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Abstract: This study aimed to examine the mediation role of intention to seek
counseling in the relationship between attitude and working alliance among
Malaysian undergraduates attending counseling. A total of 298 Malaysian
undergraduates who have attended at least one session of counseling were surveyed
through two methods from Google Form sent via WhatsApp or paper and pencil
method using the Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Psychological Help-Short
Form (ATSPPH-SF), Intention to Seek Counseling Inventory (ISCI) and Working
Alliance Inventory-Short Revised (WAI-SR). The PLS-SEM program was used to
determine the effect of mediation in the path analysis. Mediation analysis resulted in
a significant indirect effect from attitudes to working alliance (8 = 0.058, t=2.483, p
= 0.013; p < 0.05) with neither confidence interval contained zero [0.019, 0.097].
Additionally, the direct effect result between attitude and working alliance was
significantly positive (8 = 0.213, = 3.651, p = 0.00; p < 0.5) but weak compared to
total effect (both direct effect and indirect effect combined) of mediation is greater at
3 =.027. The results revealed a complementary mediation effect of intention to seek
counseling between attitude and working alliance and the relevance of explaining the
mediation effect of intention in counseling usage. Higher positive attitude was
associated with a stronger therapeutic working alliance through greater intention to
seek counseling. The study confirmed the mediation role of intention as the central
construct that is considered the most proximal determinant in behavior prediction.

Keywords: Intention To Seek Counseling, Attitude, Working Alliance.

INTRODUCTION

The utilization of counseling services in university among undergraduates is
crucial because life in university can be very demanding. The demands of an
independent life in university combined with academic pressures may lead to
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anxiety, stress and depression (Shamsuddin et al., 2013). Malaysian university
students have shown a high prevalence of depression (up to 60%), anxiety (up
to 50%) and stress (up to 40%) with some reporting extreme severity (Azlan
et al., 2024; Minhat et al., 2019). Anxiety, stress and depression is a common
prevalence among university students not just due to social adjustment, but
also other associated factors such as parents’ marital status and experiencing
adversities during childhood (Azlan et al., 2024). This implies that pre-
existing problems could have lasting effects on individuals during their early
adulthood at university.

According to the National Health and Morbidity Survey (NHMS, 2015) the
prevalence for mental health problems among adolescents aged between 16 to
19 was reported to be at 34.7%, while for young adults aged 20 to 24 years
old is 32.1%, followed by 30.5% for young adults between 25 to 29 years old.
Survey report by NHMS (2023) noted that the prevalence for depression
among adults have increased from 2.3% in 2019 to 4.3% in 2023 with the
young age group (16 tol19 and 20 to 29 years old) reported a significantly
higher prevalence of depression, alongside students compared to other
occupations in the survey. Ultimately, chronic stress and unaddressed
emotional problems amongst university students may lead to suicide attempts
(Downs & Eisenberg, 2012). The World Health Organization (WHO, 2021)
has reported that suicide was the fourth leading cause of death in young people
aged 15-29 years for both sexes with an estimation of no less than 150,000
deaths being reported in the year 2019.

Due to the varying degrees of emotional difficulties related to various
hardships faced by students, it is important that students receive appropriate
support from the university and the counselor. Undergraduate students are
particularly vulnerable because they are transitioning from secondary school
to a bigger and complex academic setting. There is no clear indication if this
happens immediately after the transition begins but the report by Hamid et al.
(2020) noted that undergraduates may already start to face hardship in their
first semester of university life. This means that students, particularly at the
early stage of their university life, should be equipped with the right
knowledge about mental health and healthy coping mechanisms, including
being appropriately informed about the availability of university counseling
services.
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Efforts in increasing mental health literacy may be helpful in developing
positive attitudes toward seeking counseling help, potentially increasing
students’ readiness to engage in counseling in the pursuit of successfully
graduating from university. Benraghda et al. (2018) found that well-adjusted
students have higher engagement with their university activities. Once
students enter counseling, it is important that students experience a therapeutic
working alliance with their counselor. The working alliance in counseling has
been reported to be a crucial component in facilitating reduction of stigma and
negative beliefs about counseling (Leibovich et al., 2019; Wade et al., 2011;
Vogel et al., 2006). This implies that the perceived working alliance in
counseling may in turn influence students’ attitudes toward counseling
utilization and in turn influence their intention to utilize counseling in the
future.

