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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to assess psychological distress, perceived social support

and effective coping strategies among undergraduate students enrolled in social work

programme, and to identify the factors that impact psychological distress. Data were

collected from 234 junior (third-year) and senior-year (fourth-year) undergraduate so-

cial work students from a large public university in central California. Data on demo-

graphics, psychological distress (in terms of depression, anxiety and stress), coping and

perceived social support were collected voluntarily through survey questionnaires. The

sample reported moderate levels of depression and anxiety and a fairly high level of

perceived social support. Perceived social support was negatively correlated with de-

pression, anxiety and stress. Female students reported utilising more emotion-focused

and problem-focused coping strategies compared with male students. Avoidant cop-

ing emerged as a significant predictor for psychological distress. Students in junior

year reported lower perceived social support and higher mean scores on psychological

distress compared to students in senior year. The current findings demonstrate the im-

portance of enhancing social support and encouraging positive strategies of coping

among social work students. The importance of enhancing support among students

to cope with the stress and pressure of academic demands are highlighted.

Implications for social work educators and administrators are discussed.

# The Author 2016. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of

The British Association of Social Workers. All rights reserved.

British Journal of Social Work (2016) 0, 1–15
doi: 10.1093/bjsw/bcw145

 British Journal of Social Work Advance Access published October 22, 2016
 by guest on O

ctober 23, 2016
http://bjsw

.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bjsw.oxfordjournals.org/


Keywords: Psychological distress, coping, social support, social work students

Accepted: August 2016

Introduction

The experience of university can be rewarding, as well as stressful, for
many students as they cope with the rigour of a professional programme
and the various demands of their lives. These demands may include aca-
demic stress, financial burden, interaction with faculty, adjustment to the
university environment, personal goals and a lack of social support
(Kariv and Heiman, 2005; Richard and DiGeroimo, 2004; Wilks, 2008).
Studies that focus on university students have reported the presence of
psychological morbidity, somatic distress, anxiety and depression
(Dyrbye et al., 2006; Dyson and Renk, 2006).

Social work as a discipline has grown over the past few decades, at-
tracting large numbers of students each year. Although social work is a
rewarding profession, it can also be a stressful occupation, as it involves
working with people in complex life situations such as victims of abuse,
substance misuse, domestic violence and crime (Collins et al., 2010).
Numerous studies have also been conducted to look at issues related to
job stress, resilience, burnout and coping in professional social workers
(Collins, 2008; Coyle et al., 2005). In recent years, studies have also
begun to focus on studying the stress and psychological health of social
work students (e.g. Dziegielewski et al., 2004; Grant, 2002; Stanley and
Bhuvaneswari, 2016; Ting et al., 2006). A review of these studies high-
lights that social work students experience levels of psychological dis-
tress such as depression, anxiety and stress.

As students enter higher education and adjust to the transitional nature
of the university environment, they can experience varied levels of stress
from pressure of study to possible inadequate coping skills, when faced
with academic demands and pressure (Collins et al., 2010). Programmes
such as social work combine both academic and professional require-
ments, which can further evoke more stress than traditional undergradu-
ate programmes. Students in social work programmes generally comprise
both traditional and non-traditional students, many of whom may also be
juggling with various commitments such as full-time or part-time jobs,
family responsibilities, caring for older parents, etc. Social work students
often have limited time allotments, as they cope with the demands of
work, school and personal responsibilities. As a result, they may experi-
ence high levels of stress (Radey and Figley, 2007; Ying, 2011).

