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The number of college students experiencing mental health related con-
cerns has increased each year, yet two-thirds do not seek help. Compared 
to students who use counseling, students who need but do not receive help 
have poorer academic outcomes. On-campus college counseling centers are 
valuable resource that benefits student well-being, including academic per-
formance and retention. Understanding what factors create barriers for stu-
dents who desire to seek counseling can help higher education professionals 
work to improve access to counseling. This qualitative study explored stu-
dent views of on-campus counseling including barriers that exist for stu-
dents when seeking help. Data were collected through three focus group 
interviews (n=14). Consensual qualitative recording analyses yielded three 
thematic domains: (a) Counseling Benefits, (b) Barriers to Help-Seeking, 
and (c) Service Model Considerations. Implications for on-campus counsel-
ing services are discussed.   
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T he number of college students experi-
encing mental health related concerns 
has increased each year, with 39% 

of students reporting a significant mental 
health issue sometime in their life (Active 
Minds, 2019). Even though a significant 
number of students report mental health 
concerns, two-thirds do not seek help (Czyz, 
Horwitz, Eisenberg, Kramar & King 2019). 
The onset of many mental disorders is typ-
ically in emerging adulthood (Kessler et al., 
2005), which emphasizes the importance of 
working to decrease barriers students might 
experience when seeking services. 

Compared to students who use counsel-
ing, students who need help but do not get it 
have poorer academic outcomes. Nash, Six-
bey, An, and Puig (2017) measured the ac-
ademic status of three groups: (i) students 
who perceived they did not need counseling, 
(ii) students who needed counseling but did 
not use it, and (iii) students who used coun-
seling at least once. Their findings show that 
of the three groups, academic engagement 
was lowest in the students who thought 
they needed counseling but did not seek 
services.  Compared to students who did 
not need counseling, students who needed 
but did not use counseling were more likely 
to have a lower grade point average, be less 
academically engaged, and have lower cam-
pus satisfaction. Students who attended at 
least one counseling session were more ac-
ademically engaged than the students who 
perceived they needed help but did not get 
it (Nash et al., 2017). 

In an international survey of universi-
ty counseling centers, 65.2% of students 
who used counseling stated that counseling 
services helped them stay in school (LeVi-
ness, Bershad, & Gorman, 2017). Compar-
ison studies provide evidence that students 
who use college counseling services are re-
tained at a greater rate than students who 
do not use counseling services (Lee, Olson, 
Locke, Testa Michelson & Odes 2009; Shar-
kin, 2004). By understanding more about 
barriers that currently exist to students who 
want to seek services, university and col-

lege counseling centers could improve their 
service models to serve more students in 
need, subsequently promoting retention.

Counseling and Retention 
Through the variety of services a col-

lege counseling center can offer, on-cam-
pus counseling is a valuable resource that 
benefits student recruitment, retention, and 
risk-management (Bishop, 2010; Sharkin, 
2004). Higher education institutions often 
overlook the value of their on-campus coun-
seling services, especially the circumstances 
where counseling benefits retention (Bish-
op, 2010). Studies comparing students who 
did and did not receive counseling show ev-
idence that students who receive counsel-
ing are retained at significantly higher rates 
(Illovsky, 1997; Lee et al., 2009; Sharkin, 
2004; Turner & Berry, 2000; Wilson, Mason, 
& Ewing, 1997).

A positive association between counsel-
ing and retention is also present for specific 
student concerns as well as if students are 
in a time of transition (Lee et al., 2009). 
For example, using on-campus counseling 
increased retention and student grade point 
averages for both freshman and transfer 
students (Lee et al., 2009). Students who 
self-identified their risk of dropping out and 
sought counseling were more likely to re-
main enrolled and partially attributed their 
continued enrollment to the counseling they 
received (Bishop & Brenneman, 1986; Bish-
op & Walker, 1990). The nature of why a 
student seeks counseling is also a factor 
related to retention. Students with low-
risk concerns who used counseling services 
were more likely to be retained than high-
risk concerns (Bishop, 2016). In summary, 
there is evidence of a positive relationship 
between college counseling services and re-
tention. 

