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Abstract
Teachers play a pivotal role in identifying psychological difficulties in students and 
making timely referrals for professional help, which is crucial for promoting stu-
dent mental health. This gatekeeping function is particularly important in education 
systems, such as that in Hong Kong, where teachers are actively involved in school 
guidance and counseling activities. However, traditional teacher training often fo-
cuses on mental health knowledge and basic helping skills, with less emphasis on 
teachers’ attitudes toward help-seeking and referring students. In this study, 291 
secondary school teachers from Hong Kong completed measures of help-seeking 
stigma, attitudes toward referring students, and referral intentions using standard-
ized scenarios. The results showed that teachers with lower help-seeking stigma 
hold more favorable views about referrals, including lower projected stigma, less 
emphasis on independent problem-solving in students, higher perceived helpfulness 
of mental health professionals, and greater willingness to dedicate actions to facili-
tate referrals. Greater willingness to dedicate actions to facilitate referrals, in turn, 
predicted greater intention to refer students even after accounting for the perceived 
severity of student problems. In addition, teachers who had previously received 
counseling had lower help-seeking stigma. These findings highlight how teachers’ 
views and personal experiences with help-seeking influence their attitudes and in-
tentions toward referring students, underscoring the need for targeted school mental 
health training that addresses these factors.

Keywords  Adolescent · Teacher referral · Student mental health · Counseling · 
School guidance
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1  Introduction

Research has shown that more than half of all mental disorders have an onset during 
childhood and adolescence (Kessler et al., 2007). In Hong Kong, intense competi-
tion among students significantly contributes to high academic stress among adoles-
cents (Berry, 2011; Essau et al., 2008; Tan, 2017). Consequently, adolescents in Hong 
Kong often exhibit more depressive and anxiety symptoms, and lower self-esteem, 
perceived competence, and life satisfaction compared to their peers in other regions 
(Bogt et al., 2024; Chan, 2000; Essau et al., 2008; Luk-Fong & Lee-Man, 2013; Salili 
et al., 2004; Stewart et al., 1999). The COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated 
the mental health challenges faced by Hong Kong adolescents. For instance, a recent 
study involving 300 secondary school students found that approximately one-third 
were experiencing mental distress during the pandemic (Li & Leung, 2020). This 
represents a significant increase from the pre-pandemic prevalence rate of general 
psychological distress at 14.5% in this population (Ng et al., 2008). In addition, poor 
psychological well-being, lower level of family support, and negative impacts of 
the pandemic had been found to be associated with the presence of suicidal ideation 
among secondary school students in Hong Kong (Zhu et al., 2021), which has been 
rising in recent years (Hong Kong Jockey Club Centre for Suicide Research and Pre-
vention, n.d.). These findings underscore the need for enhanced support and resources 
to address the growing mental health concerns among Hong Kong adolescents.

Adolescents spend a significant amount of time at school and have daily interac-
tions with teachers. As such, teachers are well-positioned to identify students’ mental 
health problems and make timely referrals to professionals when needed (Depart-
ment of Health, 2004; Mo et al., 2018). Teachers’ gatekeeping role is even more 
important in school systems where there is a shortage of mental health professionals 
(MHPs; e.g., social workers, school psychologists) and reliance on teachers to pro-
vide student guidance and counseling, such as that in Hong Kong (Chui et al., 2023; 
Lai-Yeung, 2014).

Nevertheless, there are inherent challenges when teachers need to serve as both 
educators and counselors. Occupational stress in schoolteachers has been well docu-
mented in the education literature. Teachers in Hong Kong, in particular, reported 
significantly higher perceived stress compared to teachers in the U.K. (Tang et al., 
2013), and higher emotional exhaustion and lower personal accomplishment than 
those in Germany and the U.S. (Schwarzer et al., 2000). Teaching-specific stress has 
been linked to psychosomatic symptoms (Jin et al., 2008), and low job satisfaction 
has been reported along with high levels of depression and anxiety (Leung et al., 
2009) among Hong Kong teachers. A major concern related to teachers’ poor psycho-
logical health is that they may be less able to attend to students’ needs. For example, 
personal distress is associated with lower empathy (Kim & Han, 2018), making car-
ing for others more difficult. Increased focus on the self when one is depressed or 
anxious (Mor & Winquist, 2002) may also make it challenging for teachers low on 
wellbeing to identify students in need and make timely referrals. Besides teachers’ 
wellbeing, their experience in counseling may also impact their intention to refer stu-
dents. For instance, those who have benefitted from counseling may be more inclined 
to refer students. Having direct knowledge about counseling may also help teachers 
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talk to students about the process of receiving help when they make referral recom-
mendations (Watsford et al., 2013).

1.1  Relationship between teachers’ help-seeking stigma and student referrals

One of the predictors of whether people in need of mental health services would 
decide to ask for help is their stigma toward help-seeking. In particular, self-stigma 
of seeking help, defined as the perception that one’s self-worth is reduced when one 
seeks psychological help, is associated with low help-seeking intentions (Lannin et 
al., 2015; Vogel et al., 2006, 2007). While teachers’ help-seeking stigma hinders their 
intent to seek help when in need, it is unclear whether such stigma also impacts teach-
ers’ attitudes toward referring students for mental health support, which is the subject 
of the present study. Some preliminary evidence shows that teachers’ attitude toward 
help-seeking, a construct pertaining to one’s overall positive or negative perceptions 
of counseling (Vogel et al., 2007), predicted teachers’ referral attitudes and subse-
quently their referral intentions (Lee & Shim, 2024). However, the more personally 
implicated variable of self-stigma of help-seeking had not been examined. Moreover, 
in Lee and Shim’s (2024) study, referral intention was assessed in terms of whether 
teachers would refer a “distressed student” (p. 36) for support. The general descrip-
tor does not specify the kinds or levels of distress that students face, making it dif-
ficult to compare teachers’ levels of referral intention when they work with students 
struggling with similar difficulties. To gain a better understanding of how teacher 
characteristics contribute to their referral intentions, a more nuanced evaluation is 
necessary, such as one that considers referral intentions in the context of specific 
student situations.

