal level of care from college help centers. In addition, those 

students from certain racial/ethnical groups received less than the adequate level of care. The 
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authors suggest why fewer than half of the depressed students receive any mental health 

treatment (Eisenberg & Chung, 2012). One suggestion has to do with early diagnosis and 

detection which is linked to appropriate treatment. Secondly, the authors feel that little attention 

has been given to the increase level of care with students that seek treatment. As a result, 

students are not being given treatment under the clinical provision of medical care. Overall, the 

authors’ believe that college help centers are not effective in supplying an adequate amount of 

treatment to students suffering from depression. This study identifies some of the reasons college 

students fail to seek treatment for mental illness. 

There were a few limitations to this study. One was a brief screening for depression. The 

Patient Health Questionnaire-2 is a preliminary measure used to test for mental illness in the 

students. The authors suggested that students would be better served by inspection of the 

previous year’s symptoms of depression. Under those circumstances, this situation can create 

inaccuracies in symptoms and levels of depression. The second limitation to this study is the 

measure of adequate level of care for the students. All aspects of treatment quality were not 

explored. For instance, students who were prescribed medication were not asked about the 

dosage of that medication. Furthermore, students who were not in psychotherapy were 

questioned about their experience with therapy. As far as the sample representation, the college 

populations of students consist of only 4-year colleges and universities. Using 2-year colleges in 

this study would create a more representative sample of the problems that exist among students. 

Furthermore, a larger sample could have been used.  

Anders, Frazier & Shallcross (2012) conducted research on students from a Midwestern 

University and a community college. This study was carried out to examine the relation between 

event exposure and a broad range of outcomes. One important aspect of student’s mental health 
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is the exploration of potentially traumatic events. Post-Traumatic Stress syndrome, depression, 

and anxiety are common among young adults in the current literature. The authors noted that 

“United States Universities share these common events which are prevalent in 85% of the sample 

reported experiencing at least one traumatic event during their lifetime” (Anders, Frazier, & 

Shallcross, 2012, p. 450). This shows the need for a better understanding of mental illness and its 

negative effects in society. Moreover, students potentially create more positive reactions towards 

receiving mental health services after they have suffered from Post-Traumatic Stress disorders.  

In this study undergraduate students completed an online survey that measured the 

lifetime exposure of traumatic and non-traumatic events; the exposure to the event can be direct 

or indirect. The research’s definition of a traumatic event came from the DSM-IV, which is 

experience, witness, or confronted with an event that involved actual or threatened death. This 

definition was used as a benchmark to measure a student’s exposure to traumatic events. The 

exposure was measured over a two-month time span. In addition, students were given a traumatic 

life events questionnaire that consists of 22 traumatic events. To assess the non-traumatic events, 

students were given an 18- event checklist developed for open-ended responses from the 

students. The results showed that the majority of students suffered from traumatic experiences. 

Moreover, community college students reported more lifetime exposure events than students 

from Midwestern universities. For this reason, understanding a student’s exposure to traumatic 

experiences can help mental health professionals assist students to be more open to mental health 

treatment.  

Anders, Frazier and Shallcross (2012) improved on a previous study by using a checklist 

of a wide- ranging events. In that respect, the authors did an effective job in helping readers 

understand that students may be suffering from traumatic events from outside the school 
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environment. One limitation was that the sample consists of predominately Caucasian females 

and undergraduate students. Having a diverse sample of students would make the findings 

relevant to the population of students. The second problem is that the researchers only used self-

report from students. These researchers believed that if structured clinical interviews were used, 

then students’ responses could be more truthful. Lastly, there was a problem with the window of 

exposure, which was only a two-month period. Extending the exposure to a student’s lifetime of 

events could have provided more valuable information. Overall, this study showed what factors 

could affect an undergraduate student’s perception about mental illness or gaining treatment.   

King and Matteson, (1959) investigated Michigan State University students’ perception 

of the functions of the college counseling center. The focus of this study was about student’s                                                                                                                                                                                                        

unwillingness to take certain problems to their help center. These students were randomly 

selected from the student directory and were mailed a response rating scale. The rating scale 

included 40 statements that concerned the student’s perception of the counseling center. There 

were four areas: personal adjustment, educational, vocational, and social. King and Matteson 

thought there would be no differences in the 4 areas in regards to taking a problem to the helping 

center. There were 390 Michigan State University students who were mailed the response rating 

scale and instructed to rate each question on 0-5 scale, with 0 indicating that a student would not 

take a problem to the help center and 5 indicating students willingness to take such a problem to 

the help center. The findings showed that students find the help center a place to take educational 

problems and vocational problems but social and personal problems are less likely being taken to 

the help center.  

