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ABSTRACT

Academic stress has become a major psychological concern among emerging adults,
particularly in competitive higher education environments. Students are often required to
meet high academic standards while simultaneously managing developmental transitions,
social expectations, and future career uncertainty. While academic stress is widely studied in
relation to anxiety and depression, comparatively less emphasis has been placed on
understanding the protective role of perceived social support within academic contexts. The
present study aimed to examine the relationship between perceived social support and
academic stress among young adults aged 18-25 years. Using standardized self-report
measures, data were collected from 109 participants. Independent sample t-tests and
Pearson’s correlation were applied to analyze gender differences and relational patterns. The
findings revealed no significant gender differences in perceived social support or academic
stress. Furthermore, no significant relationship was found between perceived social support
and academic stress. Although theoretical frameworks strongly emphasize the stress-
buffering function of social support, the present findings suggest that academic stress may be
influenced by multiple structural and psychological factors beyond interpersonal support. The
study highlights the need for holistic institutional approaches addressing both emotional well-
being and structural academic pressures in emerging adulthood.

Keywords: Perceived Social Support, Academic Stress, Gender Differences, Academic Arena,
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cademic stress has increasingly become a defining psychological experience among

students in higher education. In contemporary academic systems, students are

exposed to continuous assessments, competitive grading, performance benchmarks,
and societal expectations. These academic demands often intersect with developmental
transitions, identity formation, and professional uncertainty, creating a complex
psychological environment.

Emerging adulthood, typically spanning 18 to 25 years, represents a transitional
developmental stage marked by identity exploration, instability, and increasing
independence (Arnett, 2000). During this phase, individuals actively negotiate career
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decisions, social relationships, and self-definition. Academic institutions become central
arenas where performance evaluation and peer comparison significantly shape self-esteem
and perceived competence.

The Transactional Model of Stress and Coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) conceptualizes
stress as a dynamic interaction between environmental demands and individual appraisal.
Stress arises when individuals perceive academic demands as exceeding their coping
resources. Thus, stress is not solely determined by workload but by the subjective evaluation
of one’s ability to manage it.

In this context, perceived social support plays a theoretically crucial role. Perceived social
support refers to the belief that others are available to provide emotional comfort, practical
assistance, and guidance when needed (Procidano & Heller, 1983). Importantly, it is the
perception of availability rather than actual received support that significantly influences
psychological outcomes.

The Stress-Buffering Hypothesis (Cohen & Wills, 1985) proposes that social support
mitigates the harmful effects of stress by influencing cognitive appraisal. When students
believe they are supported, they may reinterpret academic challenges as manageable rather
than threatening. This reappraisal reduces emotional distress and promotes adaptive coping
strategies.

However, despite strong theoretical foundations, empirical findings regarding the buffering
effect of perceived social support are not universally consistent. Cultural, institutional, and
structural academic pressures may moderate its effectiveness. Therefore, examining
perceived social support within the Indian academic context becomes particularly relevant.

Significance

The significance of the present study lies in its attempt to examine perceived social support
as a psychological resource within the academic stress framework. While numerous studies
have focused on the consequences of academic stress such as anxiety, depression, and
reduced academic performance, comparatively fewer investigations have examined whether
perceived social support functions as a buffering mechanism in competitive academic
environments. By exploring the relationship between perceived social support and academic
stress, the present study broadens the understanding of coping processes beyond individual
traits and highlights the role of interpersonal perceptions in stress appraisal.

Second, the study holds developmental significance as it focuses on emerging adulthood, a
transitional stage marked by identity exploration, heightened sensitivity to evaluation, and
increasing academic responsibility. During this period, social relationships with family,
peers, and significant others play an essential role in emotional regulation and psychological
stability. Understanding whether perceived support contributes to stress management during
this critical stage provides valuable insight into developmental coping mechanisms and the
formation of resilience.

Third, the study contributes to theoretical discourse by examining the applicability of
classical stress frameworks, such as the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping and the
Stress-Buffering Hypothesis, within a contemporary academic context. Although these
theories emphasize the protective role of social support, empirical findings are not always
consistent across cultural and institutional settings. By testing these theoretical assumptions
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within a competitive educational system, the present research adds contextual depth to stress
and coping literature.

Fourth, the study holds practical significance for educational institutions. Academic stress
has become increasingly prevalent in higher education, and universities are actively seeking
strategies to promote student well-being. If perceived social support plays a meaningful role
in reducing stress, institutions can strengthen mentoring programs, peer support initiatives,
and counselling services. Even if support does not directly reduce stress levels,
understanding its role in student well-being helps inform comprehensive mental health
strategies that address both emotional and academic dimensions.

Finally, the study contributes to the growing discourse on student mental health within
competitive academic environments, particularly in the Indian context. Educational systems
characterized by performance comparison, high-stakes examinations, and parental
expectations may shape stress experiences differently than Western contexts. By examining
perceived social support within this cultural framework, the research encourages a holistic
and culturally sensitive approach to understanding academic stress, rather than treating it as
a purely individual psychological issue.