Teachers’ stigma against help-seeking may influence their attitudes toward referral 
in several ways. First, teachers may make assumptions about how students respond to 
mental health referrals through the process of social projection (Robbins & Krueger, 
2005). For instance, teachers may think that students, like themselves, may feel self-
critical about needing help and should instead be self-reliant. Teachers may also 
think that psychological problems would work themselves out without intervention 
(Fischer & Farina, 1995), whether it is for themselves or for their students. Another 
form of projection can occur where teachers overestimate parents’ negative reac-
tions toward hearing about their child’s mental health concerns, thereby hesitating 
to report and delay the referral process (Hinchliffe & Campbell, 2016). In essence, 
teachers’ stigma about seeking professional psychological help may shape their atti-
tudes toward referring students for mental health support. In turn, according to the 
Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), teachers’ attitudes toward referral influ-
ence their intention to refer students for mental health assistance.

Studies have identified multiple factors that teachers consider when making refer-
ral decisions. For example, among primary school teachers in Australia, these aspects 
can be broadly categorized into student, teacher, and system-level factors (Hinchliffe 
& Campbell, 2016). At the secondary level, teachers in Hong Kong also reported 
student factors (e.g., severity and persistence of problem, willingness to be referred, 
familiarity with professional support, stigma), teacher factors (e.g., self-efficacy in 
handling student issue), MHP factors (e.g., perceived effectiveness, frequency of 
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interaction with students, quality of interaction with teachers), and additionally par-
ent/guardian factors (e.g., beliefs about the usefulness of referral, trust and collabora-
tion with teacher) that influence their referral decision-making (Chui et al., 2023). 
These findings suggest that teachers’ attitudes toward referral are multi-faceted and 
take different parties into consideration. When examining teachers’ referral attitudes 
and their correlates, the use of a general attitude toward referral scale (e.g., Lee & 
Shim, 2024) may not capture the nuances involved in predicting teachers’ referral 
intentions from various aspects of teachers’ attitudes about referral. Similarly, teach-
ers’ stigma of help-seeking may affect different aspects of their attitudes about refer-
ral, which may be missed when a general referral attitude scale is used. Research on 
teachers’ referral attitudes and their correlates may be advanced if we have a more 
comprehensive measure of referral attitudes.

1.2  The present study

The goal of the present study was to examine whether teachers’ stigma of help-seek-
ing would be associated with their attitudes about referring students to MHP, and 
whether these referral-related attitudes would contribute to their referral intentions. 
We hypothesized that teachers who have higher help-seeking stigma would have 
more negative attitudes toward referral, which would lower their referral intentions 
in accordance with the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Teachers’ wellbe-
ing and experience receiving counseling were also examined as potential predictors 
of referral intentions (Fig. 1).

To assess teachers’ attitudes toward referrals, the Thoughts About Referral Scale 
was developed in this study. Scale items were written based on a qualitative study on 
factors influencing teachers’ decisions to refer students for help (Chui et al., 2023) and 
adaptation of existing measures of help-seeking attitudes. This scale assesses differ-
ent domains of teachers’ attitudes regarding referral, providing a nuanced instrument 
for the examination of the relationship between referral attitudes and their correlates. 
To assess referral intentions, vignettes depicting students struggling with mental 

Fig. 1   Conceptual model
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health issues were developed. These vignettes allowed for a comparison of referral 
intentions across teachers responding to a standard set of student scenarios. In addi-
tion, teachers’ perception of problem severity and self-efficacy in handling depicted 
student issues were measured in each scenario and controlled for to investigate the 
unique contributions of referral attitudes to referral intentions (see also Fig. 1).

2  Method

2.1  Participants

Participants included 291 teachers from 24 secondary schools in Hong Kong. Their 
age ranged from 21 to 63 years (M = 36.8, SD = 9.5) and were primarily female 
(n = 178; 61.2%). Participants reported an average of 12.5 years (SD = 9.3) of teach-
ing experience and 5.6 years (SD = 7.0) of experience providing guidance and coun-
seling to students. With respect to the characteristics of schools where the teachers 
came from, 76 (26.1%) taught in schools with the highest level of academic achieve-
ment (i.e., Band 1 schools), 120 (41.2%) taught in schools with moderate level of 
academic achievement (i.e., Band 2), and 71 (24.4%) taught in schools with the low-
est level of academic achievement (i.e., Band 3). School banding was determined by 
the average score that students obtained in the assessments in primary school. Twenty 
(6.9%) teachers did not specify the banding of schools where they taught and four 
(1.4%) teachers checked more than one type of school (e.g., Band 1 and 2).

2.2  Measures

2.2.1  Help-seeking stigma

The Self-Stigma Of Seeking Psychology Help (SSOSH; Vogel et al., 2006) is a 
10-item scale assessing a person’s negative assumptions about the self when they 
seek psychological help. Participants indicate how much they agree with each of 
the statements from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. An example item is, 
“It would make me feel inferior to ask a therapist for help”. A higher score indicates 
greater self-stigma. The Chinese version of the SSOSH had been validated on young 
adults in Taiwan (α = 0.84; Vogel et al., 2013) and college students in Hong Kong 
(α = 0.72; Vogel et al., 2017). The Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was 0.68.