Stress is a common feeling that most people experience in their daily
life that may arise from various sources such as financial worries, time
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constraints and concerns about the future (Tonsing et al., 2016). In add-
ition to these everyday stresses, university students may experience
some degree of stress that may arise from goals to accomplish such as
academic success and meeting family and work responsibilities. These
multiple demands can pose a challenge to students’ management of time
and energy. Stress in itself is not necessarily a bad thing, but what is im-
portant is how students cope with the stressors. The coping strategies
employed by the individual can play a critical role in shaping the mean-
ing and impact of stressful life events. Most coping responses have been
broadly classified as emotion-focused or problem-focused coping (Carver
and Scheier, 1994). Emotion-focused coping generally refers to the strat-
egies one employs to deal with one’s emotions that are a product of the
stressful situation (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Active emotional coping
involves self-reflection, with the goal being to facilitate and process emo-
tions to reappraise a stressor that cannot be changed. Avoidant emo-
tional coping, on the other hand, involves denial or self-distraction in
the effort to avoid the source of the distress, and is generally viewed as
maladaptive. Problem-focused coping involves engaging in a specific
behaviour to overcome or reduce or remove the cause of the stress
(Schnider et al., 2007). Studies on coping among university students have
found that problem-focused coping is positively related to academic
achievement (Kariv and Heiman, 2005). On the other hand, studies have
also reported that individuals who used emotion-focused coping tended
to report increased anxiety (Liverant et al., 2004).

The beneficial impact of social support has been consistently reported in
the literature (e.g. MacGeorge et al., 2005; Wilks, 2008). Perceived avail-
ability of social support has been found to be positively associated with
health-promoting behaviours such as the avoidance of substance abuse, and
may protect individuals from the negative impact of stressful life events
(Holahan and Moos, 1987; Martinelli, 1999). Perceived support from family
and friends has been found to have significant positive influence on stu-
dents’ psychological health and helps to lessen depression and stress (Elliot
and Gramling, 1990; MacGeorge et al., 2005; Steese et al., 2006) and adjust-
ment to university life (Steinberg and Darling, 1994). These findings suggest
the importance of perceived social support from family and friends for uni-
versity students as they experience and cope with academic-related stress.

The research questions

This study examined psychological distress, coping and social support
among undergraduate social work students enrolled at a large public
university in central California. The study specifically investigated:

1. the manifestation of psychological distress, coping, and perceived
social support among social work students;
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2. whether there are significant differences in the study variables
among students by years of their degree course (enrolment year)
and by gender; and

3. which of the study variables predict psychological distress among
students.

Methodology

This study was cross-sectional in nature and data were collected by way
of survey questionnaire. Approval was obtained from the university’s
Institutional Review Board. Researchers then contacted social work fac-
ulty and went to individual classes and explained about the research, po-
tential risks and benefits and the voluntary nature of participation.
Participation was anonymous. The surveys were distributed in twelve
classes during the first four weeks of the spring semester and took ap-
proximately fifteen to twenty minutes to complete.

Data were analysed using SPSS 22. Descriptive statistics and bivariate
correlations analyses were presented to identify the strength of the rela-
tionships among the study variables. One-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) and t-tests were conducted to compare students on the study
variables. Finally, multiple regression analysis was performed to find out
which of the variables predict psychological distress (in terms of dimen-
sions of depression, anxiety and stress) in students.

Measures

A socio-demographic sheet developed by the authors collected data on
age, gender, ethnicity, relationship status, whether they have children liv-
ing at home, employment status (full-time, part-time, unemployed) and
enrolment status. Additionally, three instruments were included which
assessed the constructs of interest: psychological distress (i.e. dimensions
of depression, anxiety and stress), coping strategies and perceived social
support.

Psychological distress

The dependent variable, psychological distress, was assessed using the
Depression Anxiety Stress scale (DASS-21; Lovibond and Lovibond,
1995). The DASS-21 assesses the frequency of reporting of negative
emotions over the preceding week. Response categories range from 0
(did not apply to me at all) to 3 (applied to me very much, or most of
the time), where higher scores indicate higher frequency of reporting
negative emotions such as depression, anxiety and stress. The DASS-21
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has been used in various studies among both clinical and nonclinical

populations of varying age, gender and races (e.g. Antony et al., 1998;

Henry and Crawford, 2005; Tonsing et al., 2012) and has reported good

internal consistency reliability (Antony et al., 1998; Lovibond and

Lovibond, 1995; Tonsing et al., 2016). It must be noted here that the

DASS-21 is not used as a diagnostic tool in the current study, but rather

as a tool to assess the frequency of symptoms of depression, anxiety and

stress as reported by the students.

