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Abstract 

Understanding the importance of perceived social support is becoming an important issue 

in fast moving life for students. The study is conducted to evaluate the gender differences on the 

variables of perceived social support and psychological distress among university students. Gender 

difference of perceived social support and psychological distress among university students was 

hypothesized for current study. Sample comprised of 562 volunteer subjects (male 273 and female 

289) between age ranged from 15 to 30 years. DASS-21 and MPSS scales were used to measure 

the variables. Descriptive statistics t-test and Pearson Product Moment Correlation were computed 

with the help of SPSS version 22. No significance difference of perceived social support (-3.095; 

p=.002) found among male (Mean=4.831) and female (Mean=5.74) university students. Also no 

significant gender difference found on the variable of psychological distress t(560)=-1.308; P=.191 

among male (Mean=24.824) and female (Mean=23.633) university students. The results further 

indicates significant negative correlation (r=-.149) between measures of psychological distress and 

perceived social support. However, male depression score (Mean=8.227) found higher than female 

(Mean=7.491) counterparts with t(560)=1.980; p=.048). Opinion can be established that female 

receive higher social support from significant others, friends and family thus having lesser stress, 

anxiety and depression as compare to male students.   

 

Keywords: Depression, Anxiety, Stress and Social Support 

 

1. Introduction 

University education is not only a source of upward social mobility between classes, it is also a tool 

to achieve basic element of social class including wealth, power and prestige. The era of technology, 

globalization and competitive business environment demands highly competitive educated workforce. To 

create such a workforce, the university students need to be provided with the right skills-set to cope with 

the upcoming workplace challenges. However, in Pakistan, a university student has to face various 

academic burdens. Students fulfill demands created by various members of society including family 

members, friends, face financial issues, struggle and strive in a competitive university environment. All of 
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these factors result in creating problems in seeking social support, that is unavailability of guidance due to 

cultural stigma (Husain et al., 2019).  

 

Demands of challenging environment influence psychological health and social relationships of 

male and female students. It is essential to identify mental health problems of university students to prevent 

them from any potential harm. Mental health of adolescent is becoming a global issue (Blanco et al., 2008; 

Gore et al., 2011) Increased rate of psychological distress specifically in any one gender may increase the 

chances of personal and social problems, consequently, increasing the chances of substance dependence 

and abuse (Patel, Flisher, Hetrick, & McGorry, 2007). 

 

Education especially in the institutions of higher education requires a better psychological dexterity 

to process and to understand study related information to apply in practical life. The mental peace comes 

from a peaceful mind so as to function properly to its main purpose. In the fast changing world with lots of 

societal complexities and demands of corporate world, there is a high level of competition to excel upon 

and hence greater need to perform. This can result in stressful situations which can of course affect the 

human mind.  

 

Narrowing down our concern, we come to the adolescent stage of university students. The fast 

changing world demands mentally healthy students. The educational institutions want to provide quality 

human capital. This demand then breaks down into a range of causations of stress upon the university 

student. And combined with the socio-cultural factors, there can be harmful consequences to the young 

adult mind which this research addresses as psychological distress. Depending on how a student may cope 

with these educational, social and cultural problems, the student may be at high risk of psychological order 

ideation. One way that students, like all human societies do, is by seeking support in a perceived trust 

institution of their making. 

 

Among mental health variable social support is one of vital elements. Socially, the basic sources of 

support are family, friends and significant people having relationship of love, care, concern and trust (Zimet 

et al., 1988). These sources play vital role in personal and academic life of students (Aris Safree, Md Yasin, 

& Mariam Adawiah Dzulkifli, 2011). Social support positively impacts physical and mental wellbeing (Wilks, 

2008). It also influences mental health of adolescents (Cohen & McKay, 1984). Social supports from various 

sources leave positive impact on student performance (Trockel, Barnes, & Egget, 2000). It helps to cope 

with different stressors in performing any task (Rees & Freeman, 2009). Such support help to perform better 

in students’ social and academic lives (Awang, Kutty, & Ahmad, 2014).  With provision of ample social 

support, the negative effects of psychological distress can be reduced by engaging young adolescents in 

healthy positive social activities. Positive commitments also limit to indulge in ideation of negative thoughts. 
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A study conducted by Eskin et al. (2019) stated that religion as a positive contributing factor to an individual 

mental health.   