2.2.2  Well-being

The Mental Health Continuum Short Form (MHC-SF; Keyes, 2005) is a 14-item 
scale evaluating a person’s emotional, social, and psychological well-being. Partici-
pants indicate the frequency of experiencing the item statement in the past month 
from 0 = never to 5 = everyday. An example item is, “Feeling that you had something 
important to contribute to society”. The total scale was used in the present study, with 
a higher score indicating a higher level of well-being. The MHC-SF had been trans-
lated and validated on Chinese populations, with high internal consistencies across 
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subscales and total scale (α > 0.80; Guo et al., 2015). The Cronbach’s alpha for the 
total scale in the present study was 0.92.

2.2.3  Perceived problem severity, self-efficacy in handling student problem, and 
intention to refer student

Eight vignettes depicting common student problems requiring professional psycho-
logical help were created in the present study to assess the named constructs. For 
each of the vignette, participants were asked to rate on a 5-point scale the perceived 
level of problem severity (1 = not severe to 5 = very severe), how efficacious they 
feel about handling the student’s problem (1 = not efficacious to 5 = very efficacious), 
and how necessary it is to refer the depicted student to a MHP (1 = not necessary 
to 5 = very necessary). Following Pearcy et al. (1993), these vignettes depicted two 
externalizing problems (i.e., ADHD and oppositional defiant disorder) and two inter-
nalizing problems (i.e., depression and anxiety), with two levels of severity (i.e., 
severe and less severe) for each problem. All eight vignettes depicted students who 
meet the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM–5; 
American Psychiatric Association, 2013) criteria for diagnosis. The vignettes, how-
ever, differ in the number of criteria met, with the “less severe” vignettes depicting 
students who just meet the threshold for diagnosis and the “severe” vignettes depict-
ing students who meet almost all the criteria for a diagnosis. This design allows us to 
assess participants’ intentions to refer students in appropriate situations, irrespective 
of the varying levels of problem severity.

Before administering the vignettes in this study, nine (7 women, 2 men; years of 
clinical experience: M = 7.3, SD = 10.3) MHPs, including two educational psycholo-
gists, a psychiatrist, a clinical psychologist, a social worker, and four educational 
psychology trainees were recruited to provide comments on the vignettes to ensure 
that they accurately depict students in need of professional mental health support. 
In addition, 10 (8 women, 2 men) secondary school teachers and principals with an 
average of 9 years (SD = 9.2) of experience in guidance and counseling were recruited 
to comment on how well the vignettes reflect student behaviors actually seen in Hong 
Kong classrooms. Suggestions were incorporated in the revision of vignettes, and 
the revised vignettes were read and confirmed by two of the initial reviewers before 
their use in the present study. All the vignettes and questions were written in Chinese. 
Based on the participants’ responses to the eight vignettes, the Cronbach alpha was 
0.80 for perceived problem severity, 0.85 for self-efficacy in handling student prob-
lem, and 0.78 for referral intention.

2.2.4  Teachers’ attitudes toward referral

The Thoughts About Referral Scale (TARS) was developed in this study to assess 
teachers’ attitudes toward referring students for mental health service. Items were 
constructed in two stages. First, items from the Attitude Toward Seeking Professional 
Psychological Help Scale – Short Form (ATSPPHS-SF; Fischer & Farina, 1995) and 
Self-Stigma Of Seeking Help (SSOSH; Vogel et al., 2006) were adapted by chang-
ing the first-person pronoun (I/me) to “my student/they” so that they are relevant for 
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referral. For example, “I would want my student to get psychological help if they were 
worried or upset for a long period of time (item 5, ATSPPHS-SF)”; “It would make 
my student feel inferior if they were to ask a therapist for help (item 6, SSOSH)”. Ten 
items each from the ATSPPHS-SF and SSOSH were adapted for the TARS. These 
measures were selected in consultation with an expert in stigma research due to their 
content validity in assessing help-seeking attitudes and the availability of validated 
measures in Chinese.

Next, based on the findings of an earlier qualitative study on teachers’ experience 
of referring students (Chui et al., 2023), two psychologists and a research assistant 
with a bachelor’s degree in psychology wrote an additional 32 items to reflect teach-
ers’ attitudes about referral that were not yet captured by the adapted items. The item-
writers discussed consensually and eliminated five items due to overlapping content. 
Following the scale construction procedure by Vogel et al. (2006), the remaining 
27 items and 20 adapted items (all in Chinese) were presented to pre-service and 
in-service teachers for evaluation. Thirty-four (24 women, 10 men; age M = 31.8 
years, SD = 10.65) reviewers were recruited to evaluate the TARS items. Of these, 
22 (64.7%) were in-service teachers and 12 (35.3%) were pre-service teachers earn-
ing a diploma in education. The reviewers were asked to evaluate the clarity of the 
items on a 3-point scale (1 = unclear, 2 = clear, and 3 = very clear) and provide com-
ments or suggestions. The mean clarity score for the 47 items was 2.58 (SD = 0.11) 
on the 3-point scale. Two items were deleted because multiple reviewers expressed 
concerns about their clarity, and three items were revised based on the reviewers’ 
feedback. Hence, the 45-item version of TARS was administered in this study.

2.3  Procedure

Participants were recruited via professional contacts of the first and second authors. 
These included the authors’ former students (who are secondary school teachers or 
principals) and their colleagues, and collaborators on other research projects. Efforts 
were made to include teachers from schools across various neighborhoods of the 
city and with diverse levels of academic achievement. Potential participants read 
a description of the study and provided written informed consent before they com-
pleted measures for the study. They could stop participation at any time without any 
negative consequences; those who returned the completed measures were given a set 
of emotion cards (worth ~$25 USD) as an appreciation of their time. The emotion 
cards serve as a tool that teachers can use to increase their or their students’ emotional 
self-awareness. This study was approved by the institutional review board of the first 
author’s institution.

