The Role of Neuroticism on University Students' Perceived Stress, and Whether the

Relationship Is Mediated by Social Support

Jana Milke

Positive Clinical Psychology and Technology — Bachelor Thesis

University of Twente
Faculty of Behavioural, Management, and Social Science
1% supervisor: Dr. Thomas R. Vaessen
2" supervisor: Lea Hohendorf

June 28", 2024



Abstract
Background. Stress is a common experience, particularly prevalent among university
students. Individuals exhibiting elevated levels of neuroticism are especially vulnerable to
stress due to their negative stress perception. Generally, social support can reduce students’
stress perception; however, there is limited understanding if social support operates among
neurotic students when experiencing stress. Therefore, this study aimed to investigate whether
social support mediates the relationship between neuroticism and perceived stress. Method. A
quantitative cross-sectional study was conducted, asking students (N = 130) to complete three
questionnaires: (I) the Big Five Inventory 44 (BFI 44), which measures personality traits; (II)
the Perceived Stress Scale 10 (PSS 10), which identifies the perceived stress level students
experienced in the last month; and (IIT) the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social
Support (MSPSS), designed to measure perceived social support. Linear regression analyses
as well as a mediation analysis were conducted to explore the relationship between
neuroticism, perceived stress, and social support. Results. The analyses revealed significant
correlations between neuroticism and perceived stress, neuroticism and social support, as well
as social support and perceived stress. However, the overall total effect of social support in
mediating the relationship between neuroticism and perceived stress proved to be
insignificant. Conclusion. The study’s findings suggested that neurotic students do not score
low on social support and, as a result, do not experience higher levels of stress. Future
research should examine social support as a moderator variable in the relationship between

neuroticism and perceived stress.
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1. Introduction

For students pursuing higher education at the university level, everyday life can be
filled with high levels of stress, compared to their age-matched nonstudent population (Logan
& Burns, 2023; Niazi et al., 2020). The experience of stress can be explained by a
physiological or psychological response to internal or external stressors, leading to alterations
that nearly affect every bodily system and shape an individual’s emotions and behaviours
(American Psychological Association (APA), n.d.). This is most likely to occur when
individuals experience an imbalance between the perceived demands of daily stressors and
their perceived capacity to adapt to those demands (Drake et al., 2022). Additionally, stress
directly contributes to the development of psychological disorders, negatively impacts mental
health, and ultimately diminishes the overall quality of life of affected individuals (APA,
n.d.). Extended periods of stress can lead to the degradation of bodily resources, making
individuals more susceptible to suffering from physical or mental illnesses, such as depression
or anxiety disorders (Chen et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2017). Thus, effectively managing stress is
essential for sustaining optimal mental health, specifically among university students who are
highly susceptible to psychological distress and mental disorders (Logan & Burns, 2023).
1.1 Stress Among University Students

During their academic years, students constantly experience new challenges, leading
to high levels of stress due to emotional, academic, and social challenges, such as academic
pressure, and establishing new social connections (Baqutayan, 2011; Niazi et al., 2020; ul
Hagq et al., 2018). Furthermore, as students go through the process of developing their identity
during the transition of maturation and autonomy, they become more vulnerable to feelings of
sadness and challenging situations. This can lead to a higher incidence of depression and
perceived stress (Logan & Burns, 2023; ul Haq et al., 2018). As students advance to higher
levels of education, they encounter increasingly demanding situations, for example, complex

syllabuses and challenging assignments (Asif et al., 2020). In a study by Schwanzer et al.



(2022), approximately 47% of the German undergraduate students suffered from
psychological distress and exhaustion. Examining this phenomenon is an essential research
aspect given that the prevalence of stress is constantly increasing, which simultaneously puts
students at greater risk of academic failure and dropping out (Baik et al., 2019). It is
challenging to ascertain whether there is an actual increase in the number of students
experiencing stress or whether it is due to a heightened awareness and destigmatisation of
mental health issues (Linden & Stuart, 2020). Nonetheless, elevated levels of stress prevalent
in the academic environment pose a potential threat to students’ mental health and can persist
as a challenge throughout their professional lives if they lack effective strategies for managing
stress (Pietruszka, 2017).

