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Introduction 

Social-emotional well-being has been consistently identified in empirical research as a critical component of first-year student 

success (for a systematic review, see van der Zanden, Denessen, Cillessen, & Meijer, 2018), with students who receive social 

support being more likely to optimally adjust to the transition to higher education. Research conducted in multiple countries 

has identified students’ transition experiences to be a potential source of stress during their first year of post-secondary studies 

(e.g., Australia: Molloy, 2016; Canada: MacDonald, 2017; United Kingdom: Coughlan, 2015), with trends over recent years 

showing increasing stressors for those entering higher education (e.g., competitively, financially, etc.). Despite growing 

research on stress in higher education, stress and negative consequences related to coping and psychological well-being remain 

 

The present exploratory study evaluated perceptions of actual support received in relation to stress and well-being 

among first-year students attending Canadian and U.S. higher education institutions (N = 126). Given that traditional 

assessments of received support account only for how often support was received, the present research examined 

unique effects of support quality in addition to frequency with respect to four distinct sources of support (family, 

friends, faculty/staff, institution). Following from empirical confirmation of received support frequency (RSF) and 

received support quality (RSQ) as distinguishable constructs, RSQ was found to significantly mediate effects of RSF 

across varied well-being outcomes (e.g., stress, burnout, quitting intentions) in relation to family, faculty/staff, and 

institution support. Overall, study findings highlight the importance of evaluating the quality of support received by 

first-year students during the transition to higher education and show faculty/staff support to be an important 

contributor to student well-being. 
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a pervasive issue (Welle & Graf, 2011), with qualitative assessments of first-year experiences showing stress to be one of the 

primary factors influencing students’ transition to university (Wrench, Garrett, & King, 2013).  

In attempts to identify critical resources that may help to mitigate negative consequences of stress for first-year students, 

research has shown social support to promote more adaptive coping and healthier behaviours (McKinley, 2013) and reduce 

stress during the transition to university life (Miczo, Miczo, & Johnson, 2006; Pancer, Pratt, Hunsberger, & Alisat, 2004). As 

social support represents an essential component of first-year student success, a deeper understanding of how students utilize 

social support during their transition to higher education is paramount in creating a learning environment that provides adequate 

resources for incoming students. Such an understanding may be obtained by assessing social support with measures that go 

beyond ratings of how often students receive support (i.e., support frequency) by further exploring the quality, accessibility, 

and utility of received support, as well as examining support received from multiple sources with methodologies that allow for 

specific comparisons. As such, the present exploratory research aimed to investigate the effects of the perceived quality of 

social support, and the source of support, in relation to stress and other well-being outcomes among undergraduate students in 

Canada and the U.S. during their transition to higher education.  

 

Theoretical and Empirical Literature on First-Year Students’ Social Support 

 

Social support is defined by Lakey and Cohen (2000) as resources from one’s social environment that influence appraisals or 

coping related to stress. Through the lens of Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional stress model, Lakey and Cohen 

consider social support to be an especially psychologically beneficial aspect of the social environment due to the supporting of 

individuals’ coping resources. The psychological benefits of social support have been examined extensively in research with 

first-year students. Overall, study findings consistently show social support received from peers, family, faculty, or one’s post-

secondary institution during the first year of study to be linked to better levels of physical health (e.g., Hartung, Sproesser, & 

Renner, 2015), emotional well-being (e.g., Mattanah, Brooks, Brand, Quimby, & Ayers, 2012; Mounts, 2004), university 

adjustment and retention (e.g., Friedlander et al., 2007; Pancer et al., 2004), academic performance (e.g., Walton, Logel, Peach, 

Spencer, & Zanna, 2015), and persistence (e.g., Chang, Sharkness, Hurtado, & Newman, 2014; McGonagle et al., 2014). 

Additionally, the link between social support and psychological adjustment has been demonstrated in both quantitative research 

(e.g., Hausmann et al., 2007) and qualitative studies (Thompson, 2008) and with students across disciplines (e.g., psychology, 

engineering, nursing) and countries (e.g., Australia: Cornelius et al., 2016; Canada: Pancer et al., 2004; Netherlands: Pluut et 

al., 2015).  

