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Abstract- The main goal of this research was to determine the role of social support and social identity in overcoming 
academic stress, based on the experiences of first year university students. The research explores variables, such as first year 
students’ academic stress levels, their stressors, effective and ineffective coping strategies, role of social identity and social 
support, influence of stress on academic motivation and achievement. The research was conducted among first year students 
of the three largest Georgian universities (Tbilisi State University, Ilia State University and Georgian Technical University). 
Both quantitative and qualitative methods were applied, with 252 survey respondents (150 girls, 100 boys) aged between 17 
to 24 and 13 focus group participants (10 girls, 3 boys) aged between 18 to 20 years. The results show, that academic stress 
level among freshmen students is higher than average. The main reason of said stress is new living and social conditions, 
though preparing and publicly presenting their work is the biggest stressor in an academic setting. Among coping strategies, 
students use positive reinterpretation and growth and planning most often. Analysis show, that major predictor of academic 
success is low level of stress, with academic motivation and social support also being the key factors.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The main goal of this research was to determine the 
role of social support and social identity in the 
process of overcoming academic stress and achieving 
academic success, based on the experiences of first 
year university students. 
               Studying at higher education institution 
brings new challenges and difficulties into 
adolescents’ lives, which significantly increases 
academic stress levels. Present-day research shows, 
that more than 60% of students have high levels of 
stress that is caused by various factors and negatively 
impacts academic achievement levels (Verger et al., 
2009).  
               Bisht (1989) has defined academic stress as 
anxiety, frustration and pressure associated with 
academic achievements (Bisht, 1989).The sources of 
stress – stressors, can be events or circumstances that 
obstruct people’s daily functioning and create the 
need to make changes in their behavior (Bernstein et 
al, 2008).  Stressors, that are internal or external 
environmental requirements, cause loss of the balance 
of the individual, thus hinder the physical and 
psychological well-being and require action for the 
restoration of balance (Lazarus & Cohen, 1977). 
However, they differ in length and intensity; what is 
stressful for one student may be less crucial for 
others. For example, missing lectures might by 
stressful for a freshmen student, but not for the 
graduate, depending on their knowledge and 
experience. But regardless of students’ year of studies 
or experience, missing lectures will be the stressor of 
less intensity, than big life events (Yumba, 2008).   
               In the process of overcoming stress, we 
cannot ignore the importance of social factors, such 

as social identity and social support. Social 
environment, family, friends and other formal and 
informal groups play an important role in students’ 
social identity formation process. Social identity 
implies the sense of who one is based on particular 
group membership (Tajfel, 1972). Social identity 
does not reflect only a certain socio-demographic 
group (e.g. gender, age, religion, etc.), but the 
intensity of the importance of belonging to the certain 
group, which can change over time. Social identity 
theory helps us explain how social identity impacts 
students’ academic achievement (Haslam et al., 
2009). 
               Social context, especially group 
membership and intergroup relations affect the 
process of overcoming stress (Haslam, 2004). The 
main argument for this is the fact, that the common 
identity is the basis for giving and receiving social 
support. The group membership increases the 
likelihood that we will provide assistance to other 
members, as well as they will help us when in need 
and in both cases support will be perceived according 
to the context. The probability of helping strangers 
increases if they are members of the same social 
group and have common social identity (Levine, 
Prosser, Evans, & Reicher, 2005). The link between 
stress and social identity is social support, therefore 
group members providing us with social support is 
the bases of the stress level decrease and activation of 
effective coping strategies. The term, social support, 
is widely used to describe the mechanisms that 
interpersonal relations provide us with in the process 
of adaptation to environmental challenges (Cohen & 
Wills, 1985). Social support can be viewed, as a 
supportive mechanism of overcoming stress with 
active involvement of others. 
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Students' social support sources on the one hand 
resemble to everyone else’s: friends, parents, family 
members. On the other hand new groups come into a 
mix: course mates, professors and other members of 
the faculty. Cohen (2004) highlights three main 
effects of social support: neutralizing the stressor, 
improving the physical and psychological conditions 
of the individual and reducing the stress (Cohen, 
2004). 
               Relationships between social support and 
stress are widely represented in the context of 
educational research. Low levels of social support are 
associated with high intensity emotional, cognitive 
and behavioral reactions to academic stress (Misra et 
al., 2003). 
               Students with less social support are often 
found at the risk of dangerous and unhealthy 
behaviors. For example during exam period 
frequency of smoking in female students with little 
social support increases, as well as  alcohol 
consumption in both sexes with little or no social 
support. While in the high social support condition 
alcohol consumption level stays low (Condren & 
Greenglass, 2011).  
               Besides friends and parents, professors are 
an important source of social support for students. 
Students with high levels of expectations from 
lecturers, positive working environment and social 
support in stressful situations are academically more 
successful and have high levels of academic 
satisfaction (Klem & Connell, 2004). 
 