The Theory of Reasoned Action stipulates that the intention to perform a
behavior is a joint function of a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward a
behavior and of a subjective norm that encourages or discourages its
performance, and that the intention is the direct antecedent of the
corresponding behavior (Ajzen, 2012). The theory implies that intention is the
central construct and considered as the most proximal determinant of behavior
which serves as a motivational construct that links to actual behavior.
Intention serves as a crucial mediator that links individual attitudes, subjective
norms and perceived behavior control to actual behavior (Ajzen, 1991).

Different studies have explained the intention and counseling utilization using
different predictors, designs and contexts. For instance, studies such as in
Garriot et al. (2017), Pumpa and Martin (2015), Salim (2010) and Thomas et
al. (2014) reported attitude to be a barrier in seeking help among university
students, without testing for the mediation for behavioral intention. There is
evidence from prior literature reporting the role of intention as a mediator
between attitude and behavior (Cai & Shannon, 2012; Conner & Norman,
2022), but the examination of this effect is rare in the Malaysian context
particularly in university counseling. The current study examines behavioral
intention as a mediator between attitude and working alliance in the
counseling relationship among students who attended counseling sessions.

Literature Review
Influencing intention is thought to be helpful in promoting the utilization of
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counseling service amongst university students (Amarasuriya et al., 2018).
Definitions of intention often focus on the idea of it being self-instructions
that capture the underlying commitment (Sheeran & Webb, 2016) to act. The
intention construct was found to be a fundamental construct that mediates the
relationship between attitude and the actual usage of counseling (Hagger,
2019). Cai and Shannon (2012), and Mafabi et al. (2017) found that behavioral
intention mediates the relationship between attitude and actual behavior. In
counseling utilization, attitudes toward seeking counseling help would
normally precede an individual’s willingness to attend counseling and to act
on attending a session. Positive attitudes translate into actual behavior in
normal conditions. However, literatures such as Daudi et al. (2023) and
Kumaran et al. (2023) found that positive attitudes toward counseling may not
necessarily translate to counseling usage although it is a significant predictor
in counseling utilization.

Although a student might have positive beliefs and evaluation about
counseling, facing certain problems may not necessarily make them ready to
engage in counseling. For example, Asian students do not normally share
family problems with others (Kim & Zane, 2016), students think counseling
is only for those who are in a very bad mental health state (Cronin et al., 2021),
up to 50% of students were reported not willing to seek help for alcohol abuse
(Dopmeijer et al., 2020). Some students have their own preference to the
background of the counselor either religious background (Deraman et al.,
2017) or ethnicity (Yin-Fah et al., 2016) derived from concerns that the other
person might not be able to relate with them (Andalibi, 2020). These were
identified as other factors that inhibit actual utilization of counseling among
students. In view of this, effort in increasing mental health literacy is not the
only aspect that is useful in facilitating students’ likeliness to utilize the
counseling service, but the impact of the counseling session in itself should be
taken into account to maintain the interest. Shahidi and Johnson (2022)
reported favorable attitudes toward seeking psychological help among
students who possess better mental health literacy to have higher intention to
seek counseling help.

Similarly, clients in therapy who rated high in working alliance were found to
likely complete their sessions (Keleher, 2017). Experiencing a therapeutic
working alliance in counseling could impact how students view the
consequences of attending counseling, which in turn could impact their
readiness to engage in the behavior again. Students in this study were able to
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report on the strength of the working alliance components that were measured
being goal, task and bond from the counseling sessions that they have
attended. Consequently, the aim of this study is to analyze the mediation role
of intention to seek counseling between attitude and working alliance. There
is currently a lack of research that specifically investigates the mediation role
of intention between attitude and working alliance among counseling users in
the Malaysian context. Areas of focus mostly gravitate towards intention,
attitude and stigma (Ahmad et al., 2017; Yin-Fah et al., 2016; Chai, 2000;
Jaladin, 2013; Salim, 2010; Pheng et al., 2019).