This 1959, study was one of the first studies that allowed researchers to develop the 

understanding of students attitudes toward mental illness. There were a few limitations that need 
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to be addressed. The mailing of surveys to students can be a low quality source of testing the 

undergraduate students’ attitude towards helping services. Furthermore, the response rate from 

mailing the surveys can be low. In this study only 48.8% of the students responded. Overall, 

there was a discrepancy in the student’s decision to take either personal/social or 

vocational/educational problems to the center but not both. Future research can explore the 

reasons for students taking one issue to the help center and not the other problems. Overall, this 

present research will help to develop a renewed foundation about mental health treatment. 

Method 

Participants.  A convenience sample of 34 undergraduate students volunteered to participate in 

this study. The participants’ ages ranged between 18 years to 51 years (M = 25.94, SD = 8.97).  

There were 76.5% (26) females and 23.5% males (8). The Ethnic backgrounds, year in school, 

and majors are presented in Table 1. There were 13 African Americans, 7 Caucasians, and 5 

Latino, 9 identified as other. Three participants were freshman, 7 sophomores, 10 juniors, and 14 

seniors. The majority of the participants were health science majors (25 or 73%).  

 Measures.  There are two measurements that were used; the first to identify the types of 

personality and a second to measure students’ unwillingness to seek mental health services. The 

Big Five Personality Dimensions and Students Attitude toward Seeking Professional Help 

(ATSPH) were the two indicators. In addition, there was a six-question survey about the 

student’s familiarity with mental health. 

Procedure.  Students were given a consent form to fill out prior to completing the questionnaires 

and surveys. Students were also directed to fill out a six-question survey that was placed at the 

bottom of demographic sheet to determine whether or not students understand mental health in 
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general. Students answered these questions with either yes or no responses. “The Big-Five” 

inventory is used to determine basic personality traits. The traits are: extraversion, agreeableness, 

consciousness, emotional stability and openness. Each student was given the questionnaire to 

measure the degree of each dimension.  

       According to Nam, Chu and Lee, (2010) there are 4 factors that promote the help seeking 

behaviors. These behaviors are: recognition of personal needs, tolerance of stigma associated 

with psychotherapy, interpersonal openness regarding ones problem, and confidence in the 

psychological professional to be of assistance. The Students’ Attitude toward Seeking 

Professional Help (ATSPH) is based on the 10-question survey that is going to be used in the 

present study. Students were asked to respond to the statements on a scale from 0-3 (0=disagree 

and 3=Agree). The score is the reflection of the student’s Attitude toward Seeking Psychological 

Help. The total score can range from 0-30. The higher the score, the more favorable the student 

is towards seeking professional help. Average scores for this measure are 19.08 from females 

and 15.46 for male undergraduate students (Meyers, 1904). In general, female students have a 

more open attitude towards seeking psychological help than male students.  

Results 

The descriptive statistics for the five personality dimensions are presented in Table 2.  

The descriptive statistics for the primary variables are presented in Table 1. As can be seen, 

several of the variables significantly differed from a normal distribution. The Kolmogorov-

Smirnov tests show significant differences from normal distributions for: Extraversion (D(34) 

=.202, p = .001), Agreeableness (D (34) = .330, p = .000), and Conscientiousness (D34) = .107, 

p =.068) approached significance. As a result, the hypotheses were tested using non-parametric 
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(Kendall’s tau) correlations. Also, because of the small sample size (n = 34), bootstrapping 

procedures were used. As a preliminary analysis, correlations were computed between the 

demographic variables and the five personality dimensions. Kendall’s tau correlations were 

computed between the personality dimensions with age and year in school. Point bi serial 

correlations were computed for ethnicity (African American was given a score of 1and all other 

ethnicities were given a score of 0) and major (with health science being given a score of 1 and 

all others). The correlation matrix is presented in Table 3. As can be see, the only significant 

correlation was between Conscientiousness and age (r = .27, p = .034); individuals tend to be 

more conscientious with increasing age. Regarding the six questions about the University’s 

Mental Health facilities, the results are presented in Table 4. The majority (88%) of participants 

had not used the university’s psychological services but would consider using them. 