II. METHODS 
 
2.1. Participants and Procedures 
The survey was conducted in three biggest state 
universities in Georgia (Tbilisi State University, Ilia 
State University, Georgian Technical University), 
with 252 first-year students as participants, using 
convenience sampling. 150 (59.5%) of them were 
female, 100 (39.7%) male, 2 (.8%) other. Age of 
participants ranged from 17 to 24 years (M=18.62, 
SD=1.06). Questionnaires were administrated 
individually in the university setting. Within the 
scope of the survey, two focus groups were also 
conducted in Tbilisi State University, with 13 
freshmen students as participants, 10 of them female, 
3- male.   
 
2.2. Measures 
Holmes and Rahe’s 43-item Social readjustment 
rating scale (Holmes & Rahe, 1967) was used for 
stress level measurement, where each of the items has 
its own score. For example, "death of spouse" is 
maximum 100 points and "minor violation of the 
law" is minimum 11 points, with part of the 
statements being about academic stressors, such as 
“begin or end school”. The level of perceived stress 
was measured with Cohen’s 10-item Perceived stress 
scale (Cohen, Kamarck & Mermelstein, 1994), on a 

5-point response scale, where 0 = never, 1 = almost 
never, 2 = once in a while, 3 = often, 4 = very often.  
               60-item coping strategies scale – COPE 
(Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989) was used to 
assess strategies that students use coping. The 
instrument consists of 15 scales that represent 
different strategies for overcoming stress. 
               In order to evaluate social support and social 
identity, specially designed scales were used, 
statements of which were also measured on the 5-
point Likert scale. While academic achievement was 
assessed by students' GPA (Grade Point Average) 
score. GPA is measured by a 4-point system where 
the minimum score is 0.5 and the maximum score is 
4. 
 
III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Quantitative data analysis was conducted using 
statistical program SPSS 24. The following statistical 
operations were performed: Cronbach's alpha 
coefficient for internal consistency, T-test for 
comparison of independent groups, dispersion 
analysis (ANOVA), chi-square statistics, Pearson’s 
correlation and linear regression analysis. While 
content analysis was used for qualitative data of focus 
groups. 
               The stress scale results confirm high and 
middle level of stress among freshmen students. 38% 
of respondents’ stress level varies from 0 to 150 
points, indicating lower level of stress. While more 
than half of first-year students (54%) have an average 
level (150-299 points) and 8% of freshmen are under 
very high level of stress (more than 300 points).  
               Freshmen students have statistically 
significant t (251) =9.251, p=.000 high level of stress 
on the perceived stress scale as well (M=18.44, 
SD=7.2), where according to standardized data, the 
norm for 18-29 year olds is 14.2 points. 
Among the strategies of overcoming stress, Georgian 
students use Positive reinterpretation and growth 
(M=12.11, SD=2.18), Planning (M=11.52, SD=2.35), 
Active coping (M=11.29, SD=2.12) and Instrumental 
social support (M=10.79, SD=2.49) most often. 
Among the least used strategies among students are 
Behavioral disengagement (M=6.68, SD=2.28) and 
Substance use (M=6.13, SD=2.94). 
The results demonstrate Table 1, that most effective 
coping strategies are Positive reinterpretation and 
growth, which has positive correlation with academic 
success                          (r = .293**, n=252, p <.01) 
and negative correlation with perceived stress (r = -
.250**, n=252, p <.01), as well as Active coping, 
which has positive relation with students’ GPA (r = 
.230**, n=252,      p <.01) and negative relations with 
stress level                         (r= -.169**, n=252, p <.01). 
Though, student’s GPA has strongest correlation with 
Planning strategy     (r = .453**, n=252, p <.01) On 
the other hand coping strategies that negatively affect 
academic performance were also determined. With 
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substance use perceived stress level rises (r = .283**, 
n=252, p <.01) and academic achievment decreases (r 
= -.207**, n=252, p <.01). Focusing on and venting of 

emotions has the similar relation with students’ 
perceived stress level (r = .406**, n=252, p <.01) and 
GPA                        (r = -.229**, n=252, p <.01). 

