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Abstract  
The university environment places a number of specific requirements on students which may result in 
many negative implications (stress, academic failure, isolation, depression, health problems, etc.) One 
of the factors that seem protective in this context is social support [1 - 2]. Social support refers to the 
social and psychological support an individual receives in his/her environment. It can also be defined 
as the existence and reception of support [2 - 3]. The objective of the present paper is to analyse the 
potential differences in the areas of received social support among university students in relation to 
gender and form of study. The paper also focuses on the degree of received social support among 
intact students and students with specific needs. The research method was the Inventory of Socially 
Supportive Behaviors [4], the purpose of which is to assess received social support by means of the 
following factors: directive and non-directive support, emotional support, and material support. The 
reliability of the questionnaire reaches an acceptable level of ω = 0.84 [2]. The research sample 
comprised 710 university students (mean age = 22.61, SD = 4.173, range 19-55 years) of whom 116 
were male (mean age = 23.34, SD = 3.578) and 594 were female (mean age = 22.47, SD = 4.268). As 
far as form of study is concerned, a total of 631 full-time and 79 part-time students were involved. The 
results suggest that women have a higher degree of total score of social support compared with men. 
Similar results were achieved by women also in the factor of emotional support and material support. 
A difference was observed between full-time and part-time students in the factor of directive and non-
directive support, in which full-time students achieved a higher degree of social support. No relevant 
differences were observed in the remaining scales. An interesting result is that no significant difference 
was observed between students with special educational needs and intact students in received social 
support. The implications and limitations of this study are discussed. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The university environment places a number of specific requirements on students which may result in 
many negative implications (e.g. stress, academic failure, isolation, depression, health problems, etc.) 
One of the factors that seem protective in this context is social support [1 - 2]. The concept of social 
support is frequently used in sociological, psychological and educational research that highlights the 
importance of social relationship among group or society members [1], [5], [6]. Thus it is not surprising 
that this concept is considerably vague and requires further investigation [7].   

Social support could be defined as: a) social and psychological support an individual receives or 
perceives (e.g. respect, care, and help) in her/his environment [2], [7], [8] b) experience of being 
valued, cared about, loved, and respected by others who are present in his/her life [9]; c) phenomenon 
that helps individuals to reduce the amount of experienced stress [10]; d) factor that marks whether or 
not an individual is approved or rejected by a particular social group [11]; e) factor that is directly linked 
to the process of managing individual situations [12]; and f) variety of natural helping behaviours that a 
person actually receives when he/she is provided with assistance [13]. 

It is generally accepted that social support includes the following three (organizational) concepts: 1) 
social embeddedness which refers to the magnitude and structure of an individual’s social relations; 2) 
perceived social support which refers to an individual's cognitive appraisals of the availability or quality 
of support; and 3) received social support which is connected with the frequency and quality in which 
an individual receives real social support [8], [14], [15]. This paper is based on the work of [15] and 
([16]), who focused on the aspect of “received social support”. This concept is still relatively 
insufficiently studied and understood. Nevertheless, it is a very proper conceptualization of the 
mechanisms through which social support operates [15]. In their work, [16] described the following four 
categories of social support: Directive Guidance (providing advice or insight into a situation), 
Nondirective Support (manifesting interest in individual problems and listening to private feelings), 
Positive Social Interaction (engaging in social interactions for fun and relaxation), and Tangible 
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Assistance (providing tangible materials in the form of money and other physical objects). These 
factors are contained in the Inventory of Socially Supportive Behaviors [3], [4], [8]. A short form of this 
questionnaire was also developed [3] and comprises 19 items (selected from the long form). The 
present study uses the ISSB – short form. Received social support thus represents support really 
obtained by an individual. Nevertheless, this type of support is not only beneficial but has its darker 
side [17]. [18] highlight especially the possible unacceptable form of this support (might be against the 
individual’s conviction), or its amount as a result of which the individual loses trust in one’s abilities.  

A number of research studies have confirmed that the differences between men and women in the 
field of social support are significant. It has been observed that women as opposed to men show a 
higher degree of satisfaction with social support [19 - 25]. [26] points out empirical evidence 
suggesting that women receive more social support than men. In this context, the author for example 
observed that women in university spent more time in interaction with others compared with men and 
also had a greater need to share their feelings concerning exams. They also had bigger social 
networks and perceived themselves as persons with a higher degree of support than men. Similarly, 
according to [27], gender based differences are reflected in social support. Also, a research study 
involving Spanish students suggests that the traditional model according to which social support is 
more perceived and provided by women is retained even today [28 - 29]). [30 - 32] explain that this 
persisting stereotype could be related to the fact that men have greater difficulty establishing 
relationships and their friendships are not always satisfactory. This assumption means that men’s 
perception of emotional support is lower compared with women. In contrast, women are more 
empathetic and search for the help of others more than men. Empirical evidence shows that women 
really feel a higher degree of reception of social support than men, but not in all areas. [33] state that 
women show a higher degree of social support in the area of emotional support, but no differences 
were observed in other areas. [22] pointed out significant differences between American female and 
male students in Reliable Alliance, Attachment, and Guidance. 