 

Higher perceived social support from family, friends in challenging situations affect positively on 

psychological wellbeing, academic advancement and dealing with situations that may cause stress. 

However, low perceived social support creates various psychological, social and academic problems 

among students. Prior research studies have provided the evidence that low perceived social support 

adversely affects mental and physical health of young adults (Pedersen et al., 2009). Lower levels of social 

support create various mental illnesses like depressive and anxious behavior (Eskin, 2003).   

 

Such support from social link and its influence has been studied from various parameters, gender 

differences being one of such variables. Moreover, it has been observed and assumed that Pakistani culture 

and its societal norms are more appreciative of and favorable to the males, whereas females are often 

provided lesser social support and appreciation. Gender creates a big individual difference among 

university students so it will be very useful to study about the effects of gender differences on social support 

and its impact on the levels of psychological distress. Studies identified that the nature of social interaction 

and ability of gaining social support is different in both male and female genders  (Matud et al., 2003). 

Though, social support is equally important for both genders. However, the type and amount of social 

interface and provision is different between men and women. It is noted that social support to males and 

females differs among different societies, based on their culture. . Females expect and get more family 

support than male adolescents (Tam et al., 2011).  There are many research studies which have already 

been conducted on the topic of gender differences and its impact on mental well-being of adolescents 

(Roothman, Kirsten, & Wissing, 2003; Ryff & Singer, 1996) studied various culture to see variation of sex 

roles differences and concluded that traditional culture consider sex roles differences more than the modern 

culture.  

 

As far as psychological distress is concerned, stress is an important contributing factor which plays 

a critical role in the academic career of university students. Males and females address and deal stressor 

differently (Tam et al., 2011). Gender differences can be seen in coping strategies of stress, where, males 

adopt problem focused strategies while females opt more emotional focused strategies to resolve their daily 

life problems  (Endler & Parker, 1990; Matud, 2004).   

 

Female adolescents use emotional strategies to resolve their daily problems; this helps them to get 

more attention from various sources. In contrast, male adolescents use negative coping strategies to 

resolve their daily issues such as; denial, venting, or use of drugs that may increase the chances of anxiety 

and depression level (Blalock & Joiner, 2000; Cooper et al., 2006; Whatley, Foreman, & Richards, 1998). 

It has been found that females have higher ability of socialization and get more social support as compared 
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to male students (Ramaswamy, Aroian, & Templin, 2009). Consequently, gender partiality increases the 

chances of various stress and other psychosocial issues among male adolescents, which results in high 

level of stress among male students (Matud et al., 2003).  Thus, it may be concluded that males are getting 

less social support from all three major sources including significant others, family and also friends. 

 

Generally, it has been reported that psychological distress affects university students all over the 

world (Dyrbye, Thomas, & Shanafelt, 2006; Humphris et al., 2002; Nerdrum, Rustøen, & Rønnestad, 2006; 

Stallman, 2010; Vazquez, Otero, & Diaz, 2012; Verger et al., 2009). Psychological distress is also used to 

predict the mental health (Drapeau et al., 2012). The psychological hardiness to deal with various stressors 

among male adolescent is found higher than female adolescents. For their presuming tough mindedness 

and the ability to sustain various pressures, males may be taken for granted. Eventually, this also become 

the cause of withdrawal of social support of various sources from male adolescents, such as family, friends 

and significant others. In contrast to this, females are getting edge over males in getting attention from all 

sources of social support. This support also benefits them in coping with various psychological disturbance 

including depression, anxiety and stress.   

 

Gender based study has been widely employed to assess relationship and effects of perceived 

social support on psychological distress. Prior researchers have found gender differences in the relationship 

between social support and psychological illness (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987) in different settings (Flaherty 

& Richman, 1989; Okamoto & Tanaka, 2004). Such gender based variation in provision of social support 

creates imbalance in society. Higher rate of psychological distress in one gender is a sign of disparity in 

any society. Even though Matud et al., (2015) found higher impulsive control among males than female, 

but the situation is alarming and it seems that, males are becoming more prone to psychological distress 

due to various reasons. High rate of mental disorder among male increases the chances of social imbalance 

and personality disorders and substance abuse or dependence (Patel et al., 2007). Considering these 

factors, there is a need to research more in order to find the gender based ratio. Thus, it is critical to study 

gender differences in perceived social support to resolve the issues in adolescence population e.g. (Chubb, 

Fertman, & Ross, 1997; Colarossi, 2001; Dumont & Provost, 1999).  Gender differences between university 

students is mainly focused in this study.  