Coping strategy

The twenty-eight-item Brief COPE Scale (Brief COPE; Carver, 1997)

was used to assess coping strategy. The scale consists of fourteen sub-

scales of two items each that correspond to different coping strategies.

Response choices ranged from 0 (I haven’t been doing this at all) to 3 (I

have been doing this a lot), corresponding to different coping methods.

Participants made their choice based on the most likely coping strategies

frequently used to manage stressful events. Based on conceptual and

empirical studies of coping strategies (e.g. Carver, 1997; Lazarus and

Folkman, 1984; Schnider et al., 2007), the fourteen subscales of the Brief

COPE was grouped into three coping categories by summing items ac-

cordingly, with higher scores indicating a higher intensity of using the

specific coping strategy. The three coping strategies are emotion-focused

strategy (i.e. use of emotional support, positive reframing, acceptance,

religion, humour, venting), problem-focused strategy (i.e. use of instru-

mental support, active coping, planning) and avoidant coping strategy

(i.e. denial, self-blame, substance use, self-distraction, behavioural disen-

gagement). For further discussion of the Brief COPE Scale, see Carver

(1997). Previous studies have reported coefficient alphas ranging from

0.50 to 0.90 (Carver, 1997; Vungkhanching and Nguyen, 2012).

Perceived social support

The twelve-item Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support

(MSPSS; Zimet et al., 1998) was used to assess participants’ perceived

support from three sources, namely family, friends and significant others.

Scoring of scale items was on a seven-point Likert scale from 1 ¼ very

strongly disagree to 7 ¼ very strongly agree, with higher scores reflecting

higher perceived social support. Previous studies using the MSPSS have

reported good internal reliability with Cronbach’s alphas ranging from

0.88 to 0.95 (Tonsing et al., 2012; Vungkhanching and Nguyen, 2012;

Zimet et al., 1998).
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Results

Characteristics of respondents

The study sample included a total of 234 social work students, of whom
eighty-five (35 per cent) were in their junior year and fifty-two (65 per
cent) were in their senior year of the undergraduate social work pro-
gramme, enrolled in a large public university in central California.
Junior year in this study refers to students who are in their third year
and senior year refers to students in their fourth year of the undergradu-
ate social work programme. In the USA, an undergraduate social work
degree is a four-year programme. As different countries might use dif-
ferent terminology to discuss undergraduate arrangements, for consist-
ency, in this study, the terms ‘junior year’ and ‘senior year’ are used to
refer to students in their ‘third year’ and ‘fourth year’ of the under-
graduate degree programme, respectively. The sample comprised 54.3
per cent Hispanic, 17.9 per cent Caucasian, 9.8 per cent African
American, 9.4 per cent Asian and 7.7 per cent other ethnic groups.
Students ranged in age from twenty to fifty-eight years (median age
twenty-three years). The majority of respondents were female (82.9 per
cent), about 47 per cent of respondents were single and 41 per cent have
children living at home. Half of the respondents worked part-time, while
17.9 per cent were employed in a full-time job. Of the participants, 76.9
per cent were born in the USA and 22.6 per cent were born outside of
the USA. For 78 per cent of the participants, neither parent graduated
from college. Table 1 shows additional demographic information.

Descriptive and bivariate correlations of the study variables

Table 2 presents the percentages of students’ distribution on each sub-
scale of the DASS-21. Results indicate that the majority of the students’
scores fell within the normal range for the Stress subscale and a higher
proportion of students scored within the normal range for Depression
and Anxiety subscales. However, about one-third of students’ scores fell
within the ‘severe’ and ‘extremely severe’ range for Depression and
Anxiety subscales, indicating that the students’ scores on depression and
anxiety were higher than that of the normative sample reported in previ-
ous studies (e.g. Henry and Crawford, 2005; Lovibond and Lovibond,
1995).

