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ABSTRACT 

Aim of the Study: Psychological problems in Pakistan have increased due to 

rising violence and social disruption, especially affecting youth. In response, 

Virtual University of Pakistan has introduced online counseling through Adobe 

Connect sessions to support students. These counseling sessions are aimed to 

improve their coping styles which ultimately help the students to achieve their 

personal and academic goals. The present study aimed to identify the 

psychological problems students were experiencing; they reported study-related 

issues, financial issue, sleep disturbance, family related problems and other issues 

including anger issues etc. Moreover, study also focused on students’ perception, 

satisfaction and perceived effectiveness toward online counseling. 

Methodology: Descriptive research design was used and data was collected 

online through Google form from 40 with the age range of 21-37 years old who 

previously undergone trough counseling sessions.  

Findings: The study found that 27.5% of participants had used online counseling, 

with a majority facing study-related issues, financial stress, and sleep 

disturbances. Most students had a positive perception of online counseling, 

viewing it as more accessible, cost-effective, and less stigmatizing than face-to-

face counseling. Around 77.5% found it highly effective, with counselors 

perceived as caring and supportive. 

Conclusion: Overall, the findings highlight that online counseling is a valuable 

and effective support resource for students, offering a convenient and confidential 

alternative to traditional face-to-face counseling. 

Keywords: Online Counseling, Psychological Problems, Outreach, Distance 

Learning, Perceived Effectiveness of Online Counseling. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Mental health among university students is globally acknowledged as a significant public health concern, 

with the prevalence of psychological issues in this group steadily rising (Castillo & Schwartz, 2013; 

Hohenshil, et al., 2013). Therefore, mental health needs of students have become the focus of attention by 

university authorities (Prince, 2015). Several educational institutes have taken initiative to establish
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counseling centres to provide face to face mental health services to students in need. Despite the 

availability of on-campus mental health services and support, utilization rate of these services is very low 

among students. Almost 70% students, who can get benefit from on campus mental health services, do 

not utilize this facility (Strepparava, et al., 2015; Quinn, et al. 2009; Hyun, et al., 2006). The major reason 

that discourages people to seek face to face mental health services is the hesitation and stigmatization 

associated with psychological problems. Particularly, researchers have found that, in Asian societies 

people are generally less likely to feel comfortable in self-disclosure and have more avoidance rate to 

seek face to face counselling (Youssef, et al., 2014; Gulliver, et al., 2010; Heflinger & Hinshaw, 2010). 

Therefore, to bridge this gap, many institutes have taken initiative to overcome psychological and 

educational problems of students by providing online educational and mental health services (Doha, 2012; 

Perle, et al., 2011).   

With the advent of modern technology and access of internet, students can not only get educational 

facilities by merely sitting at their homes or being at distance rather they can seek information to 

understand and treat their educational and psychological problems. Internet based counseling services 

have continued to increase in its scope and effectiveness. It is helpful in overcoming the problem of 

distance especially people living in rural or remote areas, who may not have access to traditional 

counseling, can get benefit to seek counseling at their ease and availability (Perle et al., 2011; Robson & 

Robson, 2000). Online counseling centres have inherent quality to maintain the physical distance, privacy 

and visual anonymity of the students and are beyond from any geographical boundaries which make it 

more attractive option for students to seek for online services as no direct personal contact is required 

(Glasheen, et al., 2013). Furthermore, services provided by educational institutes have an advantage of 

being cost free which is beneficial for the students who cannot afford costly counseling sessions.  

Online counselling method has been proved a promising alternative to conventional counselling and as 

effective as face-to-face counseling (Gainsbury & Blaszczynski, 2011). There are number of students who 

are facing tension, stress, anxiety and other psychological problems and are in need of counselling but 

they avoid seeking for conventional counselling so, they prefer internet-based mental services with its 

advantage of experiencing no guilt or shame associated with disclosure of psychological problems. 