 

Largely, most studies conducted with first-year students have to date examined the frequency of received support, as opposed 

to the quality of support received. Thus, despite Gottlieb and Bergen (2010) suggesting that measures of how much support an 

individual receives should be supplemented by assessments of the quality of the support received, existing research with first-

year students has to date not sufficiently differentiated frequency of support received from quality of support received. As 

measures of support frequency only examine how often support was received (assuming that this support directly fulfills one’s 

needs), and do not reflect the quality of support received or if the support addressed one’s needs, research investigating more 

descriptive aspects of student support are warranted. Accordingly, received support quality thus represents an important 

construct to examine as a potential contributor to first-year student success alongside received support frequency, perceived 

availability of support, as well as personal coping strategies, stress levels, and other well-being outcomes (e.g., depression). 

Similarly, it is also possible that the magnitude of social support effects on first-year student adjustment could differ depending 

on from whom the support is received (e.g., family, friends, faculty, institution), given the potential for different sources of 

support to better address specific student needs (e.g., institutional support possibly better assisting with academic performance 

than family support). 

 

The Present Study 

 

The present exploratory study investigated the effects of frequency and quality of actual support received from multiple sources 

across critical student well-being outcomes with respect to four different sources by first-year university students in Canada 

and the United States. Specifically, the present study examined the extent to which the quality of social support received by 

students during the first month of their first semester mediated effects of frequency of received support on well-being outcomes. 

Informed by the theory of social support by Lakey and colleagues (e.g., Lakey & Cohen, 2000) and the transactional model of 

stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), the following hypotheses were examined.  
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Hypothesis 1 

Given empirical findings showing specific types of social support to be highly correlated yet represent distinct dimensions (see 

Cutrona & Russell, 1990 for a review), measures of received support frequency and quality were anticipated to be highly 

correlated among first-year students. Relatedly, it was anticipated that support frequency and support quality each would 

explain unique variance in the well-being outcomes. 

 

Hypothesis 2  

 

Following from assertions across theoretical paradigms of stress and coping (Lazarus, 2000; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) as well 

as social support (Cutrona & Russell, 1990; Lakey & Cohen, 2000), the quality of social support received by first-year students 

was expected to mediate the effects of basic support frequency (i.e., how often support was received) on well-being outcomes. 

In other words, the anticipated benefits of more frequent received support on student well-being were expected to be largely 

due to this support being perceived as high-quality in nature. Although the present study additionally examined the extent to 

which this hypothesized mediation was potentially moderated by source of support (family, friends, faculty/staff, institution; 

see Figure 2), specific hypotheses as to differential magnitudes of mediation by source of support were not proposed given a 

notable lack of existing research with first-year students in which the benefits of different sources of support are compared. 

 

Figure 1 

 

Hypothesized Model of Simple Mediation Analysis (Hypothesis 2) 

 

 

 

Note. Hypothesized model of simple mediation analysis (Hypothesis 2); focal predictor variable X = received support frequency; mediating 

variable M = received support quality from family, friends, faculty/staff, and institution sources. Dotted lines indicate direct effects 

hypothesized to be non-significant due to mediation. 

 

Methodology 

Participants and Procedure  

The study sample consisted of 126 students attending higher education institutions in Canada (89, 71%) and the U.S. (37, 29%; 

36 institutions in total). Concerning gender identity, 107 students identified as female (85%) and 18 identified as male (14%). 

Students’ mean age was 18.69 years (SD = 2.19), 87% reported English as their first language, and 68% self-identified as 

Caucasian. Students reported their current or intended disciplinary affiliations as formal sciences (e.g., computer sciences, 
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mathematics, systems science; 44%), humanities (e.g., arts, political science, psychology; 19%), natural sciences (e.g., biology, 

earth sciences, physics; 13%), and other disciplines (e.g., forensic science, nursing; 13%). Further demographic responses 

indicated that 98% were enrolled as full-time students and 6% were registered as international students. Descriptive statistics 

for all study variables presented in Table A1 (see Supplementary Materials). Approximately one month into the academic 

year, first-year undergraduates were recruited for three weeks via social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) and on-campus 

advertisements to participate in an online survey in exchange for entry into a prize draw ($50 Starbuck’s gift card).  