Interestingly, only 41% were familiar with the University’s psychological services, and 65% 

knew someone who had suffered from mental illness. Responses to these two questions were 

correlated (point bi-serial) with the personality dimensions and the results are presented in Table 

5; none of the correlations are statistically significant.  

The descriptive statistics for the Attitudes toward Seeking Professional Help (ATSPH) 

are presented at the bottom of Table 2. The internal consistency of the measure was good 

(Cronbach Alpha = .72). Kendall’s tau correlations were computed between the five Personality 

dimensions and the total (ATSPH) and are presented in Table 5. None of the correlations are 

statistically significant. There were, however, three items from the ATSPH that significantly 

correlated with the personality dimensions. Item1 (If I believed I was having a mental 

breakdown, my first inclination would be to get professional attention.) is significantly 

negatively correlated with Extraversion (r = -.22, p = .02); the higher score on Extraversion the 
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less likely you would seek professional help. Also, Item 1 is significantly positively correlated 

with Conscientiousness (r = .23, p = .02), individuals with higher scores on Conscientious are 

more likely to want professional help. There are also significant negative correlations between 

Item 5 (I would want to get psychological help if I were worried or upset for a long period of 

time.) Conscientiousness (r = -.36, p=.01) and Emotional Stability (r = -.25, p = .01). Finally, 

there is a significant negative correlation (r = -.37, p = .000) between Conscientiousness and item 

6 (I might want to have psychological counseling in the future). 
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Table 1.  Ethnic Backgrounds, Year in School, and Major. 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Ethnicity 

African American Caucasian  Latino  Other 

Year in School 

Freshman  0   1      1      1       

Sophomore  4   1       0       2 

Junior   4   2        2       2 

Senior   5   3        2        4 

Major 

 Health Science             10   2  5       8 

 Liberal Arts  2   4  0       0 

 Other   1   1  0       1 
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Table 2.  
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Table 3.  Correlations between demographic variables and the five personality dimensions. 

   Age  Yr in school  Ethnicity Major 

Extraversion  -.20       -.15   .23  -.09 

Agreeableness  .13       .10   -.11  .06 

Conscientiousness .27*       .03   -.31  -.04 

Emotional                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Stability  .16        .10   .02  -.03  

Openness  .37        .07   .07  .08 

*p < .05  
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Table 4. Response to the University’s Psychological Services. 

1.  Would you consider utilized the college psychological services any time as an 

undergraduate?   

YES   12% (4)  NO    88% (30)  

2. Would you consider using the university’s psychological services? 

YES 88% (30)    NO 12% (4) 

3. Are you familiar with the university’s psychological services? 

YES 41% (14)  NO 59% (20) 

4. Do you know of someone with mental illness? 

YES 65% (22)  NO 35% (12) 

5. Do you worry about mental illness? 

YES 79% (27)  NO 21% (7) 

6. Do you know of someone who has received psychological services? 

YES 79% (27)  NO 21% (7) 
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Table 5.  Correlations between Personality Dimension and responses to questions about the 

university’s psychological services. 

Are you familiar with     Do you know of someone                                                                                                       
Un. Psych Services?    Suffering from mental illness? 

Extraversion   -.06         .24      

Agreeableness   -.06         .21    

Conscientiousness  -.12         -.29      

Emotional                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Stability     .05          -.30      

Openness     .08          -.23     
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Table 6.  Correlations between Personality Dimension and responses to Attitude Towards 

Seeking Professional Help (ATSPH). 

 

    Total (ATSPH)  Item1 Item5 Item6 

Extraversion   -.14         -.22* .008 .05    

Agreeableness    .11         .15 -.17 -.08  

Conscientiousness  -.006         .23* -.36** -.37**    

Emotional                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Stability     -.07          -.03 -.25** .11    

Openness     -.10          -.02 -.25** .05 

*p<.05 

**<.01 

Item1.  If I believed I was having a mental breakdown, my first inclination would be to get 
professional attention. 

Item5.  I would want to get psychological help if I were worried or upset for a long period of 
time. 

Item6.  I might want to have psychological counseling in the future. 
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Discussion 

Research has demonstrated college students show a strong resistance toward seeking 

mental health services when needed. Based on the responses from the University Psychological 

Services survey, 88% of undergraduate students do not seek mental health services when needed. 