Researchers have confirmed that students perceive online counseling and support as more attractive, 

easily accessible and helpful in their psychological adjustment (Ching, et al., 2009). In a survey, Wong, et 

al. (2018) found that students considered online counseling as highly accessible and cost-effective method 

and majority preferred to utilize online counseling services than face to face counseling. Amstadter, et al. 

(2009) reported online intervention programs as an effective source of reducing and improving anxiety 

and depression symptoms.  

Though, different methods of distance communication (i.e. texting, chatting, voice call etc.) have been use 

since 1950s (Perle, et al., 2011) but mostly institutes providing online counseling relied on single method 

of communication. Keeping these methods in mind, Virtual University of Pakistan has taken the initiative 

to provide the online counseling facility to students via Adobe Connect Sessions which is unique and 

easiest method of communication and entails the characteristics of combining chat, video and voice 

calling service. These counselling sessions require no physical constrain, students just click on a provided 

link and enter into the counselling room where they can talk to the counsellor as per their feasibility as 

well as the method of communication is purely based on the choice of the students/clients i.e. they may 

only use texting method, voice or video calling or combination of any two depending on their requirement 

and a sense of anonymity. The Adobe counselling sessions are aimed to improve the coping styles of 

students which ultimately help them to achieve their personal and academic goals.  

As it is universally believed that students' ability to learn is not only affected by the physical and 

academic environment but it is also greatly influenced by the mental peace and healthy psychological 

wellbeing, so, maintenance of their mental health and provision of effective counseling services is the 

prior goal of university. In this regard, this study is being carried out with the aim to identify the problems 

distance learning students are experiencing. Another objective was to explore their general perception 
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regarding online counseling sessions. Furthermore, study also aimed to examine the level of satisfaction 

of students and perceived effectiveness regarding online counseling sessions.  

1.1 Objectives of the Study  

Objectives of the present study are to: 

 Identify a range of psychological, personal and social problems students are experiencing. 

 Measure perception of students regarding online counseling.  

 Measure students’ level of satisfaction with online counseling. 

 Measure students’ perceived effectiveness of online counseling.  

2. METHOD  

2.1 Research Design and Sample  

The study is descriptive captivating quantitative research approach. The sample of the study included 

students from bachelor and master degree programs. Students, who have already received online 

counseling sessions, were approached via email to respond to the questionnaire.   Almost 55 students 

were approached for data collection out of them only 40 responded to the on-line survey. Overall 

response rate was 72%. Original sample of the study comprised on 40 participants with age range of 21-

37 years old. Detailed demographic characteristics of the participants are shown in table 1. 

Table 1: Frequency, percentages, Mean and Standard Deviation of Demographic Characteristics of the 

study Sample (N=40) 

Variables   f (%) M(SD) 

Age    25.23 (3.03) 

Gender     

 Men  

women  

15(37.5%) 

25(62.5%) 

 

Family system    

 Nuclear  

Joint  

23(57.5%) 

17(42.5%) 

 

Employment status      

 Employed 

Unemployed 

13 (32.5%) 

27 (67.5%) 

 

family income   46325(17669.89) 

Marital status     

 Married  

Unmarried  

18 (45%) 

22 (55%) 

 

No. of children (for 

married only) 

   

 0 

1 

2 

3 

31 (77.5%) 

4 (10%) 

2 (5%) 

3(7.5%) 

 

Note. SD= Standard Deviation, M= Mean, f= frequency, %= percentage 

As shown in the table 1 of demographics, 37.5% of the sample included men and 62.5% were women. 