Conceptual Framework
The Social Behavioral Model (Anderson 

& Newman, 1973) provided a theoretical 
lens that shaped the perspective of this re-
search. The premise of the model focuses 
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on why individuals seek health services. The 
model addresses the fact that people have 
predispositions (e.g., age, race, gender, cul-
tural values) which impact the likelihood of 
help-seeking behavior; however, even if a 
person is predisposed to seek help, they 
will not do so unless there are enabling re-
sources (e.g., the ability to pay for services, 
transportation, awareness of services) and 
a level of need that yield help-seeking be-
havior (Wacker & Roberto, 2014). The pres-
ent study focused on the enabling resources 
aspect of the model. Specifically, the focus 
groups aimed to assess what aspects of col-
lege counseling enable or prohibit students 
from seeking help.  

The Present Study
Because of the value of college counsel-

ing seen through the relationship between 
counseling and retention, improving student 
access to counseling services can help the 
student stay enrolled (Eisenberg, Golber-
stein, & Hunt, 2009). Understanding what 
factors create barriers for students who de-
sire to seek counseling can help higher edu-
cation professionals work to improve access 
to counseling. Consistent with the Social 
Behavioral Model (Anderson & Newman, 
1973), eliminating barriers to service could 
increase the likelihood of students receiv-
ing mental health support. If students have 
a positive and accessible experience using 
their on-campus counseling services, it is 
plausible that they are more likely to use 
services when needed in the future. 

Data regarding the student experience 
must be obtained for counseling centers 
to make informed improvements to their 
service models. Quantitative studies have 
called for future research about barriers to 
on-campus help seeking to include qualita-
tive data (Nash et al., 2017). Focus groups 
allow an in-depth analysis of student per-
spectives of on-campus counseling. The 
present study utilized focus groups and con-
sensual qualitative recording (Hill , Knox, 
Thompson, Williams, Hess & Ladany, 2005) 

to assess students’ perceptions of on-cam-
pus counseling as well as barriers they 
might experience if they desired to or have 
sought on-campus counseling services. The 
present study aims to address the following 
research questions: (1) How do students 
view on-campus counseling and (2) what 
barriers exist for students if they were to 
seek on-campus counseling?

Method

Participants
Students. Participants (n=14) were in-

vited to join one of three focus groups. All 
of them were students enrolled at a Mid-
western four-year public university and 
were at least 18 years old (M = 22, SD = 
4). Both undergraduate (85.7%) and grad-
uate (14.3%) students registered for focus 
groups. Student’s where enrolled at the uni-
versity this study took place between 1-4 
years (M = 2.92, SD = 1.0). Most reported 
being female (92.99%), one was male, and 
none reported being transgender, non-bi-
nary, or gender nonconforming. One par-
ticipant was Black or African American, one 
was biracial, and the remaining were White 
(92.9%).

Researchers. There were five research-
ers total all of whom were female: one fac-
ulty member (age = 29 years) and four stu-
dent researchers (age range = 19-22). Each 
had at least one role as interviewer or data 
analyst, as well as being an author of the 
study. Researchers discussed their feelings 
about and reactions to on-campus counsel-
ing services prior to carrying out the study. 
The following paragraph outlines the results 
of those discussions to provide the context 
in which we interpreted the results. 

All researchers felt counseling is a use-
ful resource for college students and that a 
student’s mental health is connected to their 
academic functioning. There were varying 
amounts of barriers the student research-
ers personally shared about on-campus 
counseling. Although no one reported using 



www.manaraa.com

228        College Student Affairs Journal     Vol. 39, No. 2, 2021

on-campus counseling services, some re-
ported feeling comfortable seeking the ser-
vices if they desired. Others said they would 
probably not seek help from on-campus 
counseling, mostly due to time constraints. 
Researchers aimed to set aside their per-
sonal feelings about on-campus counseling 
when analyzing the data. They had to log-
ically support all conclusions made with a 
reference to specific data in the interview 
transcripts. Furthermore, all conclusions 
were inspected by the entire four-person 
coding team and the fifth person audited 
their work to ensure that conclusions were 
grounded in the data. 

Measures
Guided by the Social Behavioral Mod-

el (Anderson & Newman, 1973), the inter-
view protocol was developed with the first 
author and the mental health providers on 
the campus where the study took place. 
The questions were developed to answer 
the research questions; aiming to encour-
age participants to reflect on and elaborate 
upon their personal perspectives of on-cam-

pus help seeking, think through what gets 
in their way of help-seeking and consider 
what might help them desire to seek ser-
vices. The final interview protocol (see Table 
1) consisted of four open-ended questions.