However, to fully understand the growing incidence of stress among students, it is
fundamental to comprehend the elements that impact an individual’s behaviour while dealing
with stressful situations. Personality attributes greatly influence this condition. Research has
shown that certain personality traits, including neuroticism, can affect how people perceive
and respond to stress. Therefore, it is critical to examine how neurotic individuals handle
stress, as they have a heightened susceptibility to negative feelings (Schwanzer et al., 2022).
1.2 Neuroticism and Perceived Stress

When having a closer look at stress, the linkage between neuroticism and perceived
stress offers insight into variations in cognitive and emotional patterns among individuals
(Costa & McCrae, 1992). Neuroticism, one of the Big Five personality traits, can be
conceptualised as the tendency to exhibit emotional instability (Costa & McCrae, 1992). This
trait plays a significant role in stress perception, leading to less emotional regulation and
negative mood experiences among neurotic people. Individuals with higher levels of
neuroticism tend to experience unpleasant emotions, such as frustration and self-
consciousness, followed by emotional consequences like depression and anxiety (Chen et al.,

2022; Costa & McCrae, 1992; DeLongis & Holtzman, 2005). Multiple studies, including a



longitudinal study by Yusoff et al. (2013), have shown that among students, neuroticism
emerged as the most influential determinant of perceived stress during periods of increased
stress, such as final exams. Therefore, students with higher levels of neuroticism are more
prone to encountering psychological distress compared to those with lower levels of
neuroticism (Morgan & de Bruin, 2010; Yusoff et al., 2013).

Particularly when experiencing situations with high levels of stress, students often
tend to share their emotions with peers, as it can change their subjective evaluation of these in
a positive direction (Wagner et al., 2015). Thus, in environments such as the university
environment, which involves interaction with others, it is possible that social support plays a
role in students’ stress perception (Erzen & Ozabaci, 2023).

1.3 Social Support

Neuroticism is a key factor in many domains of life, one of which is social support.
Cobb (1976) was among the first to define social support as a sense of care, value, and
inclusion within a network of reciprocal relationships. However, according to Adbul Aziz et
al. (2023), the absence of social interaction and emotional support, combined with the
presence of social loneliness, leads to a decline in students’ ability to deal with stress as well
as a decline in their psychological well-being. The lack of adequate social support leads to a
sense of isolation, potentially intensifying the perception of risks, making them appear more
dangerous than they actually are. This elevated negative evaluation leads to increased levels
of stress (Szkody et al., 2021).

When focusing on neurotic individuals, there is limited research regarding the role
social support plays among neurotic students during periods of stress. Nonetheless, some
studies have demonstrated that individuals scoring higher on neuroticism have low levels of
social support (Chang et al., 2015; Yu & Hu, 2022). Additionally, Luszczynska and Cieslak
(2006) found that individuals with emotional instability, an attribute of neuroticism

characterised by reduced emotional endurance and heightened emotional sensitivity, are less



likely to engage in social interactions. This can be explained by their perception that social
relations per se can be a source of negative emotion and an additional source of stress, which
in turn leads to a reduction of perceived social support (Luszczynska & Cieslak, 2006).
Consequently, neurotic individuals feel left alone in times of need and report not having
enough social resources they could turn to (Swickert & Owens, 2010). Furthermore, as stated
by Yu and Hu (2022), individuals with neurotic tendencies face difficulties in engaging in
social activities and interactions, leading to the development of weaker social connections.

Particularly for university students, the belief that others offer support can help their
perceived ability to cope with daily stress (Baqutayan, 2011). As McLean et al. (2023) and
Metts and Craske (2023) have shown in their research, family and friends serve as important
social resources that assist students in overcoming obstacles by helping them reinterpret the
circumstances or by altering their perspective of uncomfortable situations. Nevertheless, the
absence of social support raises students’ stress levels because they have fewer social
resources to cope with life’s obstacles. Thus, the lack of social support significantly increases
the level of perceived stress among students (Baqutayan, 2011; Metts & Craske, 2023). In
addition, studies suggest that students who have experienced social support networks are
more capable of managing stress, whereas those who lack support from peers, family, and
significant others are more susceptible to mental health issues such as depression and stress
(Bukhari & Afzal, 2018). Therefore, neurotic students are more vulnerable to stress, and a
relative lack of social support may further increase their stress level.
1.4 The Present Study

Given the impact of perceived stress on university students, it is essential to know how
neurotic students react to stressful situations. While earlier research has focused on the
individual variables, namely neuroticism, stress, and social support, only little is known about
how these factors interact. Prior literature has demonstrated that neuroticism leads to

increased stress, while social support has the opposite effect. However, the goal of the current



study was to provide further insights into whether social support mediates the association
between neuroticism and perceived stress. Specifically, the study aimed to determine if
neurotic students tend to have less social support and consequently experience higher levels
of perceived stress. This leads to the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Neuroticism is positively associated with perceived stress.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Neuroticism is negatively associated with social support.