Sample belonged to both joint and nuclear family system.  
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2.2  Data Collection 

The data was collected online. Participants were asked to report the problems for which they approach the 

counselor as well as the frequency of online counseling were also assessed. To assess the perception of 

students towards online counseling, a 7-items questionnaire was developed (i.e. I believe online 

counseling has more advantage than face to face counseling). Participants responded on 2-point response 

choice (No=0, Yes=1). In order to analyse the data, descriptive statistics were used. Client Satisfaction 

Inventory short form (CSISF) developed by McMurtry and Hudson (2000) was used also measure the 

level of satisfaction of clients who received online counseling. The CSISF is consisted of 9 items with 

scoring on a 7-point Likert scale (i.e. None of the time=1, Very rarely=2, A little of the time=3, Some of 

the time=4, A good part of the time=5, Most of the time=6, and All of the time=7). The Cronbach alpha 

reliability of the scale was .69.  

3. RESULTS  

Initially participants were asked to report the frequency of seeking online counseling session. Majority of 

the participants reported that they never seek online counseling before (see table 2).   

Table 2: Frequency of Online Counseling (n=40) 

 Yes No  

Have you ever sought for online counseling before this session? 72.5% 27.5%  

  Never 1-4 times 4-8 times 

How many times do you use online counseling? 72.5% 17.5% 10% 

The results of table 2 showed that 27.5% of the participants have used online counseling services with 

17.5% opted services for 1-4 times and 10% for 4-8 times before while 72.5% have never gone for online 

counseling before this. 

Participants’ personal, social and psychological problems were also identified. (See table 3) 

Table 3: Personal, Social and Psychological Problems of Students  

Problems  f (%) 

Study-related issues  19 (47.5%) 

Financial issues 6 (15%) 

Family-related issues 5 (12.5%) 

Sleep-related issues 6 (15%) 

Others 4 (10%) 

Majority of the students reported that that they were experiencing study-related issues including exams 

anxiety, presentation anxiety, poor concentration, lack of interest in study, difficulty in managing 

workload, procrastination and stress of meeting timelines. In financial issues, students reported stress due 

to joblessness and financial crisis. In family-related issues, few reported to have issues with parents, over 

possessiveness for loved ones and one of them reported stress due to tantrum and mood swings of her 

child. 15% reported to experience sleep-related issues i.e. sleep disturbance, lack of sleep and sleep 

deprivation during exams. 10% of the students reported to have anger issues, difficulty in controlling 

emotions, low self-esteem, general stress, mood swings, tension and irritability.  

Furthermore, students’ perception toward online counseling was assessed. They reported to perceived 

online counseling better than or equally beneficial to face-to-face counseling as shown in table 4.   
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Table 4: Perception of students towards Online Counseling (n=40) 

No. Items Yes No 

1 I believe online counseling has more advantages than face to face 

counseling.  

80% 20% 

2 I believe online counseling provides a sense of confidentiality to 

clients. 

100% 0% 

3 I believe online counselor requires similar characteristics that face-to-

face counselor possessed. 

100% 0% 

4 I believe online counselor requires similar knowledge that face-to-face 

counselor has. 

95% 5% 

5 Online counseling helps the clients living in far places. 100% 0% 

6 Online counseling is an easiest and cost-efficient service for the client. 100% 0% 

7 Online counseling is helpful in overcoming the embarrassment and 

stigma associated with psychological problems.  

92.5% 7.5% 

Results indicated that most of the sample showed positive perception towards online counseling. Result 

indicated that 80% of the sample perceived online counseling better than face-to-face counseling. All of 

the participants considered online counseling as the easiest to approach and cost efficient providing a 

sense of confidentiality. Almost 92.5% of the sample perceived online counseling a better way to 

overcome embarrassment and stigma associated with traditional counseling. 

Students’ level of satisfaction was also assessed regarding the online counseling provided to them by 

university counselors. They reported to be greatly satisfied with the services (see table 5). 

Table 5: Satisfaction of Online Counseling (n=40) 

No. Items  None 

of the 

time 

Very 

rarely 

A 

little 

of 

time 

Some 

of the 

time 

A good 

part of 

the 

time 

Most of 

the 

time 

All the 

time 

1 People here seem to care about 

me. 

- 2.5% - 2.5% 12.5% 25% 57.5% 

2 I would come back here if I need 

help again. 

