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Abstract

This study investigated the barriers to mental health help-seeking and preventive strategies of
anxiety severity among students of tertiary institutions in the Federal Capital Territory (FCT),
Abuja, Nigeria. Two research questions and two null hypotheses guided the study. The
correlational research design was adopted for the study. The population for the study comprised
12,578 students of tertiary institutions. The multistage sampling procedure was used to draw a
sample of 408 students from tertiary institutions. The Mental Health Problems Questionnaire
(MHPQ) and Mental Health Problem Preventive Strategies Questionnaire (MHPPSQ) were
used for the study. Five experts in Public Health Education validated the MHPQ. The MHPPSQ
contained 13 items formulated based on the study’s baseline findings. The formulated
preventive strategies for mental health problems among students were validated by 10 experts
in public health education. The research questions were answered using mean, standard
deviation, and point-biserial correlation. Multiple regression analysis was used to test the null
hypotheses at 0.05 alpha level. The results showed there that fear of self-discovery (beta =
1.365, P <.001), fear of stigma (beta = 1.270, P <.001) and fear of therapy (beta =.173, P <
0.05) were significant predictors of level of higher anxiety severity among students. Public
health education experts considered the formulated preventive strategies for mental health
problems among students of tertiary institutions appropriate. In conclusion, students had mild
levels of anxiety. The authors recommended the conduct and implementation of health
screening programmes to identify students at risk of anxiety severity by psychologists and
mental health professionals.

Keywords: Perceived Barriers; Help-Seeking; Preventive Strategies; Anxiety; Students
Introduction

Anxiety is a public health concern among students of tertiary institutions globally.
About 60 per cent of the students are reported to suffer from high levels of anxiety (American
College Health Association [ACHA], 2019). It is reported that transitioning students to tertiary
institutions is stressful (Dickson & Gullo, 2015; Lei et al., 2016). One-third of these students
are considered particularly vulnerable to anxiety as they navigate a new and challenging stage
in their lives (Thomas, 2020). Students of tertiary institutions in Nigeria appear to suffer from
a high level of anxiety. The prevalence of anxiety among tertiary institution students ranges
between 63.5 per cent (Aluh et al., 2020) and 61.7 per cent (Anosike et al., 2022).

There are severe symptoms of anxiety across different cultures (Schonfeld et al., 2016)
which are assessed most commonly based on the severity. Several predictive factors can
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determine the future of students’ mental health and, by extension, their anxiety severity level.
These are factors that predict health outcomes (Gidron, 2013), including students of tertiary
institutions. These predictive factors include barriers to mental health help-seeking such as fear
of therapy/treatment, fear of self-discovery and fear of stigma respectively.

Barriers to mental health help-seeking serve as predictor of mental health problems
among students. There appears to be a disconnection between the need for treatment and
unwillingness to seek mental health help among students, probably because of perceived
barriers to help-seeking (Wimsatt et al., 2015: Dyrbye et al., 2015; Bohon et al., 2016). Only
one-quarter of youth struggling with mental health problems within the general population seek
professional care (Wilson & Deane, 2010). Figures from the United Kingdom (UK) suggest
that 60 per cent to 80 per cent of students do not approach mental health services (Eisenberg et
al., 2012; Lipson et al., 2015).

Fear of stigma is one of the most considerable barriers to help-seeking among students
(Wilson & Deane, 2010; Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013). Also, fear of therapy and fear of self-
discovery has been frequently reported among student populations, primarily manifesting as a
lack of faith in treatment quality and effectiveness (Wilson & Deane, 2010), concern for
confidentiality, a lack of perceived need for help (Wilson & Deane, 2010; Whitehill et al.,
2012), and concern over having to admit to struggling with a mental health issue (Park et al.,
2012). This study examined the relationship between barriers to mental health help-seeking
(fear of therapy/treatment, fear of stigma, and fear of self-discovery) and anxiety among
students of tertiary institutions in FCT, Abuja. These predictors could be curbed by some
preventive measures.