Objectives
1. To examine gender differences in perceived social support.
2. To examine gender differences in academic stress.
3. To determine the relationship between perceived social support and academic stress.

Rationale

In contemporary academic environments, students frequently experience performance
pressure, competition, and uncertainty about future careers. Although perceived social
support is widely acknowledged as beneficial, limited empirical attention has been given to
its buffering role in Indian higher education contexts. This study seeks to clarify whether
perceived social support significantly influences academic stress levels among emerging
adults.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Academic stress has been widely recognized as one of the most significant psychological
challenges faced by students in higher education. It is generally defined as the distress that
arises when academic demands exceed an individual’s perceived ability to cope effectively
(Misra & McKean, 2000). Unlike general life stress, academic stress is context-specific and
is influenced by continuous evaluation systems, heavy workload, competitive grading, time
management difficulties, performance comparison, and uncertainty regarding future career
prospects. According to the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping proposed by Lazarus
and Folkman (1984), stress does not originate solely from environmental demands but from
the individual’s cognitive appraisal of those demands. When students evaluate academic
tasks as threatening and perceive their coping resources as insufficient, stress intensifies.
Thus, academic stress is not merely the presence of assignments and examinations, but the
psychological interpretation of these demands as overwhelming or uncontrollable.

Research consistently demonstrates that prolonged academic stress is associated with
negative psychological outcomes including anxiety, depressive symptoms, emotional
exhaustion, sleep disturbances, and reduced academic motivation (Deng et al., 2021). In
competitive educational environments, especially those characterized by examination-
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oriented systems such as in India, the pressure to perform well is further amplified by
parental expectations and societal comparison. Students frequently report fear of failure,
performance anxiety, and feelings of inadequacy when they perceive themselves as unable
to meet expected standards. Institutional factors such as rigid evaluation methods, unclear
grading criteria, and limited academic guidance also contribute significantly to stress
perception. These structural pressures often operate independently of personal coping skills,
thereby complicating the stress experience.

Within this context, perceived social support has been conceptualized as an important
psychosocial resource. Perceived social support refers to an individual’s subjective belief
that emotional, informational, and practical assistance is available from family, friends,
teachers, and significant others (Procidano & Heller, 1983). Importantly, research
distinguishes between received support and perceived support, suggesting that the belief that
support is available has stronger implications for mental health than the actual frequency of
supportive interactions. Zimet et al. (1988), through the development of the
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support, emphasized that support may arise
from multiple sources, including family, peers, and significant others, each contributing
uniquely to psychological adjustment. Family support often provides emotional security and
stability, peer support offers normalization of shared academic experiences, and teacher
support contributes to academic confidence and guidance. However, the effectiveness of
support depends not only on its availability but on the individual’s cognitive appraisal of its
accessibility and reliability.

The Stress-Buffering Hypothesis proposed by Cohen and Wills (1985) provides a
foundational explanation for the protective role of social support. According to this
hypothesis, social support reduces the harmful effects of stress by influencing cognitive
appraisal and emotional regulation processes. When individuals believe that others are
available to provide assistance, stressful situations are interpreted as more manageable,
thereby reducing emotional reactivity. Social support may also promote adaptive coping
strategies such as problem-solving and help-seeking while discouraging maladaptive
avoidance behaviours. Numerous empirical studies have supported this buffering effect,
demonstrating that students with higher levels of perceived social support report lower
anxiety and depressive symptoms (Roohafza et al., 2014). Nevertheless, some research
indicates that buffering effects may be more prominent under high-intensity stress
conditions, suggesting that the strength of this relationship may vary depending on
contextual severity.

In addition to traditional buffering perspectives, Relational Regulation Theory proposed by
Lakey and Orehek (2011) offers a broader understanding of how social relationships
influence mental health. This theory suggests that social support operates not only during
crises but also through everyday interactions that regulate emotional states. Routine
conversations with friends, collaborative academic activities, and daily peer engagement
may subtly stabilize emotional responses and prevent escalation of stress. Within academic
settings, these ordinary interactions can contribute to emotional balance and reinforce a
sense of belonging. Thus, perceived social support may function as a continuous regulatory
mechanism rather than solely as a reactive protective factor.

Bandura’s (1997) Social Cognitive Theory further expands the understanding of perceived
social support by highlighting the role of self-efficacy. Academic self-efficacy refers to a
student’s belief in their ability to successfully perform academic tasks. Perceived social
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support may enhance self-efficacy by providing encouragement, validation, and academic
guidance. Students who feel supported are more likely to demonstrate persistence,
confidence, and active engagement in learning tasks. Conversely, perceived lack of support
may undermine confidence and increase avoidance behaviours. Some researchers suggest
that self-efficacy may mediate the relationship between perceived social support and
academic stress, implying that support may not directly reduce stress but may strengthen
internal coping resources that indirectly influence stress appraisal.