- - - 2.5% 15% 27.5% 55% 

3 I would recommend this place to 

people I care about. 

- - 5% - 10% 30% 55% 

4 People here seem to know what 

they are doing. 

- - - - 2.5% 27.5% 70% 

5 I get the kind of help here that I 

really need. 

- - - - 10% 25% 65% 

6 People here accept me for who I 

am. 

- - - 5% 15% 20% 60% 

7 People here seem to understand 

how I feel. 

- - - 5% 17.5% 25% 52.5% 

8 I feel I can really talk to people 

here. 

- - - - 15% 20% 65% 

9 The help I get here is better than I 

expected. 

- - - - 12.5% 22.5% 65% 

Majority of the student reported that they find the online counseling helpful and counselor’s attitude was 

positive toward them. They feel a sense of being cared and understood by counselor and services 

provided were better than their expectations. None of the participant responded on category 1 (none of the 

time). Only 1 participant responded on very rarely.  
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Lastly, students’ perceived effectiveness of online counseling. They perceived online counseling quite 

effective (see table 6). 

Table 6: Perceived Effectiveness of Online Counseling (n=40) 

 Not 

effective  

Slightly 

effective 

Moderately 

effective 

Very 

effective 

Highly 

effective 

Perceived Effectiveness  - - 5% 17.5% 77.5% 

Majority of the participants 77.5% reported to find online counseling highly effective while some find it 

very effective and only 5% found it moderately effective. None of the participant responded on category 1 

(not effective) and 2 (slightly effective).  

4. DISCUSSION  

The aim of the present study was to explore the Virtual University students’ perceived effectiveness of 

online counseling sessions. Results indicated that they would prefer online counseling to face to face 

counseling if they had to choose between the both. Reason behind the preference of online counseling is 

very much related to some cultural factors. Pakistan is a collectivist country where relationships with 

other members of the society and the interconnectedness between people play a central role in each 

person's identity. They are less likely to seek professional psychological help due to a number of factors 

such as cultural stigma and reliance on informal social networks. These factors create a hindrance in 

seeking face to face counseling and that’s why students demonstrated a high level of preferring online 

counseling. According to Richards and Vigan (2013) online counseling can have a similar impact and is 

capable of replicating the facilitative conditions as face-to-face counseling. Being first online university in 

Pakistan, in Virtual University online counseling is becoming more popular and viable form of counseling 

with advances in Information and communications technology (ICT). According to Zamani and her 

colleagues (2010) online counseling has been available and widely used as more users are going online, 

and it is important to note that more people will continue to look to the internet as a resource for dealing 

with their problems.  

Results of the present study showed positive attitude and tremendous effect in their life by using online 

counseling, these results similar to the results of the studies conducted by Zamani et.al. (2010) and Bato 

and Marcial (2016). Results indicated that students perceived counselor as a most positive figure, who has 

relevant knowledge and listening skills and clients felt more comfortable in sharing their problems. 

Students experienced empathy and unconditional positive regard in the counseling relationship. Where 

there is empathy, warmth, and positive regard in the relationship, the process of counselling is bound to 

be effective. The client’s experience of feeling empathically understood has been shown to be a primary 

component of effective counseling and the best predictor of a successful outcome. Skills and competence 

of the counselor were seen to play a significant role in making counseling more effective. 

5. CONCLUSION  

Overall results showed that students preferred online counseling more than traditional face-to-face 

counseling and they were satisfied with the services they got throughout the counseling sessions. They 

also showed positive perception towards the skills of the counselor.  

5.1 Limitations and Future Directions 

One of the major limitations of this study was its small sample size thus limiting the ability to generalize 

the findings to other counseling students. Therefore, the study recommends further research on larger 

sample size as well as to explore the gender differences between in the perception of online counseling. 

Additional areas of research should be considered to understand how attitudes toward online counseling 

related to some variables like age, gender, socioeconomic status, marital status.  
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