Social Support Measures 

The social support measures were designed to allow students to report on the helpfulness of the support received rather than 

choosing from a limited list of pre-determined actions assumed by the researcher to be supportive in nature (i.e., recipient-

driven vs. researcher-driven defined support; for more on the importance of distinguishing frequency from utility of received 

support, see Melrose et al., 2015). Received support frequency (RSF) was measured using four items assessing how often 

students received social support (0 = never, 4 = very often) from four different sources (family, friends, faculty/staff, and 

institution; one item for each) during the previous month. Received support quality (RSQ) was additionally assessed using four 

items reflecting the quality of support received by students during the previous month from family, friends, faculty/staff, and 

their institution (one item per source; 1 = very poor, 5 = very good). 

Well-Being Measures 

Received social support from each of the above-mentioned four sources was assessed alongside measures of well-being to 

examine if specific sources of support were more beneficial for certain well-being outcomes. Perceived stress was assessed 

using the short form of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-4; Cohen, 1986; full scale: Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983); 

this four-item global measure assesses stressful experiences over the previous month on a five-point Likert-type scale (0 = 

never, 4 = very often; α = .83). Burnout over the previous month was assessed using the emotional exhaustion subscale from 

the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI; Maslach & Jackson, 1981) modified to reflect academic activities (e.g., “job” changed 

to “studies”; 1 = never; 6 = every day; α = .94). Students’ feelings of loneliness over the past month was also examined via an 

abbreviated version of The Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (ULS-4; Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980) that included four 

items rated on a four-point Likert-type scale (1 = never, 4 = often; α = .80). Students’ general sense of belonging over the 

previous month was assessed with an adapted version of the Psychological Sense of School Membership scale (PSSM; 

Goodenow, 1993; e.g., “school” changed to “university”) that included nine items rated on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = 

not at all true; 5 = completely true; α = .80). Students’ intentions to quit was measured using six questions adapted from Hackett, 

Lapierre, and Hausdorf (2001) assessing students’ thoughts (three items; 1 = never, 5 = constantly) and intentions (three items 

1 = very unlikely, 5 = certain) of leaving their program, their university, and post-secondary education entirely over the previous 

month on a five-point Likert-type scale (α = .83). Finally, students’ life satisfaction during their first month of studies was 

evaluated using an abbreviated version of the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Pavot & Diener, 1993) that included three 

items rated on a seven-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .91).  

Results 

Rationale for Analyses 

Hypotheses 1 was assessed using correlational and collinearity analyses and Hypothesis 2 was examined using mediation 

models conducted with Hayes’ PROCESS Macro in SPSS with a bootstrap sampling size of 5,000 and bias-corrected 

bootstrapped 95% confidence interval (Hayes, 2013). To further explore the potential for different sources of support to 

moderate the proposed mediation effects (RSF → RSQ → well-being), parallel mediation models were employed for each 

source of support (see Figure 1). Due to preliminary MANOVA analyses showing consistent initial differences in the study 

variables as a function of country where the sample was taken from [F(14, 62) = 1.33, p = .215, Wilk's Λ = .769, partial η2 = 

..231; tests of between-subjects effects significance range: .037 ≤ ps ≤ .889, .000 ≤ partial η2s ≤ .057] and gender identity [F(14, 

62) = .887, p = .576, Wilk's Λ = .833, partial η2 = .167; tests of between-subjects effects significance range: .004 ≤ ps ≤ .968, 

.000 ≤ partial η2s ≤ .108], all main analyses were conducted with institution country and gender as covariates. For ease of 

interpretation, unstandardized effects were reported for all models. 
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Hypothesis 1: Tests of Collinearity 

Collinearity statistics for the hypothesized models were examined to test independent variance for each construct. As proposed 

in Hypothesis 1, acceptable collinearity values were observed, with all variance inflation factors (VIF) falling below 2.50 and 

all tolerance tests falling above .40 (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). As such, findings showed the RSF and RSQ 

measures to independently explain variance in the well-being outcomes (i.e., lack of multicollinearity) and provide empirical 

support for conducting the mediational analyses of Hypothesis 2 in which both variables were evaluated simultaneously. 

Hypothesis 2: Mediation of RSF Effects on Well-being via RSQ  

Results for models with significant indirect effects are presented in Tables A4-A9 in Appendix A (Supplementary Materials) 

and depicted in Figure 2. Direct effects of RSQ regressed onto RSF were significant for all models (.28 < R2 < .58, ps < .001) 

with results showing RSF to positively predict RSQ levels (0.49 < B < 0.74, ps < .001). 