Hypothesis 3 (H3):  Social support is negatively associated with perceived stress.

Hypothesis 4 (H4):  Social support mediates the association between neuroticism and

perceived stress.
2. Method
2.1 Participants

This study was approved by the ethics committee of the faculty of Behavioural
Management and Social Sciences (BMS) at the University of Twente prior to its execution
(date of approval: March 25, 2024; reference number: 240337).

Using a convenience sampling method, potential participants were invited via the
researcher’s social media platforms to take part in the quantitative online survey using the
Qualtrics website. The survey was available to all those who had the survey link, and
participants could share the link with other students. Additionally, the survey was distributed
using the SONA system, an online platform designed to allocate 0.25 academic credits to
students studying behavioural sciences at the University of Twente.

Moreover, the present study incorporated three inclusion criteria for participant
selection: (1) individuals must be a minimum of 18 years old; (2) they must be university
students; and (3) they must be proficient in either the English or German language.

Participants who did not meet these inclusion criteria were excluded from the study.



2.2 Procedure

The survey was distributed via Instagram, WhatsApp, and the SONA system. The data
for this study were collected using the survey platform Qualtrics, which enabled participants
to take part in the survey using their own electronic devices. Given that the present study was
a subset of a larger survey, it consisted of 113 items and took approximately 15 minutes to
complete.

Accessing the provided link offered an explanation of the study and its investigative
goal. The participants were then informed that their participation was voluntary and that they
had the freedom to withdraw at any time. Before proceeding with the survey, participants
were required to read the terms and conditions of informed consent (Appendix A). After the
participants’ assurance of confidentiality and anonymity about the information they provided,
they were then redirected to the survey questions. First, questions were presented to collect
demographic data, and then included an assessment of content-related inquiries (Appendix B).
When completing the survey, gratitude was expressed to the participants for their
involvement, and they were reminded to contact the researchers if they had any questions or
comments associated with the study.

2.3 Materials and Measures
2.3.1 Neuroticism

Neuroticism was assessed using the neuroticism subscale of the Big Five Inventory 44
(BFI 44; John and Srivastava, 1999). On a 5-point Likert scale, the participants were given the
possibility to express their agreement or disagreement, ranging from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree,” according to how well the statement aligned with their personalities. The
dimension of neuroticism encompasses eight items, with statements like “/ see myself as
someone who gets nervous easily.” Prior to calculating the scores, multiple items from the
BFI 44 dimension of neuroticism needed to be reversed-coded, resulting in three items,

namely 9, 24, and 34. The total sum score was calculated with a total possible range of 8 to



40, with higher scores signifying higher levels of neuroticism. Overall, the BFI 44 illustrated
satisfactory test-retest reliability. When looking at the dimension of neuroticism, the items of
the subscale showed good internal consistency reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82
(Arterberry et al., 2014).
2.3.2 Perceived Stress

The Perceived Stress Scale 10 (PSS 10) was employed as a tool to assess the extent to
which individuals perceived certain situations in their lives as stressful throughout the
preceding month (Cohen et al., 1983). The scale consists of ten items on a 5-point Likert
scale. The participants were asked to rate, on a scale from “never” to “very often,” their
perceived stress level with statements such as “In the last month, how often have you found
that you could not cope with all the things you had to do?” Prior to computing scores, it was
necessary to reverse-code several items from the PSS 10, resulting in four items, specifically
4,5, 7, and 8. The total score was then derived by summing the scores of all items, which
ranged from 0 to 40. Higher scores correspond to increased levels of perceived stress. In
Lee’s (2012) detailed review, the PSS 10 displayed significant psychometric qualities, such as
excellent test-retest reliability and evidence supporting the validity of hypotheses in both adult
and student populations. Additionally, the instrument demonstrates acceptable internal
consistency reliability (a > .78) (Klein et al., 2016).
2.3.3 Social Support