Table 3 presents descriptive analyses and bivariate correlations of the
study variables. Looking at the primary variables, respondents reported
high levels of perceived social support. Zero-order correlations revealed
significant bivariate relations among all the study variables, except be-
tween perceived support from family and significant others with
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Table 1 Participants’ socio-demographics

Variable Total (N ¼ 234)

Median age 23 years

N (%)

Gender

Female 194 (82.9)

Male 40 (17.1)

Year of study

Junior year 82 (35.0)

Senior year 152 (65.0)

Ethnicity

Hispanic 127 (54.3)

Caucasian 42 (17.9)

African American 23 (9.8)

Asian 22 (9.4)

Other 18 (7.7)

Relationship status

Single 111 (47.4)

Married/cohabitating 60 (25.6)

Divorced/separated 13 (5.5)

In a committed relationship 48 (20.5)

Children living at home

Yes 96 (41.0)

No 138 (59.0)

Enrolment status

Full-time (12 units or more) 220 (94.0)

Part-time (<12 units) 14 (6.0)

Employment status

Full-time (35 hours or more per week) 42 (17.9)

Part-time (fewer than 35 hours per week) 118 (50.4)

Unemployed and actively looking for work 31 (13.2)

Unemployed and not looking for work 43 (18.4)

Due to missing data, not all numbers equal N.

Table 2 Frequency categories of distribution of DASS scores (%) among social work students (N ¼
234)

Depression (%) Anxiety (%) Stress (%)

Normal 43.6 42.3 69.6

Mild 11.1 22.2 10.3

Moderate 12.4 9.0 12.0

Severe 7.7 7.3 6.4

Extremely severe 25.2 30.3 1.7

Moderate and above 45.3 46.6 20.1

Overall mean (SD) 2.60 (1.67) 2.72 (1.73) 1.60 (1.03)

Scores were transformed to Z-scores to enable comparison with the normative sample (Lovibond

and Lovibond, 1996).
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emotion-focused and problem-focused coping, and between perceived
support from friends with emotion-focused coping.

Comparison of students by gender and year of study on primary
variables

Differences between male and female students were investigated on the
study variables. Results of independent t-test showed statistically signifi-
cant gender differences in emotion-focused and problem-focused coping,
and perceived support from friends and significant others, with females
reporting higher scores on all these variables. Results are presented in
Table 4.

Table 3 Bivariate correlations, mean and standard deviations of the study variables

Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1 Depression 1.37 (1.38) 1

2 Anxiety 1.27 (1.23) 0.65** 1

3 Stress 2.08 (1.36) 0.72** 0.72** 1

4 EF-coping 1.30 (0.63) 0.26** 0.28** 0.31** 1

5 PF-coping 1.54 (0.74) 0.14* 0.19** 0.20** 0.77** 1

6 A-coping 0.75 (0.56) 0.68** 0.53** 0.56** 0.51** 0.40** 1

7 Support-FA 5.08 (1.76) –0.25** –0.21** –0.26** 0.01 0.09 –0.15* 1

8 Support-FR 5.03 (1.75) –0.21** –0.16* –0.13 0.07 0.16* –0.04 0.54** 1

9 Support-SO 5.63 (1.78) –0.22** –0.16* –0.20** –0.05 0.02 –0.21** 0.61** 0.52** 1

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01;

EF-coping, emotion-focused coping; PF-coping, problem-focused coping; A-coping, avoidant cop-

ing; Support-FA, perceived social support from family; Support-FR, perceived social support from

friends; Support-SO, perceived social support from significant others.