Family support 

Mediation models showed the family RSQ mediator to directly predict greater life satisfaction, F(4, 107) = 5.09, p = .001, R2 

= .16 (B = 0.37, t = 1.97, p = .051); however, the indirect effect of RSF via RSQ was not significant due to a lacking direct 

effect of RSF (see Appendix C, Table C10). No significant indirect effects of family RSF via family RSQ were found on well-

being outcomes.  

Friend support 

Friend RSQ was not found to significantly mediate effects of RSF on the well-being outcomes. Greater friend RSF directly 

predicted lower levels of loneliness, F(4, 105) = 6.13, p < .001, R2 = .19 (B = -0.21, t = -2.71, p = .008); however, RSQ was not 

a significant predictor of loneliness (directly or indirectly from RSF). 

Figure 2 

Path Coefficients for Mediation Analyses on Well-being Outcomes 
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Figure 2 Note. Path coefficients for mediation analyses on well-being outcomes where focal predictor variable X = received support frequency 

(RSF) and mediating variable M = received support quality (RSQ). All coefficients are unstandardized and presented by source of support as 

follows: family/friends/faculty-staff/institution. Coefficients presented for paths between RSF and RSQ are for models predicting stress given 

similar coefficients among all outcomes. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. Significant direct paths were modeled, with solid lines indicating 

positive relationships and dotted lines indicating negative relationships. All model coefficients and standard errors are reported in Appendix 

A (Supplementary Materials).  
* p < .05, ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001. 

 

Faculty/staff support 

A significant mediation effect of faculty/staff RSF effects on burnout via faculty/staff RSQ was observed, F(4, 108) = 2.92, p 

= .025, R2 = .10, with a negative indirect effect of RSF via RSQ (effect of -0.19 and bootstrapped 95% CI of -.39 to -.03), and 

a direct effect of RSQ (B = -0.28, t = -2.33, p = .022) when controlling for effects of RSF. Faculty/staff RSQ was also found to 

mediate the effect of faculty/staff RSF on belonging, F(4, 75) = 12.02, p < .001, R2 = .39, with a positive indirect effect of RSF 

via RSQ (effect of 0.14 and bootstrapped 95% CI of .06 to .22), and a direct effect of RSQ (B = 0.28, t = 3.83, p < .001). 

Additionally, significant indirect effects of faculty/staff RSF via faculty/staff RSQ, and direct effects of RSQ, were found for 

stress, F(4, 111) = 2.77, p = .031, R2 = .09, quitting intentions, F(4, 108) = 4.92, p = .001, R2 = .15, and life satisfaction, F(4, 

107) = 2.69, p = .035, R2 = .09. Faculty/staff RSF had a negative indirect effect on stress through faculty/staff RSQ (effect of -

0.13, bootstrapped 95% CI of -.24 to -.04; direct negative effect of faculty/staff RSQ on stress: B = -0.21, t = -2.58, p = .011) 

and on quitting intentions through faculty/staff RSQ (indirect effect of -0.17 and bootstrapped 95% CI of -.30 to -.07; direct 

effect of RSQ: B = -0.27, t = -3.73, p < .001). Conversely, faculty/staff RSF indirectly and positively predicted life satisfaction 

via faculty/staff RSQ (effect of 0.22 and bootstrapped 95% CI of .03 to .45; direct effect of RSQ: B = 0.34, t = 2.12, p = .036).  

Institution support 

Institution RSF indirectly predicted lower burnout through institution RSQ, F(4, 107) = 2.40, p = .054, R2 = .08 (effect of -0.19 

and bootstrapped 95% CI of -.36 to -.04; direct effect of RSQ: B = -0.31, t = -2.65, p = .009). Institution RSF also indirectly 

predicted lower quitting intentions through institution RSF, F(4, 107) = 4.87, p = .001, R2 = .15 (effect of -.16 and bootstrapped 

95% CI of -.28 to -.06; direct effect of RSQ: B = -0.27, t = -3.94, p < .001).  

Post-Hoc Power Analyses 

Following the main analyses, post-hoc power analyses conducted with G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007; 

Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009) revealed acceptable power levels ranging from .738 to .999.  

Discussion 

The present empirical study aimed to explore the effects of received support on first-year undergraduate students’ well-being 

in terms of not only how often support was received during their first month of study but also the quality of that support. 