Preventive strategies are crucial to averting the higher levels of anxiety among students.
A preventive strategy targets risk factors and promotes mental health in individuals without a
clinically diagnosable mental disorder (Arango et al., 2018). This aims at reducing the
incidence, prevalence, and recurrence of higher anxiety levels and their associated disability
among tertiary institution students.

The severity of anxiety among students has attracted great attention among policy
makers and public health professionals (Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2012; Pearson
etal., 2013; World Health Organization [WHQ], 2014). Although the adverse effects of anxiety
have been continually recognized among the student population of tertiary institutions
elsewhere, gaps remain in the Nigerian literature. The available Nigerian studies (Adewuya et
al., 2018; Amoko et al., 2021; Gureje et al., 2010; Nzeakah et al., 2022; Wada et al., 2021)
have re relied on population-level data (i.e. not specific to students of tertiary institutions) or
narrowly focused on individual factors, lacking in scope to consider multiple factors at the
same time. To the best knowledge of the authors of this study, no study has examined the
barriers to mental health help-seeking and formulated preventive strategies for anxiety severity
among students of tertiary institutions students in FCT, Abuja. This is the gap this study
attempted to fill.

Mental health is crucial for the well-being and academic success of students of tertiary
institutions. It is central to providing accessible knowledge and skills for students; thus, there
is no health without mental health. Tertiary institutions would normally provide students with



the necessary mental health support, such as counselling services, wellness and health
promotion services, disability services, and stigma reduction initiatives. These services aim to
improve students’ mental health.

However, the mental health of tertiary institution students in Nigeria, including FCT,
Abuja, is worrisome. Three in five students reportedly suffer from high levels of anxiety. One
in three students also leaves tertiary education without attaining the degree for which they
enrolled because they are unable to adapt appropriately to the anxiety related to school demands
and expectations thereby posing as a risk factor for poor academic performance. This could
lead to the onset of symptoms of anxiety. Alarming is that almost all tertiary institutions of
FCT, Abuja, lack a mental health policy, let alone mental health services, such as counselling
and treatment services.

A few Nigerian studies have relied on population-level data that are not specific to
students of tertiary institutions, needing more scope to consider multiple factors that predict or
influence students’ anxiety levels. In view of these facts, the study aimed to investigate the
barriers to mental health help-seeking and formulate preventive strategies for anxiety severity
among students of tertiary institutions in FCT, Abuja. Specifically, the study assessed.
relationship between the level of anxiety severity and perceived barriers to help-seeking (fear
of therapy/treatment, fear of self-discovery, fear of stigma) factors of tertiary institution
students in FCT, Abuja; and preventive strategies for anxiety severity among tertiary institution
students in FCT, Abuja. The study hypothesized that perceived barriers (fear of
therapy/treatment, fear of self-discovery, fear of stigma) factors are not significant predictors
of the level of anxiety severity among students of tertiary institutions in FCT, Abuja (p<.05).

Materials and Methods

The study adopted the correlational research design and was conducted in the Federal
Capital Territory (FCT), Abuja, Nigeria. The population of the study comprised 12,578
students of tertiary institutions during the 2019/2020 academic session. The sample size was
408 students of tertiary institutions in FCT, Abuja and 10 health experts. The sample size was
determined using Taro Yamane’s (1967) sample size determination Table while the multi-stage
sampling procedure was employed to select the study sample. Therefore, 408 students were
randomly selected from three tertiary institutions in FCT, Abuja. Public health experts with
doctorate degrees were purposively sampled. The researcher-adapted Mental Health Problems
Questionnaire (MHPQ) and Mental Health Problems Preventive Strategies Questionnaire
(MHPPSQ) were used for data collection. The MHPQ is divided into two sections. Section A
contained five items that elicited information on the demographic characteristics (age, gender,
marital status, living arrangements, year of study) of the participants, while Section B contained
the Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7), which is a seven-item, self-report questionnaire.

The MHPPSQ contained six strategies formulated based on the baseline findings of the
study to prevent the onset of anxiety severity among students of tertiary institutions in FCT,
Abuja. The copies of the MHPPSQ were given to 10 Public health experts who were asked to
examine the appropriateness or inappropriateness of the formulated preventive strategies. The
reliability coefficient of the MHPQ was determined using the Cronbach’s alpha method, which
yielded .87.