Table 4 Distribution of respondent by mean scores on the study variables by gender

Variable Female (n ¼ 194) Male (n ¼ 40)

M (SD) M (SD) t-test p-value

Psychological distress

Depression 1.32 (1.30) 1.60 (1.71) 0.10 0.33

Anxiety 1.25 (1.22) 1.38 (1.30) 0.57 0.57

Stress 2.09 (1.28) 2.03 (1.66) –0.21 0.83

Emotion-focused coping 1.35 (0.60) 1.07 (0.72) –2.54 0.01*

Problem-focused coping 1.60 (0.71) 1.27 (0.83) –2.53 0.01*

Avoidant coping 0.76 (0.54) 0.72 (0.64) –0.39 0.69

Perceived support—family 5.18 (1.70) 4.63 (1.97) –1.79 0.07

Perceived support—friends 5.18 (1.65) 4.31 (2.08) –2.49 0.02*

Perceived support—significant others 5.74 (1.72) 5.06 (1.97) –2.21 0.03*

*p < 0.05.
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Next, students were compared on all the study variables by year of
study using an independent t-test (see Table 5). There were no statistic-
ally significant differences among the respondents between different
years of study, except on perceived social support from friends (t (1,
231) ¼ –2.33, p < 0.05 (junior yearmean ¼ 4.67, senior yearmean¼ 5.23)).
Students in senior year perceived higher support from friends than stu-
dents in their junior year of social work programme. Although there was
no statistical significance for depression by year of study, when the p-
value for the t-test was examined, it approached statistical significance
(t ¼ 1.85, p ¼ 0.06), with junior-year students reporting higher mean
scores on stress (junior yearmean ¼ 2.31, senior yearmean¼ 1.96).

No statistically significant differences were found between students of
different ethnic background or between different years of study (i.e. jun-
ior-year versus senior-year students) or by enrolment status (i.e. part-
time versus full-time students), or those with and without children at
home, or those employed versus unemployed or by relationship status
(i.e. married versus single) for any of the primary variables.

Multiple regression analyses

To identify which of the study variables predict psychological distress (in
terms of depression, anxiety and stress) among the study sample, a series
of multiple regression analyses were conducted with psychological dis-
tress as the dependent variables, and coping strategies and perceived
support as the independent variables, controlling for gender. The results
are presented in Table 6. In the first model, the three coping strategies
and perceived social support were entered as a cluster to predict depres-
sion, controlling for gender (see Table 6, Model 1). The combined
variables accounted for 49.8 per cent of the variability in depression

Table 5 Distribution of respondent by mean scores on the study variables by year of study

Variable Junior year (n ¼ 82) Senior year (n ¼ 152)

M (SD) M (SD) t-test p-value

Psychological distress

Depression 1.56 (1.40) 1.26 (1.36) 1.59 0.11

Anxiety 1.43 (1.24) 1.19 (1.22) 1.44 0.15

Stress 2.31 (1.36) 1.96 (1.33) 1.85 0.06

Emotion-focused coping 1.32 (0.61) 1.29 (0.64) 0.42 0.67

Problem-focused coping 1.52 (0.75) 1.55 (0.74) –0.31 0.75

Avoidant coping 0.75 (0.50) 0.75 (0.58) –0.07 0.94

Perceived support—family 4.80 (1.89) 5.24 (1.67) –1.82 0.07

Perceived support—friends 4.67 (1.76) 5.23 (1.73) –2.33 0.02*

Perceived support—significant others 5.36 (1.96) 5.77 (1.66) –1.68 0.09

*p < 0.05.
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(F(7, 224) ¼ 33.73, p < 0.001). The beta weight for avoidant coping
strategy was significant (b ¼ 0.72, t ¼ 12.83, p < 0.001). Avoidant coping
strategy was positively correlated with depression (r ¼ 0.68, p < 0.001).
The beta weight for perceived social support from friends was also sig-
nificant (b ¼ –0.14, t ¼ –2.38, p < 0.05). Perceived social support from
friends was negatively associated with depression (r ¼ –0.22, p < 0.05).