Procedures

Recruiting participants 
An email was sent to students enrolled 

at the university this study took place, in-
viting them to sign up for focus groups re-
lated to barriers of seeking mental health 
services. The email included that the stu-
dents needed to be 18 years of age or older 
to participate.  Interested students used a 
link in the email to sign up for one of three 
90-minute focus group sessions and com-
plete a demographics questionnaire.  

Interviews 
Informed consent forms were reviewed 

and signed prior to the interview protocol 
being initiated. Interviewers verbally re-
iterated that all questions were voluntary, 
participants could choose to leave the study 
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at any time, and that the sessions were re-
corded. Each focus group took an hour and 
thirty minutes which included time for con-
sent and debriefing statements. Participants 
answered a series of questions about the 
strengths and challenges surrounding the 
university’s counseling services. At the end 
of the interview, there was unstructured 
time for comments or questions. 

A debriefing statement was made at the 
end of each focus group that summarized 
the themes of the sessions. At the end of 
the focus group, participants were given in-
formation about Counseling Services if they 
desired to seek out support due the poten-
tial risks of participating. Each participant 
received a $10 gift card for the on-campus 
dining services as an incentive for their par-
ticipation. The recordings were then tran-
scribed in preparation for analysis.

Data Analysis
We used Consenual Qualitative Record-

ing (CQR) to analyze the interview data 
(Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 1997). Four 
researchers analyzed the data and an ex-
ternal judge later audited their work. Each 
researcher independently read the tran-
script for the first focus group and identified 
themes. Then we created a list of common 
themes by consensus.  Once an initial set of 
themes were determined, we reviewed each 
theme, working towards consensus about 
each datapoint (i.e., participant phrase) 
that fit each theme. We discussed discrep-
ancies among ourselves to reach consensus 
for each datapoint and related themes. We 
then independently read the transcripts of 
the second and third focus groups. We re-
convened to discuss each theme and again 
work towards consensus about the data for 
each theme. Themes titles and descriptions 
were revised throughout the analysis pro-
cess to fit the emerging data. 

 The consensus versions of the data 
(the themes and related datapoints) were 
then audited. The analysts discussed the 
auditor’s comments and made revisions to 
ensure accurate representation of the data. 

The final version was supported by all in-
volved.

Trustworthiness
 Data triangulation was applied with 

efforts to recruit participants from across 
campus (e.g., undergraduate and grad-
uate students, various ages and years at 
the university; Patton, 1999). Research-
er reflexivity was practiced. The research 
team engaged in examination of research-
er biases, expectations, and assumptions. 
Throughout the research process, the first 
author facilitated verbal reflection with the 
research team about personal biases and 
assumptions that could interfere with the 
data collection and analysis. She then kept 
a document of self-reflection after those 
verbal discussions describing biases and as-
sumptions identified by the group (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008). The content was discussed 
in each research meeting to maximize the 
research credibility.

Results
Results for the focus group responses 

are shown in Table 2. Data analysis yielded 
three domains: (A) Counseling Benefits, (B) 
Barriers to Help-Seeking, and (C) Service 
Model Considerations. Themes were consid-
ered “general” if they contained data from 
all participants, “typical” if they contained 
data more than half but less than all partici-
pants, and “variant” if it applied to less than 
half, but more than one of the participants. 
Exemplary core ideas for each theme are 
presented in Table 2. Descriptions of each 
theme are presented below.

Category A: Counseling Benefits
There was a sense that counseling not 

only helps one’s mental health, but also 
supports academic success and is beneficial 
amidst transitions.

A-1 Counseling Helps Academic 
Success 

There was consensus among partici-
pants that counseling is a useful resource 
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to help students with academic success 
through time management, work-life bal-
ance, self-compassion after failing a course, 
and so on. Some students reported they 
wanted more information about how coun-
seling could benefit their academic success.

 
A-2 Counseling Helps During Tran-

sitions 
All participants reported counseling be-

ing especially important to freshman, trans-
fer students, and international students as 
they transition to campus.