A letter of Introduction to embark on field work obtained from Head, Department of



Human Kinetics and Health Education, University of Nigeria, Nsukka seeking co-operation
and permission was presented to the Heads of the selected Departments to make them give the
researchers access to their students. Another letter assuring the respondents of the
confidentiality of their responses and the purpose of the study was also attached to each copy
of the instruments. The researchers administered 408 copies of the MHPQ to participants in
their respective lecture halls. Copies of the completed questionnaires were collected on the spot
after they had been filled out by the students. A total of 390 copies of the MHPQ were returned,
which gave a return rate of 95.6 per cent. The returned MHPQ were duly filled out and used
for analyses.

The point-biserial correlation was employed to determine the relationship between the
level of anxiety and the socio-demographic characteristics of the students. Using Nwagu and
Agbaje's (2017) estimates for weak, moderate and strong correlation coefficients, £.00 - .29
was interpreted as none (.00) to weak relationship, £.30 - .59 was interpreted as moderate
relationship, and .60 - 1.00 was interpreted as strong relationship. The normality of the data
was checked through skewness, kurtosis, and the Kolmogorov—-Smirnov (K-S) test. Mean and
standard deviation was used to analyse and answer the descriptive data pattern, while the
multiple regression analysis was used to test the null hypothesis at 0.05 level of significance.

Results

Table 1 Point — Biserial Correlation showing the Relationship between Level of Anxiety
Severity and Student Student’s Barriers to Help-Seeking Behaviours (n=390)

s/n  Variables 1. 2. 3. 4.
1. Anxiety severity 1.00
2. Fear of therapy/treatment 344 1.00
3. Fear of self-discovery .366 323 1.00
4. Fear of stigma .389 466 423 1.00

Results in Table 1 show that there are positive moderate relationships between anxiety
severity and students’ fear of therapy/treatment (rbp = .34), fear of self-discovery (rbp =.36)
and fear of stigma (rbp = .38) respectively. Furthermore, fear of self-discovery (rbp = .32 and
fear of stigma (rbp = .46) show that they have links with students’ fear of therapy/treatment.



Table 2 Mean Responses of Experts on Preventive Strategies for Mental Health Problems
among Students of Tertiary Institutions in FCT, Abuja (n = 10)
|

5/N Items sD
1. Organization of school-based mnferventions by mental health educators and 330 0.949
psychologists to identify students at high nisk for anxiety and provide them with
clinical support.
Implementation of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) by mental health educators  3.50 0.850
and psyvchologists. The CBT helps in changing thinking and behavioural patterns,
helping indrviduals to understand the problem, and developing a coping or treatment
strategy with the psychologists and other mental health experts.
3. Organization and implementation of workshops that train students in anxiety coping 3.20 0919
strategies and resilience skills by public health educators
4. Implementation of programmes that isolate and mitigate risk factors or conditions 330 0.823
(e.g., poor hostels, decay facilities) that may embarrass students, which further
exacerbates their araety levels by the school management.
5. Mental health education about anxiety by health educators to improve knowledge of 320 0919
risk factors for amxety among students and how to avert such factors.
6. Stakeholders (university management, public health experts, mental health educators, 2.80 1.135
psychologists and clinicians) development and implementations of viable strategies
that reduce academic-related challenges or stressors, financial stress, and improve
economic assistance, opportumities and create enabling school environment for
students to prevent onset of anxiety.
Grand Mean 321 0346

T

b2

Decision rule: ¥ > 2 .50 = Appropriate Strategy. £ < 2.50 = Inappropriate Strategy

Results in Table 2 show that overall, health education experts considered the formulated
preventive strategies for mental health problems among students of tertiary institutions
appropriate (£ =3.22; SD =0.93).