In the second model, the combined variables of the three coping strat-
egies and perceived social support as a cluster predicted 28.7 per cent of
the variability in anxiety (F(7, 224) ¼ 14.28, p < 0.001). The beta weight
for avoidant coping style was significant (b¼ 0.49, t ¼ 7.43, p < 0.001).
Avoidant coping strategy was significantly associated with stress (r ¼
0.53, p < 0.001).

In the third model, the combined variables of the three coping strat-
egies and perceived social support as a cluster predicted 32.7 per cent of
the variability in stress (F(7, 224) ¼ 17.01, p < 0.001). The beta weight
for avoidant coping style was significant (b ¼ 0.50, t ¼ 7.84, p < 0.001).
Avoidant coping strategy was significantly associated with stress (r ¼
0.56, p < 0.001). When the beta weight for perceived social support

Table 6 Results of regression analyses for psychological distress (in terms of depression, anxiety

and stress)

Variable b t R2 Adjusted R2 F

Model 1

Depression 0.513 0.498 33.73***

Emotion-focused coping –0.00 –0.04

Problem-focused coping –0.10 –1.34

Avoidant coping 0.72 12.83***

Perceived social support—FA –0.09 –1.49

Perceived social support—FR –0.14 –2.38*

Perceived social support—SO 0.10 1.04

Model 2

Anxiety 0.308 0.287 14.28***

Emotion-focused coping 0.08 0.85

Problem-focused coping –0.03 –0.33

Avoidant coping 0.49 7.43***

Perceived social support—FA –0.12 –1.66

Perceived social support—FR –0.11 –1.53

Perceived social support—SO 0.08 1.10

Model 3

Stress 0.348 0.327 17.01***

Emotion-focused coping 0.13 1.39

Problem-focused coping –0.09 –0.98

Avoidant coping 0.51 7.84***

Perceived social support—FA –0.18 –2.55*

Perceived social support—FR –0.02 –0.37

Perceived social support—SO 0.04 0.52

R information reported is the second step of the regression analysis.

*p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001.
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from family was examined, it was also significant (b ¼ –0.18, t ¼ –2.55, p
< 0.05). Perceived social support from family was negatively correlated
with stress (r ¼ –0.26, p < 0.001).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to assess the manifestation of psycho-
logical distress (in terms of dimensions of depression, anxiety and stress),
effective coping and perceived social support among undergraduate stu-
dents as they adjust to college life. The findings of this study show that
a substantial number of students reported high levels of frequency of
experiencing symptoms of depression and anxiety (see Table 3). About
45 per cent of students’ scores of depression and anxiety were at a mod-
erate level or higher. Similarly to the findings reported by Stanley and
Bhuvaneswari (2016) in their study of undergraduate social work stu-
dents, the current study also observed that students in junior year re-
ported higher mean scores on depression, anxiety and stress than
students in senior year (see Table 5). It is probable that, as junior-year
students are still adjusting to university life, the academic and social de-
mands may be viewed as stressful, which could then increase anxiety in
these students. Previous studies have also observed that junior-year stu-
dents report greater psychological distress (O’Brien et al., 2011).

Previous studies have observed mixed findings with regard to gender
difference in coping styles. While some studies have observed that males
tend to adopt problem-focused coping and women adopt more emotion-
focused coping strategies (e.g. Endler and Parker, 1990; Matud, 2004),
others did not find any gender difference in coping strategies (e.g.
Phinney and Haas, 2003). In the current study, gender differences in
coping strategies were observed in which females reported higher usage
of both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies com-
pared to their male counterparts. In this study, the majority of partici-
pants (82.9 per cent) were female. It could not be ascertained whether
this might have influenced the result of gender difference that was
observed in coping strategies.