2.4  Analytical plan

SPSS 27.0 was used for descriptive analysis. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and 
structural equation modelling (SEM) were conducted using Mplus 8.7, where maxi-
mum likelihood with robust standard errors was used as the estimation method and 
missing data were handled by full information maximum likelihood. The proportion 
of missing data in items of main variables (i.e., SSOSH, MHC-SF, perceived prob-
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lem severity, self-efficacy, intention to refer students, and 45-item TARS) was low, 
totaling at 0.44%. EFA was used to examine the factor structure of the TARS items. 
We then conducted SEM to test the hypothesized model as described in The Present 
Study section. We first examined the measurement model, followed by the structural 
model. Parceling was used to create manifest variables for the following latent con-
structs in this study (i.e., projected stigma, valuing of independent problem-solving, 
perceived helpfulness of MHPs, dedicated action to facilitate referral, stigma of seek-
ing help, and teachers’ well-being) (Little et al., 2022). Three parcels were created for 
each latent construct by aggregating two or more individual items. This approach was 
used for its psychometric and modeling benefits. For example, parceling can enhance 
the estimation of the true construct variance by optimizing the scale communality and 
reliability while minimizing item-level specific variance and random error (Little et 
al., 2022). This approach can also provide more stable estimates and reduce sources 
of sampling error, as compared to the item-level approach. The estimate of the first 
parcel for each latent factor was fixed to one for model identification purposes. The 
following criteria were used to evaluate the models’ goodness-of-fit: Tucker-Lewis 
Index (TLI) > 0.90 and comparative fit index (CFI) > 0.90 (Bentler & Bonett, 1980), 
the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) < 0.06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999), 
and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) < 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 
We used the bootstrapping procedure of 1000 bootstrap samples to test the mediation 
pathways. The mediation results were considered significant when the 95% confi-
dence intervals (CI) did not contain zero (Hayes, 2015).

3  Results

3.1  Exploratory factor analysis (EFA)

An EFA was conducted on the 45-item TARS. We first examined the item-level 
descriptive statistics as well as the inter-item correlation matrix using principal axis 
factoring extraction method in SPSS 27.0 to determine its appropriateness for fac-
tor analysis. Results indicated that the matrix was adequate (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
index = 0.84; Bartlett’s test of sphericity, p < .001). We then conducted the rest of the 
EFA in Mplus 8.7. We conducted parallel analysis, where 1,000 random permuta-
tions of the original data set were generated to help determine the number of factors 
to be extracted (O’Connor, 2000). Results indicated extraction of five factors as the 
optimal solution, which accounted for a total variance of 37.3%. We extracted the 
four-, five-, and six-factor solutions in EFA. We examined the factor loadings of the 
respective solutions after applying a geomin rotation to allow factors to be correlated 
with one another. The goal of this step was to evaluate the interpretability of the fac-
tor structure and to choose among the three solutions. Upon examination, we selected 
the four-factor solution because of its interpretability and approximation to a simple 
factor structure (Worthington & Whittaker, 2006).

Next, we used the following criteria to achieve a simple factor structure: Delet-
ing items with low unique factor loading (< 0.40) and high cross-factor loading (dif-
ference in loadings between two factors < 0.20) (Worthington & Whittaker, 2006). 
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This process of item reduction resulted in a final TARS with 26 items that loaded 
onto four factors, which accounted for a total variance of 45.9%. The four factors 
are labeled Projected Stigma of Seeking Help (PS; 6 items, α = 0.80; e.g., It would 
make my students feel inferior to ask a therapist for help), Valuing of Independent 
Problem-Solving (VI; 4 items, α = 0.63; e.g., It is admirable for students to resolve 
their problems by themselves and not to seek professional help), Dedicated Action to 
Facilitate Referral (DA; 5 items, α = 0.92; e.g., Even if parents question the effective-
ness of the referral, I will do my best to persuade them), and Perceived Helpfulness of 
Mental Health Professionals (PH; 11 items, α = 0.86; e.g., I believe that professional 
help will improve students’ emotional condition). The factor loadings can be found 
in Table 1.

3.2  Descriptive analysis

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables. 
Compared to teachers who had not been in counseling, teachers with personal expe-
rience in counseling had lower stigma of seeking help and higher intention to refer 
students. Female teachers were also more likely to refer students for mental health 
services than male teachers. Higher stigma of seeking psychological help was corre-
lated with higher projected stigma and valuing of independent problem-solving, but 
lower dedicated action to facilitate referral and perceived helpfulness of MHPs. In 
addition, perceived severity of students’ problem was positively correlated with refer-
ral of students, whereas higher teachers’ self-efficacy in handling students’ problem 
was associated with lower referral of students. Moreover, stigma of seeking help and 
valuing independence of solving problems were negatively associated with student 
referral. In contrast, more dedicated action to facilitate referral and higher perceived 
helpfulness of MHPs were correlated with higher likelihood of referral.

3.3  Test of the measurement model

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to test the fit of measurement 
model with six latent variables of projected stigma, valuing of independent problem-
solving, perceived helpfulness of MHPs, dedicated action to facilitate referral, stigma 
of seeking help, and teachers’ well-being. Each of these latent variables had three 
parcels as indicators. The CFA results revealed that the measurement model was of 
excellent fit (CFI = 0.96; TLI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.05).