Table 3. Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis Showing Barriers to Help-Seeking
Behaviours as Predictors of Anxiety Level Severity among Tertiary Institution Students
in FCT, Abuja (n = 390)

95% Clior B

Model R R2 AdjR? F B t P LB UB

(Constant) 0.224 0.050 0.218 37.080-19.915 0.000 5.483 6.684
Fear of Therapy 0.173 3.363 0.001 0.526 2.008
Fear of Self-discovery 0.219 4.377 0,000 0.752 1.979
Fear of Stigma 0.216 4.028 0.000 0.650 1.890

Significant at P < 0.05

Note: B = Standard regression coefficients; F = ratio; R?=R square’ AR? R?variance; AF = F-
ratio change/variance; C. I= confidence interval; t — t-test value, LB = Lower Boundary for B,
MB = Upper Boundary for B

Table 3 shows that fear of self-discovery and fear of stigma are positively and
significantly correlated with the level of anxiety severity, which indicates that students who



experience fear of self-discovery and fear of stigma and do not seek help tend to have higher
anxiety severity scores. Also, the multiple regression model with all three predictors produced
R? =.224, F (3,386) = 37.080, P< .001. The R? of .224 implies that the entire model explained
22.4% (i.e., .224 x 100) of the total variance in the dependent variable (i.e., anxiety severity
scores). In this model, fear of self-discovery with a higher beta value (beta = 1.365, p <=0.001)
and fear of stigma (beta = 1.270, P< .001) were statistically significant, thereby not accepting
a no relationship hypothesis between perceived barriers to mental health help-seeking
behaviours and anxiety among students in FCT, Abuja, Nigeria.
Discussion

Table 3 showed that there is a positive moderate relationship between anxiety severity
and students’ fear of therapy/treatment, fear of self-discovery, and fear of stigma. This was
expected because fear of stigma is one of the largest barriers to help-seeking among students
(Wilson & Deane, 2010; Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013). This implies that tertiary institution
administrators in FCT, Abuja, need to embark on stigma-reduction campaigns to create
awareness around campuses and help remove stereotypes associated with mental health
problems.

The WHO World Mental Health International College Student Initiative report found
that students hesitate to seek help if needed (Eber et al., 2019). The lack of faith in treatment
quality and effectiveness, concern for confidentiality, a lack of perceived need for help (Wilson
& Deane, 2010; Whitehill et al., 2012), and concern for having to admit to struggling with a
mental health issue (Park et al., 2012) are probably reasons why students experience fear of
therapy/treatment, fear of self-discovery and fear of stigma in FCT, Abuja. Toptaya, Sahin, and
Meydan (2017) found a relationship between students’ anxiety severity level and fear of
therapy/treatment, fear of self-discovery and fear of stigma due to the fear of being stigmatized
by society, trust in the mental health professional, difficulties in self-disclosure, perceived
devaluation and lack of knowledge as barriers to students’ help-seeking behaviours.

Table 3 also showed that students’ fear of self-discovery and fear of stigma are
positively and significantly correlated with their level of anxiety. This may suggest students
who experienced the fear of self-discovery and the fear of stigma did not seek appropriate
mental health care which exposed them to higher anxiety severity levels. Theurel and Witt
(2022) found that 50 per cent of students in their study sample disliked talking about their
feelings, emotions, or thoughts while the most highly-rated stigma barrier was concern about
what their friends might think, say or do, with 26.37 per cent. The administrators of tertiary
institutions in FCT, Abuja should help students overcome these barriers by targeting reluctant
students who may be willing to receive mental health services such as anonymous assessment
and counselling via the internet.

Conclusion

This study investigated the barriers to mental health help-seeking and preventive
strategies of anxiety severity among students of tertiary institutions in Federal Capital Territory
(FCT), Abuja, Nigeria. Results showed a positive moderate relationship between anxiety
severity and students’ fear of therapy/treatment, fear of self-discovery and fear of stigma in



FCT, Abuja. Fear of self-discovery, fear of stigma and fear of therapy were also significant
predictors of level of anxiety severity among students in FCT, Abuja.

Recommendations

1. Mental health educators, public health educators and psychologists at FCT, Abuja
should identify students at high-risk for anxiety and implement preventive strategies as
suggested in this study.

2. Public health educators, health educators, mental health educators and tertiary
institution administrators in FCT, Abuja should embark on stigma-reduction campaigns
to create awareness around campuses and help remove stereotypes associated with
mental health problems.
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