A-3 Counseling Helps Mental Health
Students reported a general belief that 

counseling is beneficial; however, they often 
made statements that support this theme 
alongside statements about why students 
don’t go (see the Help-Seeking Stigma, 
Shame for Help-Seeking, and Need Bad 
Mental Health for Counseling themes).

Category B: Barriers to Help-Seeking
Despite the benefits of counseling, data 

suggest multiple barriers keep students 
from seeing on-campus services. 

B-1 Cost is a Barrier
Students make decisions about wheth-

er to go to counseling and where to go to 
counseling based on the cost. They espe-
cially will seek services (on or off campus) 
where the cost is most affordable. 

B-2 Help-Seeking Stigma
There was a general sense of that coun-

seling is a resource that is perceived as be-
ing negative. 

B-3 Privacy Concerns 
Many students reported they do not 

seek help on campus for fear of who will see 
them. This felt slightly different than the 
general theme of “Help-Seeking Stigma.” 
Instead of feeling like it was “not ok to seek 
help,” they were feeling more specifically, “I 
want to seek help, but I’m afraid of who will 
see me.”

B-4 Need Bad Mental Health for Coun-
seling

Many participants suggested that peo-
ple with only intense, significant mental 
health issues should seek out counseling, 
and that they are likely to not go if they 
have mild-moderate symptoms. They stat-
ed this as because they do not want to take 
someone else’s spot, or that they generally 
did not think it was okay to have an ap-
pointment unless their concerns were near-
ly a crisis.

B-5 Shame for Help-Seeking
Some students suggested feelings of 

shame and self-blame for their issues, and 
that these feelings stop them from seeking 
services.

Category C: Service Model Consider-
ations

Six themes provide insight into consid-
erations for services provided by on-cam-
pus counseling centers to become more ac-
cessible to students and increase student 
help-seeking behavior. 

C-1 Outreach Helps Raise Awareness
All participants described outreach as 

how they learned about the center and that 
the outreach helped them feel comfortable 
reaching out for services (if applicable). 
Orientation activities, seeing counselors at 
events and during in-class presentations 
were all ways that seemed to reach stu-
dents. Students emphasized more outreach 
would be helpful.

C-2 Add Evening Hours
Students reported being most avail-

able 4:00pm or later, and that appointment 
times after 4:00pm would help them have 
access to services.

C-3 Walk-In Services
Students reported that walk-in counsel-
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ing would be something that would be ben-
eficial and would use the opportunity if it 
were offered.

C-4 Groups Might be Helpful
Group counseling options were general-

ly supported. There were detailed sugges-
tions about types of groups as well as times 
and locations of their offering. It seemed es-
pecially important that groups were offered 
4pm or later in a location near classrooms 
on campus.

C-5 General Knowledge About Counsel-
ing Center

Many students had general knowledge 
about the center, its services, and location. 
The website, signage, class-visits, and see-
ing the counselors at events seemed to be 
how they had knowledge about the on-cam-
pus counseling center.

C-6 Crises Happen Outside Business 
Hours

Students reported that most of the time 
they would have a crisis and need help would 
be outside of business hours, especially late 
at night or on the weekends. Some students 
reported awareness and use of crisis help 
lines.

Discussion
With an increasing number of college 

students experiencing mental health chal-
lenges (Active Minds, 2019), most of whom 
do not seek help (Czyz et al., 2019), the 
results of this study offer insight into stu-
dent perspectives of college counseling. By 
closely examining student perspectives, the 
results provide insight and direction for col-
lege counseling to better serve students. 
Considering the benefit counseling has on 
retaining students (Illovsky, 1997; Lee et al., 
2009; Sharkin, 2004; Turner & Berry, 2000; 
Wilson, Mason, & Ewing, 1997), ensuring 
that the barriers to on-campus services are 
removed will not only benefit student health 
and outcomes, but also the broader success 
of the whole institution (Eisenberg, Golber-

stein, & Hunt, 2009).
Perhaps what is most notable about 

these findings is that the themes about 
counseling benefits had more themes with 
data from all participants compared to the 
themes about barriers to help-seeking. It 
appears students generally have shared 
perspectives about the benefits of counsel-
ing services, but that there is greater va-
riety among the barriers. It is conceivable 
that students might all witness and experi-
ence the same services and its benefits, but 
they have more individual, context-specific 
barriers that inhibit them from seeking out 
counseling.