3.4  Test of the structural model

We used structural equation modeling to examine the hypothesized relationships 
among variables. Results showed satisfactory model fit: CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93, 
RMSEA = 0.04, SRMR = 0.07. The coefficient estimate and the residual of each 
indicator in relation to the corresponding latent factor are presented in Table 3. The 
standardized path coefficients of the structural model are illustrated in Fig.  2 and 
additional information including standardized coefficients and standard errors are 
presented in Table S1 in supplementary material.
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Factors
Subscales and items 1 2 3 4
Factor 1: Projected Stigma of Seeking Help (6 items)
16. It would make my students feel inferior to ask a therapist for 
help.

0.76 0.12 − 0.04 0.00

13. Seeking psychological help would make my students feel less 
intelligent.

0.71 0.02 0.05 0.00

11. My students would feel inadequate if they went to a therapist for 
psychological help.

0.63 0.09 0.11 0.03

18. If my students went to a therapist, my students would be less 
satisfied with themselves.

0.64 − 0.03 0.09 − 0.11

12. My students’ self-confidence would NOT be threatened if my 
students sought professional help. (R)

− 0.56 0.18 0.18 − 0.02

19. My students’ self-confidence would remain the same if they 
sought professional help for a problem they could not solve. (R)

− 0.50 0.16 0.16 0.05

Factor 2: Valuing of Independent Problem-Solving (4 items)
23. It is admirable for students to resolve their problems by them-
selves and not to seek professional help.

− 0.03 0.71 0.02 − 0.09

4. There is something admirable in the attitude of a student who is 
willing to cope with his or her conflicts and fears without resorting 
to professional help.

− 0.02 0.57 − 0.02 0.09

9. A student should work out his or her own problems; getting psy-
chological counseling would be a last resort.

0.07 0.44 − 0.05 0.06

10. The students’ personal and emotional troubles, like many things, 
tend to work out by themselves.

0.09 0.43 − 0.14 − 0.12

Factor 3: Dedicated Action to Facilitate Referral (5 items)
30. Even if parents question the effectiveness of the referral, I will 
do my best to persuade them.

− 0.02 0.02 0.92 0.02

29. Even if parents question my referral suggestion, I will do my 
best to persuade them.

− 0.01 0.00 0.88 0.06

28. When students need professional help, even if the students resist, 
I will do my best to persuade their parents.

0.03 − 0.09 0.79 0.00

31. Even if parents believe that the referral may cause their children 
to be discriminated against, I will do my best to convince them.

− 0.04 0.04 0.79 − 0.01

27. When students need professional help, even if the students resist, 
I will do my best to persuade the students.

0.06 − 0.10 0.73 − 0.03

Factor 4: Perceived Helpfulness of Mental Health Professionals 
(11 items)
35. I believe that professional help will improve students’ emotional 
condition.

0.09 − 0.04 − 0.02 0.78

43. I trust professionals’ judgments on the situations faced by 
students.

0.09 0.05 0.01 0.71

34. I believe that professional help will improve students’ social 
condition.

− 0.02 0.09 − 0.03 0.70

37. I believe that professional help will help students better under-
stand themselves.

0.00 − 0.07 − 0.02 0.70

45. Overall, I am satisfied with the support of professionals. − 0.12 0.03 0.02 0.63
36. I believe that professional help will improve students’ learning 
condition.

0.09 0.12 0.05 0.62

44. I believe that professionals’ services are student-centered. − 0.03 − 0.01 0.06 0.58

Table 1  Exploratory factor analysis results for the thoughts about referral scale
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Teachers’ self-stigma toward seeking help had a direct negative association with 
referral intention. Teachers’ stigma toward their own help-seeking was also posi-
tively associated with projected stigma of seeking help (PS) and valuing independent 
problem-solving (VI), but negatively linked to perceived helpfulness of mental health 
professionals (PH) and dedicated action to facilitate referral (DA). Among the facets 
of referral attitudes, dedicated action to facilitate referral (but not the other three 
facets) appeared to be a significant mediator that partially explained the link between 
teachers’ own help-seeking self-stigma and referral intention after controlling for 
teachers’ well-being, personal counseling experiences, perceived severity of student 
problem, and self-efficacy in handling student problem. The indirect effect of self-
stigma toward seeking help via dedicated action was significant (β = -0.04, SE = 0.02, 
95% CI = [-0.09, -0.01]) whereas those via projected stigma (β = 0.03, SE = 0.04, 95% 
CI = [-0.03, 0.11]), valuing independent problem-solving (β = -0.02, SE = 0.03, 95% 
CI = [-0.07, 0.03]), and perceived helpfulness of MHP (β = 0.03, SE = 0.03, 95% CI 
= [-0.01, 0.09]) were non-significant. Among the covariates, only perceived sever-
ity emerged as a significant predictor of teachers’ referral intention. Altogether, the 
model explained a total of 60.7% of the variance of referral intention.

4  Discussion

In this study, teachers with lower help-seeking stigma were found to have more 
favorable attitudes about referring students for psychological help. Specifically, they 
exhibited lower projected stigma and placed less emphasis on independent problem-
solving, perceived MHPs as more helpful, and were more inclined to dedicate efforts 
to facilitate referrals. Teachers who reported taking more actions to facilitate referral, 
in turn, demonstrated higher intentions to refer students in standardized scenarios, 
even after accounting for perceived problem severity and self-efficacy in address-
ing student issues. In addition, teachers who have received counseling themselves 
reported lower help-seeking stigma. These findings indicate that teachers’ attitudes 
about referrals and intentions to refer students are influenced by their personal views 
and experience with seeking help. We discuss these findings and their implications 
for teacher training programs aimed at promoting student mental health.