METHODOLOGY

Respondents

This study involved 298 undergraduates from public and private universities
in Malaysia. Participants were chosen based on the criteria that they must have
attended counseling at least once. The sample size was determined based on
Krejcie and Morgan’s table and G*Power estimation with multistage random
sampling procedures conducted involving simple stratified sampling, cluster
sampling and simple random sampling. Table 1 shows the background
information of the respondents.

Table 1: Demographic Profile of the Respondents (n = 298)

Demographic Variables Frequency %
Gender Male 72 24.2
Female 226 75.8
Race Malay 103 34.6
Indian 42 14.1
Chinese 26 8.7
Others 126 423
Missing 1 3
Number of counseling 1 session 21 7
2-3 session 51 17.1
4-5 session 118 39.6
6 session and more 108 36.2

Among the 298 respondents, the median age was 22 years old (minimum 19
years old and maximum 27 years old) with four missing data. There were 226
(75.8%) female respondents compared to 72 (24.2%) male respondents.
Respondents reported their race as follows: Others = 126 (42.3%), Malay =
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103 (34.6%), Indian =42 (14.1%), Chinese = 26 (8.7%), and one missing data.
Highest numbers for counseling sessions were reported between four to five
sessions by 118 respondents (39.6%), followed by six sessions and more by
108 (36.2%) respondents, two to three sessions by 51 respondents (17.1%)
and one session reported by seven respondents (7%).

Instruments

Information was gathered using a cross-sectional survey method, gathering
information from participants through the utilization of a questionnaire. The
questionnaire was structured with one section of demographic questions and
consisted of three sections of instruments. The attitude toward seeking
professional psychological help was measured with Attitudes Toward Seeking
Professional Psychological Help-Short Form (ATSPPH-SF), the intention to
seek counseling was measured using the Intention to Seek Counseling
Inventory (ISCI) and the perception of working alliance in counseling was
measured using the Working Alliance Inventory-Short Revised (WAI-SR).

Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Psychological Help-Short Form
(ATSPPH-SF) scale was developed by Fischer and Turner (1970), and was
shortened to a 10-item scale (Fischer & Farina 1995) which is a self-reported
instrument with two dimensions comprising: (a) openness to seeking
professional help, an example of this dimension is “If I believed I was having
a mental breakdown, my first inclination would be to get professional
attention”; (b) value and need in seeking treatment, an example of this
dimension is “Personal and emotional troubles, like many things, tend to work
out by themselves”. Respondents were asked to rate each item on a four point
Likert scale from 0 (disagree) to 3 (agree). Item 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 on the scale was
reverse coded. Responses are summed to indicate scores ranging between 0
(perfectly negative help-seeking) to 30 (perfectly positive help-seeking). High
scores indicate a high openness toward help-seeking. ATSPPH-SF’s
reliability was .77 obtained amongst samples of university and college
students (Elhai et al., 2008).

Intention to Seek Counseling Inventory (ISCI) was developed by Cepeda-
Benito and Short (1998) categorized into three major categories as follows (a)
psychological and interpersonal concerns; (b) academic concerns; (c)
substance concerns (drug and alcohol); and (d) with weight control on its own.
Respondents rated their likeliness by responding to the question “How likely
would you be to seek counseling if you were experiencing these problems”.
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Due to the inventory being objectively developed in relevance to the higher
academic student population with common problems experienced by
university students. The ISCI was found suitable to measure the likelihood of
seeking counseling help amongst undergraduates in university. Respondents
were asked to rate their likeliness to seek counseling help on a six point Likert
scale rating from 1 (very unlikely) to 6 (very likely) measuring how likely the
respondent will seek counseling if they were to face some of the specific
problems listed in the inventory. Responses are summed to indicate scores
ranging between 17 to 102. High score indicates a greater likelihood to seek
counseling help. ISCI’s reliability was .89 obtained amongst a sample of
university students (Cepeda-Benito & Short, 1998).