Perspectives of Counseling Benefits
All participants made comments that 

counseling helps academic success. The 
exemplary core idea, which encompasses 
phrases made by all participants, commu-
nicates that receiving counseling services 
could provide stress relief. The stress re-
lief could in turn help them focus on their 
academic success. This qualitative finding 
has similarities to quantitative studies. In a 
study that followed five cohorts of students 
over a six-year period, an average of 70% of 
students reported their personal problems 
were having a negative impact on their aca-
demic success (Turner & Berry, 2000). Over 
60% of the students who received coun-
seling reported the services they received 
improved their academic performance and 
helped them stay enrolled (Turner & Ber-
ry, 2000). Beyond subjective self-report, 
Turner and Berry (2000) also completed 
cross-sectional analyses comparing reten-
tion rates for students who used counseling 
and students who did not over the six-year 
length of their study. On average, students 
who used on-campus counseling services 
had an 85% retention rate compared with 
74% of the student body.

Turner and Berry (2000) focused on all 
students who sought counseling even if the 
personal problems they were experiencing 
were not overtly connected to academic 
performance. Results about the relation-
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ship between counseling and academic suc-
cess is similar when students seek counsel-
ing for academic-related matters. Students 
who sought counseling for retention-related 
concerns such as whether or not to stay in 
school, drop-out, or transfer reported coun-
seling having a direct positive impact on stu-
dents’ choices to stay enrolled at their insti-
tution (Bishop & Brenneman, 1986; Bishop 
& Walker, 1990). The findings of the present 
study certainly echo these previous findings 
that counseling helps academic success.

Another finding that was supported by 
comments of all participants is that coun-
seling helps during transitions, especially 
when that transition involves being new on 
campus as a freshman or transfer student. 
With college comes change, and not having 
a parent or friend to talk to can make the 
transition harder. Having counseling ser-
vices on campus can be helpful to students 
who feel they need to talk through their dif-
ficulties as they transition into a new part of 
their life. 

Making transitions easier is important 
for students’ wellbeing as it helps them to 
succeed academically and socially (Pas-
carella & Terenzini, 2005). Using on-campus 
counseling increased retention and student 
grade point averages for both freshman 
and transfer students (Lee et al., 2009). 
Emotional and social adjustment challeng-
es during students’ first year in college is a 
reliable predictor of attrition and academic 
difficulties (Sharkin, 2004). Students who 
sought counseling when having a difficult 
time transitioning in college were more like-
ly to make academic strides, make friends, 
and pursue a career (Ruberman, 2014). 

Having counseling services to help stu-
dents’ transition can be important to their 
academic and social lives. Transitions can be 
hard, but counseling can help give guidance 
and support during a difficult time. Students 
having access to counseling services during 
times of transition could help keep reten-
tion rates up while also helping the students 
make strides in other aspects of their lives.

A theme that contained data from over 

half of the sample but not by all was that 
counseling helps mental health. College can 
cause stress that has a negative impact 
on students’ wellbeing (Ruberman, 2014). 
There has been evidence that college stu-
dents are likely to use to counseling services 
(Wu et al., 2017). College students under-
stand when they and others need therapy in 
times of experiencing situational stress, de-
velopmental issues, and other stressors that 
occur in life. It is seen that college students 
understand how helpful mental health ser-
vices can be (Wu et al., 2017). Even though 
this evidence exists, there are still barriers 
to students seeking on-campus services.

Barriers to Help-Seeking
The only barrier that included data from 

all participants was that cost is a barrier. At 
the time this data was collected, the univer-
sity where this study took place billed stu-
dents $20 for services or billed insurance. 
Students were able to have one free session 
before they were billed. Evaluation data 
showed this price to be a barrier for students 
(Cronin & Ulrich, 2019). Beyond the individ-
ual campus where this study took place, re-
search with a large sample of students from 
several universities found students who did 
not seek help when they thought they need-
ed it reported more financial difficulties than 
those who did seek help (Nash et al., 2017).