 

On the basis of above literature following hypotheses ware formulated for this study: 

a. There would be significant difference on the variable of perceived social support between male and 

female university students. 

b. There would be significant difference on the variable of psychological distress between male and 

female university students. 

c. There would be significant relationship between perceived social support and psychological distress 

among university students.       
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2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Participants 

Students were selected from eight top ranked private and public universities and degree awarding 

institutions of Pakistan from the metropolitan and cosmopolitan city of Karachi. It is assumed that students 

studying in these education institutions of Karachi belonged almost from all major and minor areas of 

Pakistan. Data was stratified faculty wise representing five foremost faculties including business, 

engineering, health, social sciences and sciences. The convenient sampling technique was used to select 

the male and female students across the five faculties.  Initially 627 participants with an age range of 16-

35, were approached, but prior to statistical analysis, the questionnaire were reviewed in order to identify 

missing data. As per our research design 65 forms of the participants were excluded from study. The reason 

behind was that their questionnaires were incomplete or few of them were not filled seriously. Our final 

sample comprised of a total of 562 with approximately equal gender ratio of 48.6% (n=273) male and 51.4% 

(n=289) female. Most students (54.1%) were aged between 16 to 20 years.  

 

2.2 Measures 

2.2.1 Demographic Information form 

This form included information of the participants related to their age, gender, family structure, 

programs, semester, grade point average (GPA, last semester and cumulative), birth order, father and 

mother education and profession, frequency of prayers offering daily and practice of physical exercise, 

residential area and family income.  

 

2.2.2 Depression Anxiety and Stress (DASS-21)  

Psychological issues including depression, anxiety and stress measured with the help of short 

version of Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). Responses 

received through four point Likert scale.  

 

2.2.3 The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 

The variable including the perception of support from family, friends and significant others 

measured with the use of The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS; Zimet, Dahlem,  

Zimet and Farley, 1988) with seven point Likert scale. In a study Rizwan and Aftab (2009) assessed 

properties of same scale on Pakistani young adults. 

 

2.3 Procedure  

Data receive from eight public and private sector top ranked universities located in Karachi, 

Pakistan. The researcher approached and met administration of these universities. After permission from 

these authorities participants were approached with the help of staff member of the respected universities. 

Current study purpose was explained to the participants. Consent was taken from agreed participants. 
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Rapport was established and confidentiality was assured. All participants took part in the study on voluntary 

basis and they were free to withdraw from study at any point of time. All ethical consideration was followed 

during administration of measures. Sequence of the administration of measures and medium of instruction 

was kept constant in every administration set up. Any query from participants during administration phase 

was objectively addressed. Data was collected in group administration of measures. After administration of 

measures participants were thanked for their cooperation valuable contribution. In the end cooperation from 

administrators and relevant staff of all the universities were appreciated and acknowledged.   

 

2.4 Scoring and Statistical Analysis 

  Scoring of the measures was done with help of the respective manual provided. After scoring data 

was tabulates by using Microsoft Excel. Version 22 of Statistical Package for Social Science used for 

descriptive statistics and t-test was computed through Pearson. 

 

3. Results 

Descriptive statistics summarized demographic characteristics of sample as shown in following table 1. 

Equal gender ratio was tried to maintain, most of the samples are from the age range of 16 to 24 years.   

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Students 

Variable                               f                   (%)   

Gender 

 Male   273  48.6 

 Female   289  51.4  

Age   

 16-20   304  54.1 

 21-24   233  41.5 

 25-30   21  3.7 

 31-35   1  0.2 
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Table 2: Gender differences on variables of Perceived Social Support and Psychological Distress  

 

 

Variable                                    N                Gender                     M                   St. Dev         Df          t             Sig.          