The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) was designed to
measure perceived social support from three factor groups (Zimet et al., 1988). The scale
covers a total of 12 items, distributed equally across three subscales, namely family, friends,
and significant others. On a 7-point Likert scale, participants indicated their level of
agreement or disagreement with each statement, ranging from “very strongly disagree” to
“very strongly agree,” with statements such as “There is a special person in my life who cares

about my feelings.” The total sum score was calculated with a possible range of 1 to 7, with



higher scores indicating a stronger perception of social support. Overall, the scale showed
good internal consistency reliability (a > .85) (Trejos-Herrera et al., 2018). Furthermore,
Zimet et al. (1988) conducted several studies that demonstrated the MSPSS’s strong test-
retest reliability (a = .85).

2.4 Data Analysis

The responses to the questionnaire were first exported into a Microsoft Office 365
Excel file (Excel version 16.85), a widely accessible tool for data cleaning. The data cleaning
process included removing incomplete responses from the data, correcting codes for
variables, and excluding inconsistencies or missing values within the dataset. The final data
sheet was then formatted into a dataset in the statistical software R Studio (R version 4.4).

To begin with, descriptive statistics were coded and calculated to give a summary of
all demographic variables, including age, gender, nationality, and educational level. A
descriptive analysis was conducted to calculate the means (M), the standard deviations (SD),
and the minimum and maximum scores of the four variables.

The next step involved checking for violations of parametric assumptions, specifically
the assumptions of linearity, normality, equal variance, and independence. While a linear
regression analysis was conducted to assess linearity, the Shapiro-Wilk test was used to test
the assumption of normality (Shapiro & Wilk, 1965). The third assumption was equal
variance, which was checked through a Breusch-Pagan test (Breusch & Pagan, 1979). Lastly,
the assumption of independence was tested using the Durbin-Watson test (Durban & Watson,
1950).

Once all assumptions were checked, statistical analyses were conducted to address the
research question as well as the hypotheses. To test the first three hypotheses, linear
regression analyses were used to test and analyse the strength of the relationship between
neuroticism, perceived stress, and social support. Focusing on the fourth hypothesis, a causal

mediation analysis was used. This analysis provided measures of the results’ robustness
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through a sensitivity analysis (Chi et al., 2022). Finally, the mediation effect of social support
on the association between neuroticism and stress was examined using the process R code
developed by Hayes (2022).
3. Results

3.1 Descriptive Statistics

Out of the 187 participants who initiated the questionnaire, 52 individuals failed to
complete it, resulting in their removal from the sample due to missing data. Additionally, five
individuals were excluded from the sample for not providing the required consent, resulting in
a final sample size of 130 participants. According to Table 1, in total, 83 females, 44 males,
and 3 non-binary individuals participated in the study. The majority of participants were
German and in their third year of pursuing a bachelor’s degree (see Table 1).
Table 1

Distribution of Age, Gender, Nationality, and Educational Level in the Study

Demographic Variables n %
Age
Mean 22.04
Standard Deviation 1.96
Gender
Male 44 33.85
Female 83 63.85
Non-binary / Third gender 3 2.31
Prefer not to say 0
Nationality
German 107 82.31
Dutch 6 4.62
Other 17 13.08
Education Level
First year bachelor 19 14.62
Second year bachelor 24 18.46

Third year bachelor 67 51.54
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Pre-Master 10 7.69

Master 9 6.92

PhD 1 0.77
Note. N=130.

The BFI 44 neuroticism scale’s mean in the sample was 25.4, with a standard
deviation of 5.9. Yang and Koo (2022) found similar results in a Taiwanese student sample.
The current sample displayed a range of values, with the lowest being 13 and the highest
being 38.

For the PSS 10, the mean score of 19.6 (SD = 5.9) was comparable to a previous study
by Denovan et al. (2019) that investigated stress levels in university students. The current
sample had scores ranging from 4 to 34.

The MSPSS had a mean value of 5.9 and a standard deviation of 0.9. When comparing
these results to a wider sample, the findings align with those of other university students
(Zimet et al., 1988). The sample distribution ranged between a minimum value of 2.1 and a
maximum value of 7.