Out of the top five stressors among col-
lege students, four of them are associated 
with finances (Trombitas, 2012). Although 
the type of financial stressor varies between 
level of education, the stated research con-
cluded that financial stress leads to a decline 
in academic performance. In fact, one-third 
of college students said they had academic 
repercussions of financial stress (Trombitas, 
2012). 

High financial stress is related with low 
self-efficacy, which can lead to low academ-
ic satisfaction, depressed mood, and de-
creased motivation (Heckman, Lim & Mon-
talto, 2014). Counseling is an effective tool 
for universities when it comes to students 
who endure depressive symptoms. (O’Bry-
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ant, 1999). Beyond counseling being effec-
tive for student academic performance, the 
institutions providing the counseling also 
benefit from student retention. 

For most students, paying the price of 
living comes before paying the price of coun-
seling. Considering most college students 
are under financial stress (Heckman et al., 
2014), counseling is often a neglected op-
tion for students. Cost-effective counseling 
allows students to direct their attention to 
necessary living costs, while receiving prop-
er services that helps them increase self-ef-
ficacy and achieve their academic goals.

Institutions can make back more than 
the cost of providing services to students in 
the retention benefits. Cost Benefit Analysis 
(CBA) is a systematic type of measurement 
with a goal of weighing the costs and bene-
fits of certain programs, projects, activities, 
etc. CBA was used to assess the costs of 
expanding a counseling program specifically 
designed to ensure retention among fresh-
man in a college setting (Giddan & Weiss, 
1987). Although there is not clear evidence 
of retention solely because of counseling, 
out of 535 freshman who did receive coun-
seling, about 15% remained in school to 
their sophomore year, whereas only 3% re-
mained of the 535 freshman who did not 
receive counseling. These findings are con-
sistent with multiple studies comparing stu-
dents who did and did not receive counsel-
ing. Findings provide evidence that students 
who receive counseling are retained at sig-
nificantly higher rates than those who do not 
(Illovsky, 1997; Lee et al., 2009; Sharkin, 
2004; Turner & Berry, 2000; Wilson, Mason, 
& Ewing, 1997).

Two themes were supported with 
data from over half of the participants: 
help-seeking stigma and privacy concerns 
about help-seeking. It is possible that these 
two themes complement one another, how-
ever they are also distinct. The privacy con-
cerns theme was more focused on who in 
the campus community would notice they 
are attending counseling. There were com-
ments about this worry that had a differ-

ent essence than the help-seeking stigma 
theme, which contained data discussing 
the broader societal stigma of help-seek-
ing. It is plausible that the broader societal 
help-seeking stigma relates to the privacy 
concerns. 

Data suggest the students felt that coun-
seling services are very stigmatized, which 
steered them away from wanting to reach 
out to these services. It was discussed how 
the term “counseling” made them feel that 
they need to be fixed and felt that the use 
of a different term could help lift the stigma. 
Previous research has presented similar 
findings that there is knowledge about men-
tal health and its resources, yet a persistent 
stigma exists about going to someone for 
mental health services (Teng & Friedman, 
2009).

In a study looking to see how help-seek-
ing stigma differed between first-generation 
and continuing-generation college students 
found that first-generation students were 
more likely to seek counseling compared 
to continuing-generation students. Con-
tinuing-generation students are more likely 
than the first-generation students to inter-
nalize negative messages about help seek-
ing and care more about what others think 
of them (Garriott, Raque-Bogdan, Yalango, 
Ziemer & Utley, 2017). People may know 
the importance of mental health, but it does 
not mean that they will seek help when they 
need it. It is important to take cultural, en-
vironmental, and personal stigma into con-
sideration.

Participants also expressed their con-
cerns involving privacy. Students mentioned 
that if they went to counseling services on 
campus, people would see them come in 
and out of the office, and they would not be 
comfortable with that. The campus where 
this study took place is small with an annu-
al enrollment of about 5,000. Most students 
are connected in some way. Furthermore, 
students are employed at the counseling 
center. Although they do not have access to 
private health information, they are the ones 
who check-in students for appointments. Al-
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though the data that incorporate this theme 
do not directly cite the size of the campus 
or the student workers, the data suggest 
that students do not desire unintended dis-
closures if others see that they are seeking 
on-campus services.        