Additionally, potential differences in the extent to which the effects of received support frequency (RSF) on first-year student 

well-being was mediated by received support quality (RSQ) were explored in relation to four specific sources of support. Using 

a non-conservative approach rooted in Lakey and Cohen’s (2000) social support theory and Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) 

transactional stress model, the present exploratory study provides novel empirical evidence highlighting the importance of 

considering both the quality and source of support when examining how students successfully transition into higher education, 

particularly with respect to construct measurement and intervention programs.  

Study Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1: Received support frequency and quality are highly correlated but independent constructs  

Following from Hypothesis 1, relationships between RSF and RSQ were strong and positive as found in previous research 

examining specific components of social support (see Cutrona & Russell, 1990 for a review). As both constructs are effectively 

sub-constructs comprising the broader notion of received support, high inter-correlations were expected due to 1) both 

indicators of received support being derived from the same action(s), and 2) one being contingent upon the other in that a 
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supportive action must first occur in order for it be subsequently judged with respect to its quality. In accordance with the 

assumption that highly correlated predictors must explain variation in outcome variables beyond the common variance between 

them in multiple linear regression models (i.e., an absence of multicollinearity), VIF and tolerance tests showed RSF and RSQ 

to not be multicollinear and thus provide support for Hypothesis 1, and satisfy the assumption of orthogonality required to test 

Hypothesis 2. It is important to note, however, that as multicollinearity testing is more indicative of statistical variance inflation 

between predictors in a specific sample than of conceptual independence of predictors in a population, further research with 

other populations (e.g., in other countries) is required to establish the extent to which RSF and RSQ represent sufficiently 

orthogonal constructs more generally. 

Hypothesis 2: Received support quality mediates the effects of frequency on well-being 

The main analytical model explored the extent to which RSF effects on well-being were mediated by RSQ, and further explored 

whether these mediation effects differed depending on the source of support. Overall, these results provide evidence of RSQ 

being an important component of how the amount of support students receive facilitates their well-being during the first month 

of their transition to higher education, with mediation levels varying in magnitude depending on the specific source of support 

involved. The importance of RSQ from family members was highlighted by significant effects of RSQ on life satisfaction 

showing first-year students with higher family RSQ to report more life satisfaction.  

In contrast, notably few findings were observed for support from friends, with the sole significant finding showing greater 

friend RSF to correspond with lower feelings of loneliness. However, an increased risk of Type II error due to high correlations 

between friend RSF and RSQ in the present study indicate that the lack of findings for friend support may be specific to this 

study, particularly given previous research with first-year students showing peer support to correspond with lower depression 

(Friedlander et al., 2007), better health (Hartung et al., 2015), and higher GPAs (Mattanah et al., 2012). Moving beyond family 

and friend support, results showed faculty support to be empirically linked to better levels on more well-being outcomes than 

support from any other source, highlighting staff involvement and faculty mentorship as a critical area of future research 

investigation and intervention development for first-year students. Despite students in this study reporting relatively low 

faculty/staff RSF (i.e., floor effects), the present findings nevertheless indicate that the quality of support first-year students 

received from post-secondary faculty and staff, even if support was infrequent, can have an impact on their well-being during 

the first few weeks of the semester. Finally, findings showing the support received by students at the institution level to be 

associated with lower burnout and quitting intentions further highlight the potential importance of university programming as 

a whole in fostering first-year student well-being (e.g., freshman orientation programs).  

In summary, findings from the present exploratory study indicate that both received support frequency as well as quality are 

important contributors to various aspects of psychological well-being in first-year undergraduate students. As hypothesized, 

higher RSF via RSQ was related to optimal well-being levels. Furthermore, the magnitude of these relations was found to vary 

by source of support, with findings showing significant mediation for faculty/staff and institution support. Notably, RSF 

averages reported by students were lower for faculty/staff and institution compared to average RSF for family and friends, 

although average RSQ was relatively similar across sources (see Supplementary Materials, Table A1). Although these effects 

were relatively small in magnitude, they are consistent with effect sizes found in previous research on social support and mental 

health (see van der Zanden et al., 2018 for a systematic review showing relatively small effect sizes for support quality and 

other social-emotional well-being predictors of first-year student success) and underscore the importance of accounting for 

both frequency and quality of received support from specific sources in future research on the first-year experience. 