Furthermore, the correlation between personality traits and a student’s reluctance to seek mental 

health services resulted in a non-significant correlation. The only significant correlation was seen 

between the personality dimension “consciousness” and items 1, 5, and 6 of students Attitude 

Toward Seeking Professional Help scale, which was also related to age.  

The correlation between the personality dimensions and responses to students Attitude 

Toward Seeking Professional Help scale consist of a couple of ideas. Each of the five personality 

dimension was correlated with the ten-item survey (ATSPH). Moreover, items 1, 5 and 6 from 

the ten-question survey were found to be significant. The goal is to identify if a positive 

correlation exist between personality dimensions and ten-item survey about students Attitude 

Toward Seeking Professional Help services. 

According to table 6, the first correlation is Extraversion was negatively correlated with 

students Attitude Toward Seeking Professional Help result is (r = -.14). Thus, students high in 

showing extraversion as a personality trait were less likely to have a positive attitude towards 

seeking professional help from their university. The result for Extraversion in correlation with 

item 1 (If I believe I was having a mental breakdown, my first inclination would be to get 

professional attention) result is -.22. For Item 5, (I would want to get psychological help if I were 

worried or upset for a long period of time) there was no correlation to speak of (r = .008). 

Likewise, with Item 6 (I might want to have psychological; counseling in the future) (r = .05). 
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Overall, results show students who are extraverted are highly unlikely to seek mental health 

services from their university when needed.  

The next personality dimension is agreeableness. The correlation of agreeableness and 

students Attitude Toward Seeking Professional Help relatively low (r = .11). This result was 

found to be non-significant. This personality dimension shows some interesting results when 

correlated with items 1, 5, and 6. Item 1 (If I believed I was having a mental breakdown, my first 

inclination would be to get professional attention) (r = .15). Likewise, item 5 (I would want to 

get psychological help if were worried or upset for a long period of time) and item 6 were not 

significant.  As shown through agreeableness correlated with items 1, 5 and 6 students display a 

lack of apprehension to seek mental health services when needed. 

Overall, results for emotional stability dimension and the ten items survey were not 

significant (r = -.07). Nor was the correlation of emotional stability and item 1 (If I believe I was 

having a mental breakdown, my first inclination would be to get professional attention) (r = -

0.3). Item 5 (I would want to get psychological help if I were worried or upset for a long period 

of time) result in a significant positive correlation (r = -.25).  Item 6 (I might want to have 

psychological counseling in the future) and 11 were not significance.  

The personality dimension openness correlated with students Attitude Toward Seeking 

Professional Help results is -.10. For item 1 (If I believe I was having a mental breakdown, my 

first inclination would be to get professional attention) the result is -.02. Item 5 (I would want to 

get psychological help if I were worried or upset for a long period of time) result is -.25. The 

result for item 6 (I might want to have psychological counseling in the future) is .05. As to say, 
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the personality dimensions correlated with student’s attitude towards seeking psychological 

services were found to be non-significant.  

The only significant correlation was found between consciousness and items 1, 5 and 6 

from students Attitude Toward Seeking Professional Help scale. This positive correlation is a 

reflection of the increase in a student’s age. As a result, students will become more 

consciousness as the age increase and are willing to seek mental health services when needed. 

Specifically, the relationships were with item 1 (If I believed I was having a mental breakdown, 

my first inclination would be to get professional attention),  item 5 (I would want to get 

psychological help if I were worried or upset for a long period of time), and item 6 (I might want 

to have psychological counseling in the future). Items 1, 5 and 6 correlated with consciousness 

results in significance. Therefore, that personality factors are related in some way to students’ 

attitudes about seeking professional mental health care. Furthermore, the findings show that there 

may be certain personality types that and likely to be most resistant to seeking professional 

mental health care (i..e, extraversion).  

There are potential reasons for a lack of significant correlation between the four 

personality dimensions and student’s unwillingness to seek psychological help services. Reasons 

could be there is just a non-exist relationship between student’s personality types and their 

unwillingness to seek mental health services. That is the problem may be better understood as a 

social class problem.  Also, there was a board range of ethnic groups in this sample. Such a 

heterogeneous group may have obscured potentially meaningful relationships. Studying one 

particular ethnic group could be more productive.  
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