In a study consisting of a large sample 
size of 2,785 college students, 20% of them 
stated that they did not utilize counseling 
services because they were worried about 
what other people would think (Eisenberg, 
Golberstein, & Gollust, 2007). In another 
study with 8,487 students from 15 different 
colleges in the United States, 35% of the 
sample stated that they were worried about 
what other people would think about them, 
29.8% said they were worried about priva-
cy, 22.3% said they were worried their ac-
tions would be documented in their medical 
record, 21.7% were worried that someone 
would notify their parents, and 19.9% were 
worried that their actions would be docu-
mented in their academic record (Downs 
& Eisenberg, 2012). Students consistently 
state privacy concerns are a barrier to seek-
ing counseling services.  

Service Model Considerations
Beyond the benefits and barriers to 

on-campus counseling, there were six 
themes that related to what services coun-
seling centers could offer. The two general 
themes that had data from all participants 
were that outreach helps raise awareness 
and to add evening hours. Participants re-
ported they learn about counseling services 
through the outreach they perform on cam-
pus and that they also like it when they see 
counselors at events on campus. This theme 
includes that seeing the counselors outside 
of the formal counseling setting helps stu-
dents feel more comfortable seeking out 
their services.  

Adding evening hours could help the 
counseling center be more accessible. To 
offer context for this theme, the campus in 
which this study took place did not sched-
ule counseling appointments after 3:30pm. 
However, offering evening hours might not 

fully address student needs. When consid-
ering the finding so of Nash et al. (2017) 
the most common reason students did not 
use services was because they did not have 
enough time. Students who perceived they 
needed but did not use counseling services 
spend more time working than students 
who did not perceive the need for counsel-
ing (Nash et al., 2017). These results sug-
gest that being able to make appointments 
available after traditional business hours 
would help with accessibility, however it is 
unreasonable for an on-campus counseling 
center to be open at convenient times for all 
students. Perhaps considering web-based 
interventions could help reach students who 
feel time is a constraint for them. 

Related to considering web-based op-
tions, it is imperative that institutions have 
24-hour crisis resources for students. A 
theme emerged from the data, although it 
did not contain data from more than half 
of the same, that crises happen outside of 
business hours. This further supports the 
notion that even if in-person counseling 
resources are not available after tradition-
al business hours, mental health support 
should be available to students. 

The last themes that relate to service 
model considerations were all made up 
of data from over half of the participants. 
There was general knowledge that the coun-
seling center exists and where it is located. 
Students reported knowing this information 
from signage around campus as well as from 
presentations in class and at orientation. 

Data also suggest that having walk-in 
services could increase the likelihood of stu-
dents seeking help when they need it; that 
they are less likely to go to counseling if 
they cannot get any help in the intense mo-
ments when they might want it most. Coun-
seling is a resource that can teach coping 
skills to students for those intense emotion-
al moments. We believe that walk-in ser-
vices should be for crises when the counsel-
ing center is open. At the time this data was 
collected, the on-campus counseling center 
did not offer any walk-in services. Instead 
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students were encouraged to call a local cri-
sis response team.

Lastly, data suggest that group counsel-
ing might be a helpful resource for students. 
Students may be encouraged to seek help 
by having the option for group counseling. 
The data suggest having groups about spe-
cific topics would help students connect with 
others who experience the same challeng-
es. There is evidence that working in groups 
is more effective than counseling individu-
als (Parcover, Dunton, Gehlert & Mitchell, 
2006). With group therapy as an option, 
students may be interested seeking coun-
seling if they are with other students who 
are in similar situations. Group therapy pro-
vides a natural setting that provides a sense 
of community (Corey & Corey, 2016).  

The benefits that come with group 
counseling such as allowing the participant 
to feel a “shared destiny,” meaning they 
are all there to seek help. Group counseling 
can also gain a sense of purpose when con-
tributing to the help and advice for others 
(Ramsay, Ramsay & Main, 2007).  Offering 
group sessions would help students connect 
with other students who are going through 
a similar situation. 

Implications for Student Affairs 
Practice

The results, alongside with previous re-
search findings, yield implications for stu-
dent affairs professional practice. Mental 
health can be addressed in on-campus col-
lege counseling centers; however, all stu-
dent affairs practitioners can develop prac-
tices and a promote a campus culture that 
normalizes help-seeking and supports stu-
dent mental health. 