Regarding the fact that the number of university students with special educational needs increases, 
one of the objectives of the present study is to analyse possible differences in social support between 
these students and intact students. It appears that students with special educational needs, as 
opposed to intact students, need to work much more and their study is more demanding because they 
need to overcome a large number of physical, attitudinal, social, cultural, and political obstacles [34]. 
Therefore, according to [35] and [36], in addition to existing support measures, new ones are 
introduced in educational institutions, especially in relation to inclusive educational trends. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The aim of this study was to analyse social support among university students. The main research 
questions were as follows: “Is social support influenced by gender?“ “Is social support influenced by 
the form of study?“ and “Is social support influenced by the presence of special educational needs?“ 

2.1 Research sample 
The research involved 710 university students of humanities, of whom 594 were women and 116 were 
men. There were 631 full-time students and 79 part-time students. The research sample included a 
total of 17 students with special educational needs. The average age of the entire sample was 22.61 
years (SD = 4.173, range 19-55). Men’s average age was 23.34 years (SD = 3.578, range = 19-42); 
women’s average age was 22.47 years (SD = 4.268, range = 19-55).  

Table 1. Numbers of respondents by other study characteristics. 

 Frequency % cumulat. % 
Type of study    

Full time 631 88,9 88,9 
Part time 79 11,1 100,0 

Spec. educ. needs    
no 693 97,6 97,6 

yes 17 2,4 100,0 
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During the research study, all relevant ethical aspects were observed. Each participant joined the 
research study on a voluntary basis and the anonymity of all participants was ensured. Each 
participant was informed about the details of the research intent and had an opportunity to terminate 
their participation at any time.  

2.2 Research methods 
Data collection was performed by means of the Inventory of Socially Supportive Behaviors [3]. This 
inventory is a 19-item self-report measure designed to assess how often individuals received various 
forms of assistance (Directive and nondirective support; Emotional support; Material support and Total 
score) during the preceding month. The participants are asked to rate the frequency of each item on 5-
point Likert scale (ranging from “never” to “almost every day”). The factor structure of the short form of 
the questionnaire was identified by means of a factor analysis and is consistent with factors as stated 
by Caldwell and Reinhart in [3]. The reliability of the questionnaire achieves an acceptable level 
ranging from α = 0.75 to 0.89.  

2.2.1 Statistical procedures applied 
The data were analysed in SPSS 21 using descriptive statistics calculation, t-test and Mann-Whitney U 
test.  

3 RESULTS 
Means and standard deviations for the individual scales are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Mean values and SD. 

  Whole sample Men Women ɑ 

   SD  SD  SD 
Social Support Total Score 2,70 0,62 2,48 0,70 2,75 0,60 0,887 
Directive and nondirective support 2,74 0,73 2,63 0,78 2,76 0,72 0,791 
Emotional support 3,01 0,83 2,65 0,88 3,09 0,81 0,874 
Material support 2,17 0,72 2,03 0,78 2,19 0,70 0,749 

Table 3. T-test of the differences in social support by gender. 

  
t df p Mean 

Diff. SE Diff. 
95% CI 

Lower Upper 
Social Support Total Score -4,266 708 ,000 -,266 ,062 -,389 -,144 
Directive and nondirect. support -1,717 708 ,086 -,12760 ,07431 -,27350 ,01830 
Emotional support -5,206 708 ,000 -,43308 ,08319 -,59641 -,26975 
Material support -2,271 708 ,023 -,16501 ,07267 -,30768 -,02233 

In the context of gender the results suggest that men and women differ in the overall score of received 
social support (p = .000, women have higher values) and in two other areas: emotional support (p = 
.000, women have higher values) and material support (p = .023, women have higher values) (see 
Table 3).  

Table 4. T-test of the differences in social support by form of study. 

  t df p Mean 
Diff. SE Diff. 