Factors
38. I believe that professional help will improve students’ relation-
ships with their families.

− 0.12 − 0.01 − 0.03 0.51

26. Generally speaking, I believe that referrals are not helpful for 
students. (R)

0.17 0.15 − 0.04 − 0.49

25. Students who receive professional help can have listeners other 
than their teachers.

− 0.04 − 0.14 0.13 0.48

39. Generally speaking, professionals and teachers have close 
collaboration.

− 0.09 − 0.04 − 0.02 0.45

R represents reverse-scored items. Coefficients in bold are unique factor loadings >.40

Table 1  (continued) 
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4.1  Teachers’ stigma of Help-seeking and its correlates

The positive association between teachers’ stigma toward help-seeking and their per-
ceptions of how their students might feel if the students sought help (i.e., projected 
stigma) may reflect the process of social projection (Robbins & Krueger, 2005). 
Social projection has been studied in the field of social cognition and variedly labelled 
attributive projection, egocentric attribution, egocentric bias, assumed similarity, and 
false consensus effect (Bazinger & Kühberger, 2012). When teachers project help-
seeking stigma onto their students, they may expect students to make negative self-
judgments for seeking professional help the way they would do so themselves.

Teachers who held stigmatized views about help-seeking were also found to value 
independent problem-solving in their students more. Indeed, items on the SSOSH 
assess perceived inadequacies of the self when one engages in help-seeking behav-
iors (Vogel et al., 2006), suggesting a correspondingly favorable self-evaluation when 
one handles problems without external help. Similar to stigma projection, teachers 
probably project the emphasis on independent problem-solving onto their students 
and see it as a valuable strength. As educators, teachers may also view fostering stu-
dents’ growth in self-confidence and encouraging them to take initiatives in learning, 
thinking, and problem-solving a vital mission (Sharpe, 2014). Culturally, the virtues 
of forbearance and self-reliance play significant roles in maintaining social harmony 
in collectivistic societies (Chang, 2015; Shi et al., 2020). These values emphasize 
avoiding imposition on others, which may contribute to Hong Kong teachers’ per-
spectives on help-seeking and independence. Nevertheless, the internal consistency 
of the Valuing of Independent Problem-Solving subscale was slightly below generally 
acceptable levels, possibly due to the low number of items, and this finding should 
be interpreted with caution.

Teachers’ self-stigma toward help-seeking was inversely associated with their 
perceived helpfulness of MHPs. This finding is in line with the previous literature 
showing that youths who attribute mental illness to personal weakness are less likely 
to believe in the helpfulness of professional helpers (Yap et al., 2011). People with 
high help-seeking stigma may want to distance themselves from anything or anyone 
related to help-seeking (Kosyluk et al., 2021), including the MHPs. By believing that 
the MHPs are not helpful, it may also justify ones’ help-seeking stigma and keep-
ing MHPs at arm’s length, reducing cognitive dissonance (McGrath, 2017). Indeed, 
youths with high mental illness stigma prefer informal self-help to receiving help 
from professionals (Yap et al., 2011), possibly reflecting their beliefs about profes-
sionals’ lack of helpfulness.

Teachers with lower help-seeking stigma reported greater willingness to dedicate 
actions to facilitate referral, which in turn predicted a higher intention to refer stu-
dents depicted in case scenarios. This relationship suggests that teachers who do not 
perceive help-seeking as detrimental to their self-image are probably more likely to 
make extra efforts to refer students, such as persuading resistant students and parents, 
ultimately leading to more frequent referrals. In addition, dedicated action partially 
mediated the relationship between teachers’ help-seeking stigma and their referral 
of students. The relatively strong mediating power of the DA subscale compared 
to other TARS subscales likely stems from construct similarity between dedicated 
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Latent construct Factor loading
Estimate (SE) [95% CI]

Residual
Estimate (SE) 
[95% CI]

Projected stigma
Parcel 1 0.81 (0.04) [0.74, 0.88]*** 0.35 (0.06) 

[0.23, 0.46]***

Parcel 2 0.74 (0.05) [0.65, 0.83]*** 0.46 (0.07) 
[0.33, 0.59]***

Parcel 3 0.71 (0.04) [0.62, 0.80]*** 0.50 (0.06) 
[0.38, 0.62]***

Valuing of indepen-
dent problem-solving
Parcel 1 0.41 (0.07) [0.27, 0.55]*** 0.83 (0.06) 

[0.72, 0.95]***

Parcel 2 0.63 (0.12) [0.39, 0.86]*** 0.61 (0.15) 
[0.31, 0.90]***

Parcel 3 0.70 (0.11) [0.49, 0.92]*** 0.51 (0.16) 
[0.20, 0.81]**

Perceived helpfulness 
of MHPs
Parcel 1 0.79 (0.06) [0.68, 0.90]*** 0.38 (0.09) 

[0.21, 0.55]***

Parcel 2 0.86 (0.03) [0.79, 0.93]*** 0.26 (0.06) 
[0.14, 0.32]***

Parcel 3 0.87 (0.03) [0.81, 0.93]*** 0.24 (0.05) 
[0.19, 0.40]***

Dedicated action to 
facilitate referral
Parcel 1 0.94 (0.02) [0.90, 0.98]*** 0.12 (0.04) 

[0.05, 0.20]**

Parcel 2 0.88 (0.03) [0.83, 0.93]*** 0.23 (0.05) 
[0.14, 0.32]***

Parcel 3 0.84 (0.03) [0.78, 0.90]*** 0.29 (0.06) 
[0.19, 0.40]***

Stigma of seeking 
help
Parcel 1 0.50 (0.08) [0.35, 0.65]*** 0.75 (0.08) 