The developmental stage of emerging adulthood further contextualizes the stress-support
relationship. Emerging adulthood, typically between 18 and 25 years, is characterized by
identity exploration, instability, and heightened sensitivity to evaluation (Arnett, 2000).
During this period, academic success often becomes central to self-definition and future
aspirations. As a result, academic setbacks may be interpreted as threats to identity rather
than temporary challenges. Peer relationships and social belonging play crucial roles in
emotional regulation during this stage. However, intense academic focus may limit social
engagement, potentially reducing opportunities for relational buffering. The interaction
between developmental vulnerability and academic pressure therefore makes this population
particularly important for examination.

Research on gender differences in perceived social support and stress has yielded mixed
findings. Some studies suggest that females report higher perceived support and are more
likely to use emotion-focused coping strategies, whereas males may rely more on problem-
focused coping and may be less inclined to seek help. However, in competitive academic
environments, shared performance pressures may reduce gender-based differences in stress
experiences. Cultural factors also influence gender patterns, particularly in collectivist
societies where academic success is closely tied to family expectations for both male and
female students.

Cultural context plays a crucial role in shaping both stress appraisal and support utilization.
Much of the existing research on stress and social support has been conducted in Western
societies. In collectivist contexts such as India, academic achievement is often strongly
associated with social mobility and family honor. Parental involvement may be both
supportive and pressurizing simultaneously. While emotional reassurance may be available,
structural academic demands such as high-stakes examinations and competitive entrance
systems remain unchanged. Therefore, interpersonal support may not always sufficiently
buffer institutional stressors. This contextual complexity highlights the need for culturally
grounded research examining how perceived social support operates within competitive
educational systems.

Despite extensive research, several methodological limitations remain evident in the
literature. Many studies rely on cross-sectional designs, limiting the ability to draw causal
inferences. Self-report measures may be influenced by temporary mood states, potentially
distorting perceptions of both stress and support. Additionally, limited research has
integrated institutional variables alongside interpersonal factors. Longitudinal studies
examining how perceived social support influences stress across academic transitions remain
scarce. Furthermore, although emerging adulthood is recognized as a distinct developmental
phase, it has not always been separately analyzed in stress-support research.

In synthesis, the literature strongly supports the theoretical proposition that perceived social
support functions as a protective resource in stress contexts. However, empirical
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inconsistencies suggest that the effectiveness of support may depend on contextual, cultural,
developmental, and structural variables. Academic stress appears to be multifactorial,
shaped by workload, institutional climate, personal appraisal, and broader societal
expectations. While perceived social support is positioned as a buffering mechanism within
classical theories, its role within highly competitive academic environments requires
continued empirical investigation.

Research Gap

Although academic stress has been widely studied in relation to anxiety, depression, and
academic performance, limited research has specifically examined perceived social support
as a primary coping resource within academic settings. In many studies, social support is
treated as a secondary or background variable rather than being directly analyzed for its role
in influencing stress appraisal and coping processes.

Additionally, findings regarding the stress-buffering role of perceived social support remain
inconsistent. Few studies have explored whether support directly reduces academic stress or
whether its effects operate through mediating factors such as coping strategies or self-
efficacy.

Moreover, much of the existing literature has been conducted in Western contexts, with
limited attention to competitive educational systems like India’s, where performance
pressure and parental expectations are particularly intense. Emerging adulthood as a distinct
developmental stage has also not always been examined separately in stress-support
research.

Therefore, the present study seeks to address these gaps by investigating the relationship
between perceived social support and academic stress among emerging adults within a
competitive academic environment.

Findings
1. No statistically significant gender difference was found in perceived social support.
2. No statistically significant gender difference was found in academic stress.
3. No significant correlation was observed between perceived social support and
academic stress.
4. Academic stress levels were moderately elevated across participants.
5. Perceived support levels were relatively stable across genders.
6. Structural academic pressures appeared influential.
7. Emotional reassurance alone did not significantly reduce stress intensity.
8. Competitive academic climate contributed to stress appraisal.
9. Gender similarities suggest shared academic experiences.
10. Perceived support may influence well-being but not stress intensity directly.
11. Academic stress appeared influenced by workload and career uncertainty.
12. Institutional demands were prominent stressors.
13. Self-efficacy was not measured but may mediate effects.
14. Coping strategies likely moderate relationships.
15. Academic stress appears multifactorial and context-dependent.

Future Implications
1. Incorporate coping style and resilience as mediators in future research.
2. Conduct longitudinal studies to examine changes over academic transitions.
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3. Develop institutional reforms addressing structural stressors.
4. Strengthen mentoring and counselling systems.
5. Explore digital and online social support mechanisms.

CONCLUSION

The present study examined the role of perceived social support in coping with academic
stress among emerging adults. No significant gender differences or significant relationship
between perceived social support and academic stress were observed.

Although theoretical models emphasize the buffering role of social support, academic stress
within competitive educational systems may be shaped by structural and institutional factors
beyond interpersonal support alone. An integrated model combining emotional support,
coping skills training, and institutional reform may be more effective in addressing student
stress.
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