Working Alliance Inventory-Short Revised (WAI-SR) was developed by
Hatcher and Gillaspy (2006) which measures three specific aspects of the
alliance being task, bond and goal. The three components of the working
alliance reflected in this instrument are: (a) the goal setting discussion between
client and counselor (goal component), an example of a goal item is
“Counselor and I collaborate on setting goals for my therapy”; (b) the
suitability of tasks given by counselor to achieve the goals discussed (task
component), an example of a task item is “Counselor and I agree on what is
important for me to work on”; (c) quality of the interpersonal bond between
the client and the counselor (bond component), an example of a bond item is
“I believe counselor likes me”. Respondents were asked to rate each item on
a five point Likert scale from 1 (seldom) to 5 (always). Responses are summed
to indicate scores ranging between 12 to 60. A higher score indicates a
stronger therapeutic working alliance. WAI-SR’s reliability was .92 obtained
amongst a sample of counseling users in an outpatient facility (Hatcher &
Gillaspy, 2006).

Data Analysis

Data analysis and the evaluation of the conceptual framework model
following a two-step process was carried out using the Smart Partial Least
Square version 4.0 (SmartPLS v.4). The two-step processes were the
measurement model analysis and the structural model analysis (Hair et al.,
2022). Measurement model analysis was conducted to examine the reliability
and validity of the indicators and constructs. Structural model analysis was
conducted to assess collinearity, model’s explanatory power, model’s
predictive power and the analysis of hypotheses. IBM SPSS Statistics Version
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28 facilitated the assessment of descriptive statistics and the identification of
missing responses and errors, leveraging its comprehensive suite of statistical
procedures.

RESULTS

Measurement Model Analysis

The result showed that the Cronbach’s alpha for the Attitudes Toward Seeking
Professional Psychological Help-Short Form scale, the Intention to Seek
Counseling Inventory and the Working Alliance Inventory-Short Revised
scale was .725, .903 and .933 respectively.

In addition to Cronbach alpha, an alternative method to measure internal
consistency reliability for each construct is composite reliability (pc). The
results for pc were satisfactory as follows: Attitudes Toward Seeking
Professional Psychological construct = 0.829, Intention to Seek Counseling
construct = 0.919 and Working Alliance construct = 0.942. Values between
> 0.7 to 0.9 are considered satisfactory (Hair et al., 2022). The reliability for
each construct is shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Reliability Statistics for Each Construct

Scale No. of items Cronbach’s alpha Composite
reliability
Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional 10 725 0.829
Psychological Help
Intention to Seek Counseling 17 903 0.919
Working Alliance Inventory 12 933 0.942

As for validity, results concluded all model criterion have been met providing
support for validity. Convergent validity was conducted with Fornell-Larcker
criterion resulting in the average variance extracted (AVE) value of 0.50 or
higher. Hair et al. (2022) recommended AVE values of 0.50 or higher are
likely to suggest the validity of the construct. The convergent validity is shown
in Table 3.

Table 3: Convergent Validity with Average Variance Extracted

Construct Average variance extracted
Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Psychological Help 0.500
Intention to Seek Counseling 0.509
Working Alliance Inventory 0.577
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Discriminant validity was conducted by assessing the square root of AVE
value (VAVE) and comparing the correlation values with other constructs.
Overall, the respective VAVE of the constructs are all higher when they are
compared to other constructs in the rows or columns of results. The square
root of AVE for each construct is shown in Table 4.

Table 4: Discriminant Validity with the Root of Average Variance

Extracted
Construct ATT ISC WA
Attitudes 0.741 - -
Intention to Seek Counseling 0.341 0.714 -
Working Alliance 0.364 0.177 0.759

Note: ATT = Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Psychological Help;
ISC= Intention to Seek Counseling; WA= Working Alliance.

Hence, there were no issues found by the Fornell-Larcker approach indicating
that the constructs are valid measures of unique concepts. Additionally, the
heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) analysis examines the validity of a construct’s
correlation. Results showed HTMT ratio reporting the values lower than 0.85.
A value less than 0.85 is considered valid (Henseler et al., 2015). The HTMT
values are shown in Table 5.

Table 5: Discriminant Validity with Heterotrait-Monotrait

(HTMT)

Construct ATT ISC WA
Attitudes 1

Intention to Seek Counseling 0.412 1

Working Alliance 0.428 0.181 1

Note: ATT = Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional Psychological Help;
ISC= Intention to Seek Counseling; WA= Working Alliance.