Table 1: Correlation analysis between coping mechanisms and the main research variables 

** p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05 
 
 As for social support from different sources, in 
stressful situations students receive the greatest 
support from their parents (M = 3.88, SD = 1.14) and 
friends (M = 3.53, SD = 1.11). Received support level 
in academic setting is lower, although differences 
have also been observed here, for example, social 
support received from professors (M = 2.32, SD = 
1.14) in students' opinion exceeds received support 
from administrative personnel (M = 1.59, SD = 0.91). 
The issue of social identity of students was also 
researched. Comparison of the social identity scales 
showed statistically significant, although very small 
differences between self-assessment (M = 40.48, SD 
= 5.56) and assessment of course mates (M = 39.44, 
SD = 40.48), t (251) =-2.734, p=.007. Despite the 
slight differences, the results are similar by each of 
the characteristic given on the scale; students attribute 
certain characteristics equally to themselves and their 
course mates. The results allow us to conclude that 
freshmen do not see the essential differences between 
themselves and others, and they themselves feel like a 
part of the general group. 
               Another important variable measured was 
students' academic achievement. For this assessment 
the average GPA score was used. It is important to 
note, that 46% of students have a higher than average 
GPA (over 2.75 points).  
               Statistically significant academic 
achievement differences were found by gender, 
where girls (M = 2.76, SD = .93) have higher GPA 
compared to boys (M = 2.02, SD = 1.05), t (249) =-
5.690, p=.000. In addition, half of female students 
(48%) are from 3 to 4 GPA category. While the 

largest group of male students (36%) appears to be in 
1 to 2 GPA category, X2 (6, N=252) = 32.387, 
p=.000.  Among the main research variables, such as 
academic stress, social identity, social support and 
academic achievement (GPA), using Pearson’s 
correlation farther links have been identified:  
Negative correlation has been observed between 
stress level and social support                   (r = -
.242**, n = 252, p <.01), as well as positive 
correlation between social support and academic 
achievement (r = .251 **, n = 252, p <.01). Those 
who are actively supported by family members, 
friends and relatives are more successful in academic 
setting, as well as have low levels of stress. 
Student's social identity also has a negative relation 
only with the perceived stress scale(r = -.241 **, n = 
252, p <.01). Those who view themselves as part of 
the group and identify as similar to others, have lower 
level of perceived stress. 
The results also show strong negative correlation (r = 
-.651 **, n = 252, p <.01) between stress and 
academic achievement. Students, whose stress level is 
high, have, lower GPA than their course mates Table 
2. 

Table 2: Correlation analysis between the main research 
variables 

 
** p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05 

Stress Perceived Stress Social Identity Social Support GPA

Positive reinterpretation and growth 0.011 -.250**
0.013 .130*

.293**

Mental disengagement -0.012 .179** -.254**
0.054 0.002

Focus on and venting of emotions .162* .406** -.128*
0.024 _.229**

Use of instrumental social support -0.107 -0.026 -0.039 .227** .140*

Active coping -.169** -.253**
0.103 .222** .230**

Denial .149*
0.096 -.139*

0.018 -.204**

Religious coping 0.079 -0.08 -0.034 0.051 -0.065

Humor 0.093 0.056 -.126*
0.063 -.127*

Behavioral disengagement 0.101 .307** -.143*
-0.061 -.202**

Restraint -0.074 -.180**
0.014 .217**

0.044

Use of emotional social support 0.03 0.082 -0.034 .130*
0.086

Substance use .283** .283** -.210**
-0.045 -.207**

Acceptance 0.018 0.046 -0.066 -0.052 -0.11

Suppression of competing activities -0.085 -.169**
-0.009 .243** .172**

Planning -0.061 -.224**
0.11 0.118 .453**

Stress
Perceived 

Stress
Social 

Identity
Social 

Support GPA
Stress -
Perceived 
Stress .341** -
Social 
Identity 0.055 -.241** -
Social 
Support -.242** -.224** -.157* -

GPA -.651** -.292** 0.032 .251** -
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Following the correlation analysis, simple linear 
regression was calculated, results of which show that 
the strongest predictor of academic performance is 
the level of stress: 
               First year students’ stress level explains 
42% of variability of their academic success 
(R2

ADJ=.421, F (1,250) =183.79, p<.01) and is strong 
predictor of GPA (β = -.65, p<.01); the second 
significant predictor of academic success is the level 
of received social support with 6% of variability 
(R2

ADJ=.059, F (1,250) =16.74, p<.01), (β = -.25, 
p<.01). 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
More than half of the university's freshmen in 
Georgia have average or higher than average level of 
stress. The main reason of said stress is new living 
and social conditions, though preparing and publicly 
presenting their work was the biggest stressor in an 
academic setting. Among coping strategies, students 
use positive reinterpretation and growth and planning 
most often. Both of them, with using social support 
appear to be effective coping mechanisms, while 
focusing on and venting of emotions, behavioral 
disengagement and substance use have negative 
effect on overcoming stress. The research results 
demonstrate relations between social support, social 
identity and academic stress. Low academic stress is 
associated with high level of academic achievement 
and GPA. The stronger the social identity of the 
freshmen students, the better grades they get during 
their studies and more adapted they are to 
overcoming stress; as well as students with high level 
of social support from their friends and families have 
less academic stress and therefore are better adapted 
to academic life and success, than their course mates. 
Analysis show, that major predictor of academic 
success is low level of stress, with social identity and 
social support also being the key factors.  
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