In further consideration of the observed effects of RSQ on well-being outcomes, one potential factor that could impact how 

students perceive support quality is if the support received matched their needs. For instance, the stress-support matching 

hypothesis proposed by Cohen and McKay (1984) asserts that the effectiveness of specific coping strategies is largely 

contingent upon the nature of support received matching the specific demands of a given stressor (e.g., financial support as a 

match for financial stress), and that there are ideal circumstances in which an individual’s needs will be satisfied. Given that 

received support is argued to be most beneficial when the type of support received matches the type of support needed (Cohen 

& McKay, 1984; Cutrona & Russell, 1990; Lakey & Cohen, 2000), students’ perceived quality of the support they receive, in 

addition to basic indicators of perceived frequency of support, should correspond with their use of coping strategies, perceived 

stress, and other well-being outcomes during their transition to higher education. As such, research that more explicitly 

examines the extent to which support received from different sources matches students’ needs in specific areas (e.g., academic, 

financial) would be a valuable contribution to the existing literature.  
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Limitations and Open Questions  

Beyond the unique contributions of the present exploratory study are some limitations to be considered. First, the present sample 

size was relatively small thus warranting future research with larger sample sizes (e.g., across institutions, countries) to replicate 

the study findings and address the potential for Type II error. Additionally, larger sample sizes would afford the use of more 

powerful structural equation models (SEM) that allow for the estimation of effects for all sources simultaneously at the latent 

level (as opposed to parallel regression models for different sources). Further to interpretation and generalizability, findings for 

all models predicting students’ sense of belonging also require replication with larger samples to address possible concerns due 

to lower response rates for this specific outcome. Although preliminary analyses revealed few significant differences between 

students who did or did not complete the belonging measure, results from the present study for relationships between received 

support and belonging thus warrant specific replication so as to afford greater confidence prior to generalizing to Canadian and 

U.S. first-year undergraduates at large. 

The second limitation of this study stems from attempts to reduce response burden, particularly in relation to parallel measures 

of source of support (e.g., RSF, RSQ), in that single-item measures were employed. With respect to abbreviated scales and 

single-item measures, existing research provides empirical support for considering parsimony in survey design to reduce to 

participant fatigue (Fan & Yan, 2010; Galesic & Bosnjak, 2009), with findings underscoring the reliability and validity of 

various single-item, self-reported measures (e.g., college students’ alcohol use, religiosity, and social life: Dollinger & 

Malmquist, 2009; student-rated college teaching effectiveness: Wanous & Hudy, 2001; job satisfaction: Dolbier, Webster, 

McCalister, Mallon, & Steinhardt, 2005). However, although face-valid measures are more readily understandable by 

participants and have been demonstrated to have comparable psychometric validity compared to corresponding multi-item 

measures (Gogol et al., 2014), they are nonetheless more vulnerable to error than multi-item scales (e.g., measures of well-

being outcomes), warranting replication with multi-item measures that provide greater specificity and internal validity. 

Concerning study sampling, the over-representativeness of female (e.g., compared to male) gender identities in the present 

sample relative to U.S. and Canadian first-year student populations also warrants further investigation, specifically, with 

samples that are more representative of first-year student gender identities to ensure appropriate generalization of findings. 

Selection bias also presents a limitation of sampling in that students who volunteered to participate in this study may have been 

motivated by confounding variables. For example, highly stressed students may have been more motivated to participate as 

compared to students experiencing minimal stress, or conversely, highly stressed students may have been under-represented if 

competing demands did not allow time to participate. Lastly, as the present study is limited by its cross-sectional design, future 

studies are encouraged to collect longitudinal data that would afford both greater confidence in causal inference and the 

examination of time effects. For example, longitudinal studies could allow researchers to identify patterns of variation in 

received support frequency, quality, and sources of support over time as students progress through their first academic year or 

their entire program. 

Recommendations for Future Research  

Considering the aforementioned study limitations, findings from the present study present a number of opportunities for future 

research, particularly with respect to qualitative methods, scale development, longitudinal design, and the examination of 

interaction effects. Firstly, further investigation using alternate methods of assessing the type of support received by first-year 

students is encouraged, such as qualitative methods (e.g., interviews, diary studies) to further probe if support received matched 

support needed (e.g., financial, academic, psychological). Qualitative research could thus be used to inform the development 

of an improved self-report measure of received support that assesses not only frequency but also quality, need, matching, as 

well as accessibility (e.g., for students at risk of stress or lacking adequate supports). Furthermore, qualitative research 

examining faculty and staff experiences in providing support to first-year students is recommended to obtain a more holistic 

understanding of the opportunities and barriers to supporting students in transition (e.g., faculty being hesitant to support 

students due to a lack of counselling training). 