95% CI 

Lower Upper 
Social Support Total Score 1,541 708 ,124 ,114 ,074 -,031 ,260 
Directive and nondirect. support 2,229 708 ,026 ,19451 ,08725 ,02322 ,36580 
Emotional support ,626 708 ,532 ,06234 ,09963 -,13328 ,25795 
Material support 1,178 708 ,239 ,10091 ,08566 -,06727 ,26910 
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As far as form of study is concerned, it appears that full-time and part-time students differ in the 
degree of received social support in the area of directive and non-directive support (p = .026, full-time 
students have higher values (see Table 4). No significant problems were observed in the remaining 
areas.  

Table 5. Mann-Whitney test of the differences in social support by specific needs. 
 

Social Support 
Total Score 

Directive and nondirectove 
support 

Emotional 
support 

Material 
support 

Mann-Whitney U 5331,000 5836,500 5683,500 4316,500 
p ,503 ,948 ,804 ,059 

The final part of the study focused on the differences between intact students and students with 
special educational needs. In this context it was observed that there was no significant difference in 
the degree of received social support (U = 5331, p = 0.503) (see Table 5).  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The paper addressed the issue of social support among university students in relation to their 
demographic characteristics. In the context of social support and gender it was observed that women 
as opposed to men feel a higher degree of reception of social support in two of its components 
(emotional support, material support) and in the overall score. The findings are partially consistent with 
the results of studies carried out for example by [19 - 25] suggesting that women show a higher 
degree of satisfaction with social support. These findings may be partially affected by the considerably 
higher number of women in the research sample. Generally however, it appears that women are more 
affected by social support cf. e.g. [30 - 32], not only in terms of their ability of providing it but also 
receiving it (also in relation to material support), which is probably influenced by their greater ability to 
establish interpersonal relationships and to ask for social support in a clear way and receive it 
afterwards. No differences between genders were observed in terms of directive and non-directive 
support.  

In the context of social support among full-time and part-time students, the only difference was 
observed in the area of directive and non-directive support; no differences were found in the remaining 
areas. This difference seems to be logical. The factor of directive support refers to activities such as 
teaching skills, giving feedback, and providing advice. These types of support comprise actions on the 
part of helpers to provide support of a practical nature, aimed at assisting the recipient in improving 
their performance through improved understanding and skills; on the contrary, the factor of non-
directive support includes expressions of intimacy, unconditional availability, physical affection, and 
listening to private feelings [16]. In this sense, the above confirms the findings by [37], who pointed to 
certain “invisibility” of part-time students in the academic environment. For full-time students who study 
on a daily basis, direct contact (including all of the aspects specified above) with classmates and 
lecturers is more accessible, the same applies to establishing and maintaining contacts. At the same 
time, practice suggests that part-time students do not fully use the distant form of communication with 
teachers and other university staff (e-mails, e-learning, etc.), which could increase the degree of 
received social support provided by the educational institution and staff. In this sense, it would 
therefore be desirable to focus on the following: a) increasing study support by universities; b) 
improving distant communication of part-time students; and c) designing support programmes in order 
to develop part-time students’ interpersonal contacts. 

The last finding was that there was no difference between intact students and students with special 
educational needs in the degree of received social support. However, this result cannot be interpreted 
as significant because the numbers of students with these needs are extremely low. With a degree of 
caution, this only indicates the direction that these relationships take. For a more relevant assessment 
however, the sample of students with special educational needs would have to be considerably 
extended. At the same, the results are inconsistent with other studies e.g. [34] that assume a larger 
number of obstacles to be overcome (whether physical, attitudinal, social, or cultural), which may also 
bring additional barriers to social support received by these students. On the other hand, however, it is 
necessary to mention a large amount of pro-inclusive programmes and measures adopted by 
universities in the Czech Republic (e.g. Palacký University) in order to facilitate and make education 
accessible for these students, and to provide these students with sufficient study and social support cf. 
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also [35]. The limitations of the survey include the questionnaire method with all its disadvantages 
(e.g. intentional or unintentional distortion of responses, misunderstanding of some questions, etc.) It 
is also necessary to take into account the cross-sectional design of the study, which does not provide 
longer-term curves concerning individual results. At the same time, it would be desirable to perform a 
detailed factor analysis of the structure of social support factors in relation to the Czech environment. 

In conclusion, the present study to a large extent confirmed the conclusions formulated by researchers 
in other countries. It also emphasised the significance of the issue of social support in the academic 
environment, which is by many students considered demanding with a number of requirements on 
their personal, social, and professional skills and competences. 

According to the authors of the present study, there are two directions of further development of the 
area of social support. In terms of research, it would be desirable to perform an analysis of social 
support in the context of other aspects crucial to the academic environment (e.g. academic 
achievement, academic motivation, etc.); in terms of practice, emphasis should be on the development 
of programmes aimed at strengthening students’ social support and motivating students for their own 
activity in this area. 
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