[0.60, 0.90]***

Parcel 2 0.67 (0.06) [0.55, 0.79]*** 0.55 (0.08) 
[0.39, 0.71]***

Parcel 3 0.75 (0.09) [0.58, 0.92]*** 0.44 (0.13) 
[0.18, 0.69]**

Teachers’ well-being
Parcel 1 0.79 (0.04) [0.71, 0.86]*** 0.38 (0.06) 

[0.27, 0.50]***

Parcel 2 0.75 (0.04) [0.67, 0.82]*** 0.44 (0.06) 
[0.33, 0.55]***

Parcel 3 0.87 (0.03) [0.81, 0.93]*** 0.25 (0.05) 
[0.14, 0.35]***

Table 3  Factor loadings and 
residuals of parcels for the la-
tent constructs in the structural 
model

All results presented in this 
table were standardized. 
**p < .01, ***p < .001
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action and referral intention. As a result of teachers’ help-seeking stigma, teach-
ers may hold various attitudes about referring students, such as what seeking help 
implies about students (PS and VI) and its potential benefits (PH), but these atti-
tudes and associations are still a step removed from the actual act of referral. In con-
trast, teachers’ willingness to engage in referral-related behaviors (i.e., DA) is more 
directly linked to their intention to make actual referrals. This explanation is also 
supported by the observed correlation coefficients, where referral intention was more 
strongly associated with the DA subscale (r = .30) than the other TARS subscales (PS: 
r = − .06, VI: r = − .15; PH: r = .17). Our findings highlight that the predictive power 
of one’s attitude toward a behavior on behavioral intention, based on the Theory of 
Planned Behavior, is complex and often depends on how different facets of attitude 
are defined and measured (Ajzen, 2011).

Personal experience in counseling predicted lower help-seeking stigma among 
teacher participants (although it did not directly predict referral intentions). This 
observation is consistent with the previous literature. For instance, service users 
reported more positive help-seeking attitudes than non-service users (Elhai et al., 
2008). Familiarity with mental illness has also been shown to predict lower mental 

Fig. 2   Structural model. PS = Projected stigma, VI = Valuing of independent problem-solving, 
PH = Perceived helpfulness of mental health professionals, DA = Dedicated action to facilitate referral. 
Rectangles represent observed variables; ovals indicate latent variables. For clarity of the presentation, 
covariates including gender, years of teaching experience and master’s level training were not shown 
in the figure. All coefficients are standardized. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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illness stigma (Kosyluk et al., 2021), suggesting that knowledge about the help-seek-
ing process may reduce the stigma associated with help-seeking. Indeed, attending a 
single counseling session in a group setting had been shown to be effective in reduc-
ing self-stigma of seeking help and improving attitudes toward counseling (Seidman 
et al., 2022; Wade et al., 2011). This finding may be attributed to experiential learning 
(Kolb, 1984), where individuals challenge the negative association between seeking 
help and self-image by engaging directly with counselors (Seidman et al., 2022). 
Through this experience, they may discover that seeking help does not necessarily 
impair self-image, thus reducing the self-stigma attached to help-seeking.

Perceived severity of student problems strongly predicted teachers’ referral inten-
tions. This finding is consistent with previous findings where teachers tended to refer 
students experiencing more severe problems for professional assistance than those 
with less severe problems (Chui et al., 2023; Hinchliffe & Campbell, 2016). Inter-
estingly, teachers’ self-efficacy in handling students’ problems did not predict their 
intention to refer students. Perhaps this finding is related to the focus of the self-effi-
cacy item. Specifically, teachers in this study were not asked about their self-efficacy 
in referring students, which likely predicts referral intention according to the Theory 
of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Instead, when asked about their general beliefs 
about their ability to address a depicted student problem, some teachers might have 
responded in terms of their capacity to resolve issues independently, while others 
might have viewed referral as a viable option for handling the situation. This varia-
tion may contribute to an overall non-significant association with referral intentions.

Finally, teachers’ wellbeing was not found to be associated with their intentions to 
refer students. Although poor wellbeing may impede teachers’ ability to identify stu-
dents in need (Mor & Winquist, 2002) and empathize with them (Kim & Han, 2018), 
the use of written case vignettes in this study may not fully capture the complexities 
of real-world classroom settings. For instance, in a classroom setting with multiple 
students, detecting issues in a student is much more challenging than evaluating writ-
ten descriptions of individual students. Students’ display of psychological symptoms 
may also be subtle and influenced by individual differences and contextual factors. It 
is therefore possible that teachers’ wellbeing has less impact on their ability to inter-
pret written descriptions and make referral decisions than it does in actual classroom 
settings, where wellbeing may play a more important role.

4.2  Limitations and future directions

The current study is an initial effort to understand factors that affect teachers’ inten-
tion to refer students. These factors included teachers’ personal attitude toward help-
seeking and experience with help-seeking. Given that teacher participants in this 
study were only asked whether they had received counseling, future research could 
explore various aspects of teachers’ counseling experience, such as satisfaction, type, 
and duration of counseling received to further investigate how these elements con-
tribute to referral intentions. Teachers can also be interviewed to elaborate on how 
their personal counseling experience affects the way they think about help-seeking 
and referring students for help.
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Data were collected at one timepoint in the present study. As such, we cannot draw 
conclusions about causality, although stigma toward mental illness and help-seeking 
develops early in life (Link et al., 2020) and likely precedes teachers’ entry to the 
profession and the need to refer students arises. Longitudinal studies would permit 
a more direct test of how personal attitudes about help-seeking influences one’s atti-
tudes about referring others for assistance. Relying solely on teachers’ self-report 
data in this study may have also inflated the observed associations due to shared 
method variance. Including multiple sources of data, such as students’ and parents’ 
experience of teachers’ attitude and effort toward making referrals, could help reduce 
this bias in future studies.