 

Perceived Social Support        273              Male       4.831                   1.36470          

                                                                                                                                                  560     -3.095          .002 

                                                  289              Female      5.174                   1.26176 

 

Significant Others        273              Male       4.707                    1.66915          

                                                                                                                                                  560      -2.115          .035 

                                                  289              Female      5.013                    1.75571         

 

Family          273              Male       4.979                    1.58754          

                                                                                                                                                  559      -3.839          .000 

                                                  289              Female      5.479                    1.49287         

 

Friends          273              Male       4.808                   1.44817          

                                                                                                                                                  560     -1.820          .069 

                                                  289              Female      5.026                    1.39425         

 

Psychological Distress        273              Male       24.824                  10.35998          

                                                                                                                                                  560      1.308           .191 

                                                  289              Female      23.633                  11.17119         

 

Depression          273              Male    8.227  4.24694          

                                                                                                                                                  560       1.980        .048 

                                               289              Female     7.491                    4.54691         

 

Anxiety          273              Male       7.945                    3.93709          

                                                                                                                                                  560       .591            .554 

                                                  289              Female      7.743                    4.11428         

 

Stress          273              Male       8.652                    3.97230          

                                                                                                                                                  560       .737            .462 

                                                  289              Female      8.397                   4.19293     
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Table 3: Correlation Analysis between Perceived Social Support and Psychological Distress  

Variables (N=562) Sig Ot Family Friends SocSupt 

Depr r -.215** -.234** -.118** -.227** 

Anxty r -.056 -.144** -.029 -.091* 

Stress r -.049 -.113** .016 -.059 

PD r  -.128** -.192** -.053 -.149** 

 **indicates level of significance at 0.01  

The results further indicates significant negative correlation (r=-.149) between measures of 

psychological distress and perceived social support. Analysis of subscales indicating a significant negative 

relationship of the variable of depression with perceived social support (r=-.227) and subscales’ i.e. 

significant others (r=-.215), family (r=-.234) and friends (r=-.118). 

Analysis indicates there is significant relationship of psychological distress with perceived social 

support (r=-.149) and its subscales i.e. significant others (r=-.128) and family (r=-.192). Psychological 

distress was insignificantly associated with social support from friends (r=-.053).      

Analysis of subscales indicates that there is significant negative relationship of anxiety with 

perceived social support (r=-.091) and its subscale of family (r=-.144), however insignificant relationship 

was found on subscales of social support from significant others (r=-.056) and friends (r=--.029). 

On the variable of stress significant association of perceived social support was found only with 

subscale of family (r=-.113). Stress was found insignificantly associated with the measure of social support 

(r=-.059) and subscales of friends (r=.016) and significant others (-.049).   

 

4. Discussion 

To assess gender differences on social support an independent t-test was used to compare the 

difference among male and female responses of perceived social support. The significant value is .002. 

Therefore, we may conclude the significant difference between male and female gender of perceived social 

support. The mean value of female respondents is greater than the male respondents. These values 

indicate that on average female respondents have more perceived social support than male respondents. 

While discussing the pattern of our results, gender differences on perceived social support were observed.  

On an average, the level of perceived social support among female students is higher than that of their 

male counterparts. There are a number of possible explanations for this pattern. One possible explanation 

arises from the observation that females tend to be more emotionally expressive. This could lead to the 

possible reason for them to receive more social support from multiple sources, as compared to males (Hess 

et al., 2000).  

 

Another possible reason for our pattern of result can be the skills of socialization. Females are said 

to be better at such skills, possibly, because they have more opportunities to interact with people. As much 

of their time is spent performing household chores, they get more chances of sharing their problems with 

other members of the family and other social circles, and therefore, ultimately have more chances of getting 
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support in society as compare to males who spend more time in field or office jobs. Gender differences 

have also been found in the variable of psychological distress (Bíró, Ádány, & Kósa, 2011; Nerdrum et al., 

2006). According to Bukhari and Afzal (2017) gender differences were found in perceived social support 

from significant others. Female adolescents perceived support from the sources are higher than male 

adolescents (Rueger, Malecki, & Demaray, 2008).   

 

On the other hand, males are responsible for earning the bread and butter for their families 

(Marsden, 1987). They spend more time resolving issues related to the outside boundaries of house that 

their family might be facing, for example, security and communication related problems. Because of this, 

they may become alone and this gap of interaction with the social support providers create a sense of 

isolation and perceived social support lesser than females. Jeannie A. Perez (2012) in his study concluded 

that females achieve better results on the variables of positive relations with others and purpose of life 

better than their male counterparts, while males received higher scores on the variables of autonomy. In 

another study, (Sagone & Caroli, 2014) identified that male participants of their study receive significantly 

higher score on the variable of environmental mastery as compared to female participants. A third factor 

may be due to physiological difference and genetic disposition (Boardman, Blalock, & Button, 2008). 