3.2 Hypotheses Testing
3.2.1 Hypothesis 1

All assumptions, namely normality, equal variance, linearity, and independence, were
satisfied for H1. In line with H1, the effect of neuroticism on perceived stress was significant
(F(1, 128) =94.74, p <.01). Figure 1 shows that for every unit increase in neuroticism, there
was a 0.64 rise in perceived stress. The results indicate that there is a positive correlation
between neuroticism and perceived stress. This outcome provides evidence in favour of HI.
Additionally, neuroticism accounts for approximately 42.49% of the variability of stress, with

both the multiple R? and adjusted R? of 0.42.
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Figure 1

Scatterplot of Neuroticism versus Perceived Stress

Note. X = Neuroticism; Y = Perceived Stress.
3.2.2 Hypothesis 2

All assumptions, with the exception of normality, were met for H2. Therefore,
Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient, Spearman’s p, was employed instead. The
Spearman’s rank correlation analysis yielded significant results when testing H2, showing a
negative correlation between neuroticism and social support (F(1, 128) =4.32, p = 0.04).
When neuroticism increases by one unit, social support decreases by -0.03 (see Figure 2).
These results are consistent with H2. Additionally, the values of both the multiple R? and
adjusted R? of 0.03 demonstrate that neuroticism can only explain a small variance of social

support.
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Figure 2

Scatterplot of Neuroticism versus Social Support
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Note. X = Neuroticism; Y = Social Support.
3.2.3 Hypothesis 3

All assumptions for H3 were met. In accordance with H3, there is a significant
positive correlation between social support and perceived stress (F(1, 128) = 8.82, p = 0.004).
For each unit increase in social support, stress reduces by -1.58 (Figure 3). Moreover, the
multiple R? and adjusted R? were both 0.6, indicating that social support accounts for

approximately 6% of the variance in stress.
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Figure 3

Scatterplot of Social Support versus Perceived Stress

Note. X = Social Support; Y = Perceived Stress.
3.2.4 Hypothesis 4

Testing H4, the causal mediation analysis indicated that neuroticism had a significant
direct effect on perceived stress (p < 0.001). Neuroticism was also negatively associated with
social support, with a p value of 0.036. Additionally, social support had a significant negative
effect on perceived stress (p = 0.034). Nevertheless, when looking at the indirect effect of
neuroticism on perceived stress mediated by social support, this association was not
statistically significant, with a p value of 0.137. Considering the total effect of neuroticism on

perceived stress, a p value of < 0.001 indicated a significant association.
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Figure 4

Causal Mediation Analysis between Neuroticism, Perceived Stress and Social Support

Q= _.V Social Support \li: -87

Stress

v

Neuroticism
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v

¢ (total effect) = .64

Table 2

Mediation Analysis Summary for Social Support as Mediator on Neuroticism and Perceived

Stress
Effect Estimate SE t 95% CI p
LL UP
Constant 9.0263 3.2529 2.7748 2.5893 15.4632 0.0064

Neuroticism 0.6183 0.0663 9.3204 0.0000 0.4870 0.7495
Social Support  -0.8743 0.4182 -2.0908 -1.7017 -0.0468 0.0385

Note. N=130. CI = Confidence Interval; LL = lower limit; UP = upper limit.
4. Discussion
This current study aimed to expand on previous research by examining the role of
social support in mediating the relationship between neuroticism and perceived stress. The
findings demonstrated a correlation between neuroticism and perceived stress, as well as
between neuroticism and social support. Additionally, the study found a link between social
support and perceived stress. However, social support did not mediate the relationship

between neuroticism and perceived stress.
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4.1 Interrelations Between Neuroticism, Perceived Stress, and Social Support
4.1.1 Mediation Effect of Social Support

The result of our study showed that social support did not play a mediating role in the
relationship between neuroticism and perceived stress, which contradicts our expectations and
previous research. This indicates that a person’s neurotic personality trait does not decrease
social support and, therefore, a lack of social support does not increase the perception of
stress.

Previous research stated that individuals with emotional reactivity are less likely to
engage in social interactions because they perceive social relations per se as a source of
negative emotions. Consequently, neurotic students use social support less often to reduce
their stress level (Luszczynska & Cieslak, 2006). Additionally, Baqutayan (2011) stated that
neurotic students, with fewer social resources at their disposal, would experience significantly
higher levels of perceived stress due to a lack of social support. However, this study did not
observe this finding.