In the present study, teachers’ referral of students was assessed based on their 
intentions to refer students depicted in case scenarios, rather than in their actual work 
settings. While this design allowed for the standardization of stimuli and control over 
variability across schools and student populations, future studies should also examine 
the number of referrals that teachers make to investigate the real-world applicability 
of the findings. For example, do teachers who report more dedicated actions to facili-
tate referral indeed make more referrals in school (and not just have higher referral 
intention in response to case scenarios)?

Although efforts were made to include teachers with varying levels of teaching 
experience from secondary schools with diverse academic performances and loca-
tions within Hong Kong (and therefore neighborhoods of differing socioeconomic 
statuses), some participants were authors’ professional contacts and former students 
who may have more mental health training than teachers from other backgrounds. 
Including teachers with varying experiences with student mental health will improve 
generalizability of findings.

While the current study shows a satisfactory factor structure for the TARS, inter-
nal consistency varied across subscales, and the psychometric evidence is considered 
preliminary. Future studies should be conducted to assess its replicability. In addition, 
the TARS may be translated and validated in English or other languages to examine 
whether the present findings are applicable in other cultural contexts. In addition, 
research may be conducted in other settings, such as primary schools and kindergar-
tens, to see if the findings are applicable to teachers at different levels of education.

4.3  Implications

The present findings highlight how teachers’ stigma of help-seeking and personal 
experience receiving counseling may influence their attitudes and intentions about 
referring students-in-need. These may have significant implications for the design 
of teacher training programs to promote student mental health. For instance, student 
mental health training programs typically involve teachers acquiring knowledge about 
the signs and symptoms of different mental disorders, skills to respond appropriately 
to students, and additional resources to consult for support or referral (Anderson et 
al., 2019) but rarely examine teachers’ personal attitudes and experience with help-
seeking. For example, across eight training studies, teachers showed improvement in 
knowledge and attitudes about mental health post-training, but training was not asso-
ciated with more helping behaviors (e.g., offering support to students, recommend-
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ing students to seek professional help) or improvement in students’ mental health 
(Anderson et al., 2019). In another study, Wei et al. (2020) showed that mental health 
literacy training was effective in increasing preservice teachers’ knowledge about 
mental health issues, reducing stigma of mental illness, and enhancing their help-
seeking attitudes. However, while improvement in mental health knowledge and 
stigma maintained three months post-training, better help-seeking attitudes at post-
training decayed over time (Wei et al., 2020). The lack of change in teachers’ helping 
behavior or sustained changes in teachers’ help-seeking attitudes in these studies may 
reflect limitations of current mental health training programs for teachers.

One possible reason for the observed limitations is that the mental health training 
teachers receive remains mostly at the cognitive level. That is, the focus on knowl-
edge about mental illness and referral resources in training does not provide teachers 
with the opportunity to reflect on or reduce their personal biases against seeking help. 
In fact, when presented on its own, information about mental illness may sometimes 
be perceived as threatening and elicit psychological reactance or stigma toward help-
seeking (Lienemann & Siegel, 2016). In contrast, several intervention programs have 
been shown to be effective in reducing help-seeking stigma (e.g., Cornish et al., 2019; 
Stanley et al., 2018). For example, to reduce help-seeking stigma among military 
personnel, participants may view short videos of individuals discussing their decision 
to seek professional help, its benefits, and read information about the help-seeking 
process (Cornish et al., 2019). Because stigma reduction programs are often brief 
and can be administered online, they can be readily incorporated into regular teacher 
training, potentially having a positive impact on teachers’ attitudes and intention 
regarding referring students for help. The direct influence of stigma reduction pro-
grams on teachers’ attitudes toward referrals, however, requires further investigation.

Besides including stigma reduction interventions in teacher training programs, 
having actual experience with the helping process may contribute to lower help-seek-
ing stigma, as shown in this study. Teachers with experience receiving psychological 
support may share with students what to expect and dispel common myths about 
visiting MHPs, such as receiving directives or getting specific advice (Watsford et 
al., 2013). Indeed, a factor that contributes to students’ resistance to seeking psycho-
logical help is their lack of knowledge about the process of seeing a MHP (Chui et 
al., 2023; Midgley et al., 2016). Students who learn from their teachers about what to 
expect when visiting a psychologist, counselor, or psychiatrist may be more likely to 
perceive teachers’ referral positively. In addition, having experienced psychological 
support themselves may enable teachers to normalize the process of seeking help, 
which may positively impact their discussions with students about referrals.

Another potential benefit of teachers receiving counseling is that they can observe 
firsthand how MHPs interact with clients, allowing them to apply these helping skills 
with their students. Although many mental health training programs teach basic sup-
port and response skills (Anderson et al., 2019), demonstration and practice are often 
limited. By attending counseling sessions, teachers may gain valuable insight into the 
practical application of these skills and reinforce their training. Observational learn-
ing, or modeling, is a crucial component of counselor training and has been demon-
strated to enhance learners’ self-efficacy in using helping skills (Hill et al., 2014). 
Perhaps simulated counseling interactions led by school psychologists or school 
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counselors can be incorporated into teacher training programs to enhance teachers’ 
readiness to support students and refer them for help where needed. In sum, future 
teacher mental health training may extend beyond knowledge and skill development 
to also address teachers’ attitudes toward and experiences with help-seeking.
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