 Although most students report seek-
ing help for reasons other than academic 
success, majority of them find that personal 
counseling benefited their academic success 
and helped them stay in school (Turner & 
Berry, 2000). Student affairs practitioners 
can play a key role in emphasizing the con-
nection of overall student well-being with 
academic success. Articulating to students 

that their overall health and stress relates to 
their academic success could help students 
prioritize their mental health. Emphasiz-
ing that their entire well-being is important 
could encourage help-seeking and in turn 
benefit academic success and retention.

Results of the present study also suggest 
the importance of promoting help-seeking 
and normalizing stress during transitions. 
This is also consistent with previous findings 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Ruberman, 
2014). Student affairs professionals should 
prioritize helping students who are new to 
campus learn about on-campus counseling 
opportunities, create programing that pro-
motes student wellness, and normalize that 
acclimating to a new environment can be 
a stressful time. Because all participants 
of the present study described outreach 
as how they learned about the counseling 
center and that the outreach helped them 
feel comfortable reaching out for services, 
it recommended that on-campus counselors 
collaborate with other student affairs pro-
fessionals to help students meet the coun-
selors and increase comfort seeking help if 
needed.

Student affairs practitioners can also 
create activities and programming that pro-
motes mental health in a way that is free 
and accessible to students. Although ac-
cessing a college counseling center can have 
barriers to students (Downs & Eisenberg, 
2012), students are also able to engage in 
programming other than personal counsel-
ing that can support their mental health. For 
example, hosting speakers who specialize in 
mental health or fostering student relation-
ships and discussions around their stress 
and well being could support students to 
learn more information and care for them-
selves. 

Last, results of this study indicated 
that students do not seek help because of 
help-seeking stigma or the idea that get-
ting helped means they need to be “fixed.” 
Student affairs practitioners can emphasize 
that caring for oneself is a resilience-build-
ing strength. Creating a campus culture 
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normalizing the ideas that everyone needs 
support and seeking help is one way to 
keep thriving could assist in countering the 
help-seeking stigma students may feel.

Limitations and Future Directions
There are multiple limitations to this 

study that must be considered when in-
terpreting the findings. Foremost, the re-
searchers and sample were mostly white 
and female. The perspectives of non-white, 
non-female people are largely unrepresent-
ed in these findings. The sample size is also 
relatively small. Although the numbers were 
approaching saturation (Guest, Namey, & 
McKenna, 2017), the sample size was not 
large enough to give confidence to the rel-
ative generalizability of the findings. It is 
recommended that future research about 
the help-seeking barriers college students 
experience focus specifically on marginal-
ized populations and populations who often 
have limited access to services. Comparison 
of ethnic groups, socioeconomic status, and 
first-generation status would help us under-
stand the nuances of help-seeking stigma 
among students. 

Another limitation that should be con-
sidered is the uniqueness of the campus in 
which this study took place. At the time of 
data collection, the on-campus counseling 
services were charging $20 after a student’s 
first appointment or the student’s insurance 
was billed. There were no walk-in services 
and no counseling groups being offered. 
These are factors that likely contribute to 
the findings. Most college counseling cen-
ters do not charge students per session for 
counseling (although they might include the 
cost as part of the fees for all students). Cri-
sis walk-in appointments and group coun-
seling are also services that most campuses 
offer (LeViness et al. 2017). 

Future research is also recommended to 
focus specifically on students who avoid help 
when they perceive they need it is need-
ed, especially with qualitative methodolo-
gy. Nash and colleagues (2017) made great 
strides in quantitatively understanding the 

differences of students who do and do not 
seek help with consideration for those who 
perceive they do and do not need it. The 
group of students that perceive they need 
help but do not seek it out are possibly the 
most important to attempt to reach given 
their increased risk (Nash et al., 2017; Czyz 
et al., 2013; Downs & Eisenberg, 2012). 

Conclusion
On-campus counseling services are a 

resource that benefits students, especial-
ly their academic success and during tran-
sitions. Not only does counseling benefit 
the individual student, but it also aids the 
health of the institution by in turn promot-
ing retention. Despite these benefits, cost 
and stigma-related issues create barriers 
for students to seek services. College coun-
seling centers can consider changes to their 
service model to serve student and their in-
stitution’s success.
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