Hence, the study was able to draw the conclusion that the respondents
comprehended that the three constructs were unique from one another.

As for collinearity analysis, the analysis was done through analyzing tolerance
and variance inflation factor (VIF). Analysis reported the VIF values of all
combinations of endogenous construct and corresponding exogenous
construct was lower than the value of 3 which indicates there was no serious
collinearity problem with the data. A variance inflation factor value of > 5
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indicates critical collinearity. The ideal value should be 3 and lower (Hair et
al., 2022). The model also has sufficient explanatory power based on the
coefficient of determination (R?) values. With the exogenous construct
included (R%ncided) results reported for Intention to Seek Counseling and
Working Alliance R%ncugea values at 0.165 and 0.03 1 respectively. Without the
exogenous construct (R%exciuded), the result was reported as 0.145 and 0.028
respectively.

Effect size (f%) analysis was conducted to further quantify the explanatory
power. Based on the result, f was a small on Intention to Seek Counseling
construct and there was no measurable effect for Working Alliance’s
endogenous construct. However, the explanatory power was deemed
satisfactory as it is unlikely to obtain high values of R? in models that predict
human attitudes, perceptions and intentions (Hair et al., 2019). Where R?
values range from 0 to 1 with higher levels indicating higher levels of
explanatory power, an R, as low as 0.10 is considered satisfactory in some
disciplines such as models predicting human attitudes, perceptions and
intentions (Hair et al., 2022).

The indicators of the endogenous constructs were further analyzed to conclude
the predictive power (PLSpredict) of the model. The PLSpredict €valuation was
computed with the parameters set to 10 folds and ten repetitions. Based on the
result from PLSpdict, @ majority of the indicators’ root mean square errors
(RMSE) yields smaller prediction errors compared to the linear regression
model (LM). Thus, the model indicates a medium predictive power.

The Structural Model Analysis

Path analysis results showed significant positive direct effect between attitude
and intention, significant positive direct effect between intention and working
alliance, and sufficient evidence reporting complementary mediation effect
between attitude and working alliance through intention. The mediation
analysis resulted in a significant indirect effect p = 0.013 (p < 0.05). Since
neither of the 95% confidence intervals include zero [0.019, 0.097] (Hair et
al., 2022), a positive significant indirect effect was detected. The result
provided empirical support for the mediating role of intention to seek
counseling in the current study framework.

Additionally, in explaining the mediation effect as shown in Figure 1, the
direct effect path analysis (P3) result reported a significant positive direct
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effect between attitudes and working alliance as follows (B = 0.213, t=3.651,
p =0.00; p <0.5). The indirect effect path analysis (P, and P,) from attitudes
to working alliance through intention was = 0.058 following the formula P; .
P, =0.325. 0.177 equals to 0.058. The total effect was = 0.27, following the
formula P3 + (P;. P2) =0.213 +(0.325. 0.177) equals to 0.27. The direct effect
of attitudes to working alliance is weak (0.213) compared to the total effect
(both direct effect and indirect effect combined) of mediation is greater (0.27),
which may indicate the relevance of explaining the mediating effect.

Figure 1: Mediation Analysis

Intention

(mediator) P, =0.177

Working
Alliance

For direct effect analysis, the result reported a significant direct effect between
attitudes and intention as follows (B =.325, t=15.162, p = 0.00; p <0.05). The
finding indicated a #-value of more than 1.96 (t > 1.96) at a 95% confidence
level, and p-value of 0.00; p < 0.05). Thus, the result of the current study
suggested that there was a positive significant direct effect between student’s
attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help and students’
intention to seek university counseling in the current study.

Result also reported a significant direct effect between intention and working
alliance. The direct effect analysis was (B = 0.177, ¢t = 3.211, p = 0.001; p <
0.05) at a 95% confidence level the finding indicated a #-value of more than
1.96 (¢ > 1.96). Thus, the result of the current study suggested that there was
a positive significant direct effect between student’s intention to seek
university counseling with their perception of a positive working alliance with
the university counselor.
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DISCUSSION

Bagozzi et al. (1989) found that prior researchers have discovered that
attitudes can influence behavior both directly and indirectly through
intentions. The partial mediation result could reflect the different types of
behavior focused in the studies. For example, a behavior that does not need
much thought could represent as direct relations, and a behavior that needs
consideration and is done for a purpose could represent as indirect relations.
One must intend to perform the behavior if the behavior comes with purpose
(Bagozzi et al., 1989).