One possible explanation for this outcome is that the quality and satisfaction of social
support are most likely to determine the impact of a stressful situation. Multiple studies have
shown that the subjective evaluation of the quality of social support better predicts lower
levels of stress compared to the quantity of relationships an individual has (Benca-Bachman
et al., 2020; Porritt, 1979). Empathetic comprehension and constructive authenticity are
essential for effective social interactions and relationships when trying to minimise perceived
stress, rather than simply having a large social network (Porritt, 1979). Additionally, people
reporting greater satisfaction with their social support needed it less frequently compared to
those who are less satisfied and requested social support more often during stressful situations
(Benca-Bachman et al., 2020). Consequently, the mere presence of social support does not
lead to lower stress levels among neurotic students; rather, high-quality social support, even

in low quantities, can effectively reduce stress among neurotic students.
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Although our finding did not provide evidence for a mediation effect, it is essential to
consider other potential explanations. One possible reason is that social support acts as a
moderator rather than a mediator in the relationship between neuroticism and perceived stress.
Moderation, often referred to as a buffering effect, takes place when the existence of a third
variable, such as social support, affects the relationship between two other variables,
neuroticism and perceived stress (APA, n.d.). Cohen and Wills (1985) described the
relationship between social support and stress processes, with a focus on the stress-buffering
benefits of social support. They suggested that social support can influence how people
evaluate the pressures they face in their daily lives, and additionally, they argued that social
support can lessen the impact of perceived stress by diminishing the stress response and
directly affecting physiological or psychological mechanisms (Cohen & Wills, 1985). This
would indicate that higher levels of social support can reduce the perceived stress experienced
by individuals scoring higher on neuroticism, while lower levels of social support can
increase stress perception.

Particularly for university students, the belief that others offer support can help their
perceived ability to cope with daily stress (Baqutayan, 2011). Social support can reduce the
impact of stress by helping university students reinterpret the circumstances or by altering
their perspective of uncomfortable situations (Metts & Craske, 2023; Swickert et al., 2010).
These findings align with the notion of social support as a protective buffer in times of stress,
altering a person’s perspective and reducing the perceived aversiveness of a situation as well
as depressive symptomology.

Therefore, future research should focus on the moderation effect of social support in
the relationship between neuroticism and perceived stress. Since social support acts as a
protector for stress, it would be helpful to investigate if social support moderates the
relationship between neuroticism and perceived stress and see whether these results will be

significant.
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4.1.2 Neuroticism on Perceived Stress

Although the mediation analysis was insignificant, the study showed a positive
correlation between neuroticism and perceived stress. This finding is in line with prior
literature suggesting that neurotic students experience greater levels of stress compared to
those with lower levels of neuroticism (Schmidt et al., 2015). One possible explanation for
this relationship is that neuroticism impacts how individuals perceive and experience stressful
situations. More neurotic individuals display an increased susceptibility to consider events as
dangerous and exhibit heightened vulnerability to stresses (Chen et al., 2022; Schmidt et al.,
2015). Furthermore, Chen et al. (2022) found that individuals with higher levels of
neuroticism lack effective coping mechanisms and instead employ maladaptive ones, such as
self-blame and interpersonal withdrawal.

For future research, it could be advisable to incorporate an assessment of coping
mechanisms, such as problem-focused or emotion-focused coping, to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of the correlation between neuroticism and perceived stress
(Schmidt et al., 2015). Additionally, by assessing students’ coping techniques and trying to
prevent maladaptive ones, this could help neurotic students reduce potential stressful
situations by developing useful coping strategies such as cognitive restructuring or emotional
regulation (Chen et al., 2022).

4.1.3 Neuroticism on Social Support

In line with our expectations, this study showed that there is a significant negative
relationship between neuroticism and social support, indicating that if the level of neuroticism
increases, the level of social support decreases. Our finding aligns with the view that
neuroticism negatively impacts social connections, given that individuals who exhibit high
general emotional reactivity tend to be less sociable. Consequently, these people are less
willing to seek social support when needing help, as they perceive social interactions

themselves as a source of unpleasant emotions (Luszczynska & Cieslak, 2006).
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To enhance our expertise in this field of study, future studies should investigate
particular types of social support influenced by neuroticism and examine the development of
these connections over a period of time. These types may include, for example, instrumental
support or informational support (Metts & Craske, 2023). Investigating the impact of
neuroticism on the perception and effectiveness of different styles of support could provide
valuable insights into which kinds of support are most effective for those with neurotic
tendencies.