Females are generally perceived as being male dependent and supposedly physically less powerful, so in 

return they get more sympathy which may lead to high perceived social support.  

 

Socio-culturally, disproportionate support of university administration, teachers, relatives and many 

other person to the female gender are one of the major causes of higher levels of moral, interest, confidence 

and motivation among them. On the other hand, the ability of receiving social support is also better among 

female adolescents that gives them an edge over male adolescents. The higher test scores of perceived 

social support of significant others among female students indicates that this source of support ultimately 

impacts their psychological well-being. On the other hand, the lower score of male respondents indicates 

that lower perceived social support of significant others among male student increases their vulnerability to 

various psychosocial problems including depression, anxiety and stress. 

 

During the adolescent age, various issues can be resolved only by family members (Moore et al., 

2002). Generally, females express their emotions more easily than males (Hess et al., 2000). In a broader 

social context, females as compared to male university students spend a greater time with their family 

members due to their pattern of social life while males spend much of their time out of home with friends, 

playing outdoor games or taking care of family related outdoor tasks like purchasing of grocery items, 

maintenance of vehicles, the house and facilitation of transportation for all family members. The greater 

chances of interaction for female adolescents with family members creates a better emotional attachment 

with the family, better chances of sharing personal problems and chances of greater support. Higher score 
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of perceived social support of family among female gender indicating that family support impact on 

academic performance and psychological wellbeing. 

 

Up to certain extent, the possible contributing factors to mental health are common for males and 

females. For example, rapid technological over load, bombardment of information through various social 

and electronic media, developing philosophy of life on individual basis instead of following a moral compass, 

confusion of family structure and individual role conflict within the family, detachment from grand narrative, 

financial and economic constraints, poor access to and availability of health care facilities, stigmas related 

to treatments of mental illnesses, divided education system on socioeconomic basis and above all, 

transitional change from dependent college life to independent university survival, with its accompanying 

intense academic pressure from various sources, poor transportation facilities and poor or no provision of 

mental health treatment facilities and counseling services.  

 

During university life both genders face various problems that contribute to psychological distress 

and are equally vulnerable to psychological distress. Although, looking at the overall statistics, both genders 

have common mental health issues with no significant difference found in the cases of two major 

contributing elements of psychological distress, i.e. anxiety and stress, the current research has identified 

a marginal significant difference in the case of depression, which is also a major element of psychological 

distress.  

 

5. Conclusion 

Consequently, it is noted that, ignorance and social isolation of male students is increasing. Social 

expectations of greater independence of males and assumptions that they do not require nearly as much 

attention and support as their female counterparts do, accompanied by environmental mismatches and 

extraordinary perceptions are creating various psychosocial problems among male students. Neglect due 

to the higher gender based expectations from males and superior gender based perception as well as social 

isolation resulting from the prevalent inability of males to make closer and better social relationships is 

making male students more vulnerable to psychological distress, specifically depression, in comparison to 

females (Rosenfield & Mouzon, 2013). The finding of this research is similar to the prior researches (Ben-

Ari & Gil, 2004; Koeske & Koeske, 1989; MacGeorge, Samter, & Gillihan, 2005), which also contend that 

there is a significant negative relationship between social support, especially that of one’s peers and 

depression. 

 

5.1 Limitation and Future Direction 

To see the substantial association between perceived social support and psychological distress of 

student population of both male and female genders, it is recommended to include the students from other 

remaining levels of education including primary, secondary and higher secondary education. By adding 
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various levels of education, the students belonging from other age groups will also be under consideration 

and a conclusion may be drawn that may be helpful to develop long term educational strategies and policies 

for decision makers. Another important issue for further research is to study the relationship of perceived 

social support on some other relevant variables such as self-esteem and emotional intelligence. Other 

demographic variables e.g., family structure and birth order may also be included in future studies. 

 

5.2 Implication of the Study 

This study paves way for further research in this area as to ensure a systematic distribution of 

social support across the two genders. It is implicated that university students need careful dealing and 

handling by various social influencers including parents, teachers, university management and other 

relevant policy makers. Most of the male students are very reserved and are unable to openly demonstrate 

their personal reservations from negative behavior of people. Such attitudes from the society towards 

gender signifies the fact that providing social support to one gender is being done at the expense of 

damaging the support system for the other gender, thence leading to negative results.     
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