Another recommendation pertinent to future research involves reassessing the way we quantitatively measure social support, 

particularly with respect to support matching. As alpha levels for combined sources of support were notably low for the single-

item measures assessed in the present study (RSF and RSQ), future research that examines combined support from multiple 

sources would benefit from the development of a multi-item scale that demonstrates a higher alpha level. For example, a scale 

recently developed by Naylor, Baik, and Arkoudis (2017) attempts to assess received support quality in terms of matching. 



Volume 10 (3) 2019  Maymon et al. 

 72  
 

Referred to as the Supported scale of the First Year Experience Scales (FYES), this measure examines support from university 

staff (e.g., being “given helpful advice”) and thus warrants more extensive examination in future studies with first-year students, 

particularly given the present findings showing faculty/staff support to be critical for student well-being. Another important 

consideration relative to the assessment of received support in future research is that multiple sources of support should be 

more closely examined, for example, to explore what specific types of support at the institutional level are most effective in 

promoting first-year student development (as opposed to composite measures of institutional support that collapse across 

support types; e.g., Cornelius et al., 2016; McGonagle et al., 2014).  

Longitudinal data on first-year student stress and social support could also provide useful indicators for academic support staff 

as to when support is most useful for students throughout the semester, such as in recent research from Australia investigating 

first-year student stress on a weekly basis throughout the first semester (Pitt, Oprescu, Tapia, & Gray, 2017). With respect to 

studies employing a longitudinal design, future research on how stress and support intersect with other individual differences 

(e.g., personality traits, social goal orientation, living arrangements, socio-economic status) would provide insights as to other 

potential moderators of the effects of received support on student well-being. For example, research investigating individual 

differences in self-regulation strategies of U.S. undergraduates has shown some students to prefer embedding themselves in 

socially supportive environments (vanDellen, Shah, Leander, Delose, & Bornstein, 2015), highlighting a potentially critical 

moderating variable.  

Practical Implications  

Following from recommendations for future research to examine the extent to which individual differences influence 

relationships between support and well-being, a deeper understanding of the mechanisms behind received support effects for 

both average and at-risk students could inform intervention programs at the institutional level. Continued research that 

emphasizes support quality could also be useful for informing institution-level support programs that involve college/university 

staff, such as in a recent study at McGill University in which the importance of matching students with university staff support 

providers based on specific student needs (Ng, 2017). Given results from the present study that indicate faculty/staff and 

institutional support to be especially important for first-year student well-being, institutional initiatives that invest in these 

sources of support are pertinent to ensuring that students receive high quality support that matches their needs.   

As such, greater efforts to promote faculty support of first-year students is also encouraged, such as at the University of Guelph 

in Canada where a recent initiative to involve faculty in supporting student mental health through casual pre-arranged volunteer 

visits with students in campus residences has shown encouraging results (Farr, 2018). Moreover, there are increasing calls for 

greater professional development resources for faculty to better enable them to handle issues related student stress and mental 

illness (see Auberach et al. 2018 for World Health Organization findings of mental disorder prevalence in first-year 

undergraduates). Given emerging research drawing attention to faculty burnout due to overwork (e.g., Sabagh, Hall, & Saroyan, 

2018), it is important that faculty be supported in their efforts to facilitate students’ psychological adjustment to higher 

education rather than be additionally burdened beyond their existing teaching, research, and service responsibilities. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the present research provides important findings with the potential to inform future research and program development 

in supporting students during the transition to higher education. As quality of support was consistently linked to well-being 

outcomes in the present study, future research following from the current recommendations may shed light on ways to provide 

quality support to undergraduates at the beginning of their first semester, particularly with respect to support from faculty, staff, 

and at the institutional level. The current study thus not only provides insights into the unique effects of support received from 

various sources, but also highlights the need for further research on the quality of social support received by first-year post-

secondary students in ensuring that they are able to receive support that matches their needs during this critical transition phase.  
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