4.1.3 Social Support on Perceived Stress

Looking at the relationship between social support and perceived stress, our study
showed a significant negative relationship between those two variables, suggesting that when
students experience less social support, their perception of stress increases. A plausible
explanation for this correlation is that students who lack adequate support from their
immediate environment reported less emotional support, which impairs their capacity to
effectively cope with everyday challenges. This may be due to the absence of a friend who
could provide a different interpretation of a negative experience and offer new perspectives
(Metts & Craske, 2023). Therefore, the feeling of social isolation can result in a maladaptive
response to perceived stress (Adbul Aziz et al., 2023).

Future research can conduct investigations focusing on students’ feelings of loneliness
and examine if this factor contributes to the interplay of social support and perceived stress
(Szkody et al., 2021). In addition, it would be beneficial to help students enhance their ability
to cope with stress, particularly in the absence of sufficient social support. For instance,
providing individual or group therapy could enhance social skills and train an individual’s
ability to provide and receive social support (Benca-Bachman et al., 2020). Gaining this
knowledge may help prevent an increase in stress levels among university students.

Furthermore, future researchers should consider conducting longitudinal studies to

monitor changes in social support and perceived stress over a longer period of time, as it
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would offer valuable insights into the characteristics of these connections. It could be helpful
to investigate, for example, how social networks develop during the academic years or to
track changes in the quantity and quality of social support. Longitudinal research can then
provide new insights into the constantly evolving nature of social support among students
with neurotic tendencies.

4.2 Strengths and Limitations

Despite this study’s finding, limitations must be considered when assessing the results.
It should be mentioned that the study’s sample was a convenience sample, which may limit
the applicability of the results that were obtained due to the homogeneous sample.
Consequently, the study’s conclusion may not apply to larger populations or diverse
demographic groups, considering the sample may not fully reflect their traits or experiences
(Shen et al., 2011).

Additionally, a mediation analysis shows many constraints. Considering social support
as a mediator can result in a lower correlation between the independent variable, neuroticism,
and the dependent variable, stress; however, this does not establish causality. Alternative
mediators may provide more accurate explanations. Given that multiple factors influence
behavioural phenomena, situational testing cannot conclusively identify social support as the
actual mediator (Fiedler et al., 2011).

Lastly, this study revealed a ceiling effect for social support, indicating that a
significant number of participants express the highest possible level of social support. This
limitation lessens the sensitivity and the variability of the used measurements, potentially
misrepresenting the actual correlation between neuroticism, perceived stress, and social
support (Cramer & Howitt, 2004). Therefore, the presence of a ceiling effect may have
affected the non-significant mediation result, making it harder to fully understand the role of

social support in this case.
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Nevertheless, the study’s strengths illustrate the high reliability of the scales used to
measure neuroticism, perceived stress, and social support. A satisfactory level of reliability
indicates that the scales assess the intended instruments, with many items contributing to the
analyses. A dependable scale increases the credibility and precision of the study’s outcomes,
allowing for trust regarding variable measurements.

Moreover, this study has developed a guideline that could enhance students’ stress
perception and mental health. While the current study found that social support did not
significantly influence the association between neuroticism and perceived stress, it offered an
extensive analysis of the individual relationships between neuroticism, perceived stress, and
social support among university students. In addition, the study reveals valuable insights for
the development of targeted interventions that align with the needs of neurotic students, such
as promoting healthier social interactions and stress management techniques.

4.3 Conclusion

This study examined the relationship between neuroticism, perceived stress, and social
support among university students. Using linear regression analyses, significant correlations
between neuroticism and perceived stress, neuroticism and social support, as well as social
support and perceived stress were found within this study. Nevertheless, the overall total
effect of social support in mediating the relationship between neuroticism and perceived stress
was determined to be insignificant, indicating that neurotic students do not have less social
support and therefore do not experience increased levels of perceived stress. Given these
outcomes, future research should focus on conducting a moderation analysis instead of a
mediation analysis, as social support acts as a buffer for perceived stress. By comprehending
the interrelationship between these variables, educational institutions can develop workshops
enhancing the quality of social support and seminars that offer stress management techniques

within the educational environment, ultimately fostering students’ overall mental health.
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6. Appendix
Appendix A
Informed Consent

Please tick the appropriate boxes Yes
Taking part in the study

I have read and understood the study information dated 23.03.2024 until 31.05.2024, or it has O
been read to me. I have been able to ask questions about the study and my questions have been
answered to my satisfaction.