When the research question of which of the study variables would pre-
dict psychological distress (in terms of dimensions of depression, anxiety
and stress) among undergraduate students was examined, the results of
multiple regression analyses showed significant emergence of avoidant
coping style as a predictor for psychological distress (see Table 6). This
is also corroborated by findings from previous studies which found that
the use of negative coping styles such as denial, venting or substance use
was related to higher levels of psychological distress (e.g. depressive
symptoms) in both clinical and nonclinical samples (Blalock and Joiner,
2000; Cooper et al., 2006; Whatley et al., 1998). Perceived social support
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also emerged as a significant predictor for depression and stress.
Specifically, the support offered by fellow students was a significant
negative predictor for depression. This finding is also similar to the find-
ings of prior studies which reported that support from friends was very
relevant to students (e.g. Ben Ari and Gil, 2004; Koeske and Koeske,
1989; MacGeorge et al., 2005). This highlights the importance of social
support as a protective factor which perhaps helps students to cope with
the stress and demands of university life. A lack of social support can in-
tensify their levels of stress and impact on their psychological health and
well-being. Findings from previous studies have also noted that limited
social support from friends can be a stressor among students (e.g. Ben
Ari and Gil, 2004; MacGeorge et al., 2005). As observed in the current
study, junior-year students have reported less perceived social support
and higher mean scores on psychological distress than senior-year stu-
dents. These students could benefit from support systems such as peer
support groups, tutor groups or monthly cohort meetings. It is also im-
portant for college students to understand the developmental process
that occurs in college which can help to reduce perceived psychological
distress. As students transition to university life, many of them might be
spending more time with their peers than with their parents or family
members. It is therefore important to assist them in developing healthy
interpersonal relationships with their peers. One way to do this would
be for academic tutors to assist these students in developing open com-
munication and assertiveness.

Our study data highlight the need to consider carefully the interaction
between coping styles and psychological health. Psychological distress
such as depression and anxiety can influence the professional develop-
ment of students and also negatively impact on their academic perform-
ance. As observed in this study, avoidant coping strategies such as
denial, behavioural disengagement or self-distraction can negatively im-
pact their psychological health and intensify the frequency of experienc-
ing symptoms of psychological distress such as depression, anxiety and
stress. The findings of this study also highlight the importance of
enhancing social support among students and encouraging them to de-
velop more positive ways of coping when facing stressful events. It is im-
portant to implement strategies for stress management for social work
students as well as enhance peer social support, which can benefit jun-
ior-year social work students as they adjust to university life, academia
and other life demands.

Limitations

Although the findings of this study provide important insights, there are
certain limitations that may have influenced the results. Respondents for
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this study were recruited from an undergraduate population from one

university in one region of the USA, which might limit the generalisabil-

ity of student characteristics across the USA. Second, the majority of re-

spondents were female. This might have influenced the results of gender

difference on the study variables. This study does not address whether

higher usage of avoidant coping (such as denial, self-blame and behav-

ioural disengagement) was present among students prior to this study or

whether their use of avoidant coping has become more dominant in re-

sponse to higher levels of psychological distress in the students. Future

studies using prospective research strategies can provide more informa-

tion about the causal, and likely bidirectional, relationships between cop-

ing strategies and psychological distress.

Conclusion

In summary, junior-year social work students perceived higher levels of

psychological distress and lower perceived social support than senior-

year students. Female students tend to adopt more emotion-focused and

problem-focused coping strategies in dealing with stressors. The findings

from this study have important implications for educators and pro-

gramme administrators. As many junior-year social work students are

just beginning their education as future service providers, educators and

programme administrators have an important role to play in their educa-

tion, and in helping them develop self-awareness, self-care and the abil-

ity to help themselves as they prepare for a profession in which they

strive to help others. Moreover, surveying dimensions of psychological

distress in terms of depression, anxiety and stress, coping styles and per-

ceived social support provides additional benefits through identifying the

sources and effects of stress among students of professional courses, rais-

ing awareness of effective coping strategies and providing information to

students about available support and resources.
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