Levin et al. (2018) noted that most undergraduates who intended to seek help
actually sought help when needed within a four-week timeline. While the
authors did not examine the mediating effects of behavioral intention, their
findings implies that a certain level of consideration occurs before engaging
in the behavior.

The findings of this current study were consistent with Hagger (2019), Peiris
(2021), and Cai and Shannon (2012), who found that the mediation effect of
intention was significantly positive with behavioral decision. Peiris (2021),
Cai and Shannon (2012), and Mafabi et al. (2017) did not examine intention
in the context of counseling usage compared to Hagger (2019), but the results
from their literatures suggests empirical findings on the mediation role of
intention between attitudes and action in seeking help.

Bagozzi et al. (1989) proposed that if intentions are found to mediate behavior
only in a partial sense, consideration should be given to a non-rational
behavior or behavior that is not under volitional control. Non-rational
behavior may indicate the cognitive reasoning that involves weighing whether
to act or not to act. Pomery et al. (2009) has argued that not all behaviors are
rational or reasoned. Kim and Hunter’s view (1993) corresponded with
Bagozzi et al. (1989), although their study reported on the mixed results on
the role of intention as a mediator from prior researchers, they agreed that
most research data were consistent with the view that intention mediates the
relationship between attitude and behavior.

The current study reflects these arguments because the mediation results
concluded complementary mediation. Thus, it is reasonable to assume that
undergraduates who were mandated to attend the university counseling
service by their lecturer or university’s faculty may stimulate the action with
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little thought, compared to those who came voluntarily and had to execute
reasoning and evaluation of outcomes before attending sessions.

Given that attitudes are shaped by existing beliefs and knowledge, there is an
opportunity for university counselors to establish new information or update
students’ current understanding about the importance of positive coping
strategies. The effort can be done through methods of promotion and
disseminating information, such as through posters and mental health
workshops or seminars. In addition to traditional methods of promotion, it
would be helpful to provide students with incremental steps to help them form
better attitudes about counseling and increase their intention towards utilizing
counseling. These steps could include offering students the opportunity to ask
questions without requiring an immediate commitment, and disseminating
information using social media-based platforms in reaching technology savvy
students.

This study addresses some limitations that must be discussed. The sample
consisted only of Malaysian undergraduate students, thus limiting
generalizability. Students’ ability to accurately recall their past experience
could also pose an issue when they were asked about their feelings and their
experience of the working alliance. The utilization of instruments to measure
counseling intention may be too broad and some problems were probably not
culturally-sensitive nor religiously-sensitive, to be used in the Malaysian
context. The result may differ based on heterogeneity in the data analysis
group (e.g., male and female). The sampling size between public university
undergraduates and private university undergraduates were not in proportion
and there was no differentiation analysis conducted between these two strata.
Data collection was done externally, with the help of university counselors,
which could be cause for concern for students and this current study.

Future studies should look at a broader sample of student groups as well as
those of different ethnicities and educational levels, as well as considering
specific problems faced by students. This study focused on the traditional
face-to-face based counseling, which may not reflect all groups of users who
might, for example, prefer to use counseling over online video conferencing
methods. Thus, future researchers could take into consideration participants
who attend online methods of counseling. Future studies may want to
implement a mixed method data collection involving gathering insights about
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students counseling experience. Future studies may want to determine a
specific timeframe from the last counseling session with the time data was
collected could help with mitigating issues on students’ recalling their past
experience.

CONCLUSION

This study concluded that intention represents complementary mediation as
suggested by Zhao et al. (2010) in the counseling relationship from attitudes
to working alliance. Specifically, students’ intention to seek counseling
represents a mechanism that underlies the relationship between student’s
attitudes toward seeking professional psychological help and working alliance
in counseling. This may suggest that students who are likely to utilize the
counseling service are likely to experience a therapeutic counseling session. It
is assumed that these students possess positive beliefs about counseling,
become more comfortable with their counselor over time, and can confidently
express any concerns with their counselor.
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