I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study and understand that I can refuse to answer ]
questions and I can withdraw from the study at any time, without having to give a reason.

I understand that taking part in the study involves answering the questions and that the response O
of those questions will be saved and used for an academic report.

Use of the information in the study
I understand that information I provide will be used for an academic report. ]

I understand that personal information collected about me that can identify me, such as [e.g. my O
name or where I live], will not be shared beyond the study team.

Future use and reuse of the information by others

I give permission for the [specify the data] that I provide to be archived in the researcher’s ]
database for two years, so it can be used for future research and learning.

Signatures

Name of participant [printed]
Signature Date

I have accurately read out the information sheet to the potential participant and, to the best of
my ability, ensured that the participant understands to what they are freely consenting.

Researcher name [printed] Signature Date

Study contact details for further information: Jana Milke [j.milke@student.utwente.nl]

No



Contact Information for Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain information,
ask questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone other than the
researcher(s), please contact the Secretary of the Ethics Committee/domain Humanities &
Social Sciences of the Faculty of Behavioural, Management and Social Sciences at the
University of Twente by ethicscommittee-hss@utwente.nl
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Demographics

Appendix B

Survey Questions

What is you age? (in numbers)
What do you identify as?
What is your nationality?
What is your education level?

Big Five Inventory

Here are a number of characteristics that may or may not apply to you. For each
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question choose from the following alternatives and indicate the extent to which you
agree or disagree with that statement:
I see Myself as Someone Who...

O

O O O OO OO O0OO0OO0OO0ODOLLOLOLOOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOLOL OO OO OOoOOoOOoOOo

Is talkative.

Tend to find fault with others.

Does a thorough job.

Is depressed, blue.

Is original, comes up with new ideas.
Is reserved.

Is helpful and unselfish with others.
Can be somewhat careless.

Is relaxed, handles stress well.

Is curious about many different things.
Is full of energy.

Starts quarrels with others.

Is a reliable worker.

Can be tense.

Is ingenious, a deep thinker.
Generates a lot of enthusiasm.

Has a forgiving nature.

Tends to be disorganized.

Worries a lot.

Has an active imagination.

Tend to be quiet.

Is generally trusting.

Tends to be lazy.

Is emotionally stable, not easily upset.
Is inventive.

Has an assertive personality.

Can be cold and aloof.

Perseveres until the task is finished.
Can be moody.

Values artistic, aesthetic experiences.
Is sometimes shy, inhibited.

Is considerate and kind to almost everyone.

Does things efficiently.

Remains calm in tense situations.
Prefers work that is routine.

Is outgoing, sociable.



O O O O O O O O
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Is sometimes rude to others.

Makes plans and follows through with them.
Gets nervous easily.

Likes to reflect, play with ideas.

Has few artistic interests.

Likes to cooperate with others.

Is easily distracted.

Is sophisticated in art, music, or literature.

Perceived Stress Scale
- These questions ask you about your feelings and thoughts during the last month. In
each case, you will be asked to indicate how often you felt or thought a certain way.

O

How often have you been upset because of something that happened
unexpectedly?

How often have you felt that you were unable to control the important things in
your life?

How often have you felt nervous and stressed?

How often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your personal
problems?

How often have you felt that things were going your way?

How often have you found that you could not cope with all the things that you
had to do?

How often have you been able to control irritations in your life?

How often have you felt that you were on top of things?

How often have you been angered because of things that happened that were
outside of your control?

How often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could not
overcome them?

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support
- We are interested in how you feel about the following statements. Read each statement
carefully. Indicate how you feel about each statement.

O

O O O O O O O O O o0 o

There is a special person who is around when I am in need.
There is a special person with whom I can share my joys and sorrows.
My family really tries to help me.

I get the emotional help and support I need from my family.

I have a special person who is a real source of comfort to me.
My friends really try to help me.

I can count on my friends when things go wrong.

I can talk about my problems with my family.

I have friends with whom I can share my joys and sorrows.
There is a special person in my life who cares about my feelings.
My family is willing to help me make decisions.

I can talk about my problems with my friends.



