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Abstract 

First-generation college students play a crucial role in higher education, and understanding their 

barriers when communicating their need for social support is essential to supporting their 

success and improving outcomes for first-generation students in higher education. This study 

analyzes the types of barriers first-generation college students (FGCS) at the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa face when communicating their need for social support. This study includes 

relevant literature and concepts including the benefits of social support, and sources and types of 

social support. The overall goal for this research is to recognize the barriers FGCS face in 

communicating their need for social support to give us insights on their perspectives and 

experiences in college. In a series of semi-structured in-depth interviews with 13 first-generation 

college students at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, I show that there are differences in the 

types of social support that first generation students derive from professional resources and 

interpersonal sources, and that there are a multitude of factors that prevent first generation 

college students from communicating their need for social support, notably: negative feelings of 

fear and shame, lack of trust in support sources, self-doubt, self-reliance, social disconnection, 

and family upbringing. Implications of these findings are discussed.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

First-generation college students (FGCS) often face and overcome many challenges 

and difficulties in higher education, and for this reason it is important to understand their 

barriers when communicating their need for social support as it is essential to supporting 

their success and improving outcomes for first-generation students in higher education. 

Structured social support can significantly benefit students in navigating 

university life and this improves both their academic outcomes and mental health. 

(Lamothe et al., 1995) Parent-student communication also plays a significant role in the 

academic success of FGCS and a study by Palbusa and Gauvain (2017) found that parent-

student communication about college freshman grades was stronger for FGCS than non-

FGCS. Francis and Miller (2007) found that FGCS experienced higher levels of 

communication apprehension compared to non-FGCS at two-year institutions. This 

suggests that FGCS experience higher levels of communication apprehension which may 

impede their ability to clearly express their need for social support. FGCS often come 

from lower-income, minority, or immigrant backgrounds and these students face distinct 

challenges compared to their peers, including limited access to academic resources, and 

less familiarity with higher education. (Stebleton and Soria, 2012) These are only a few 

unique challenges faced by FGCS compared to non-FGCS. 

With FGCS less likely to have familial guidance on navigating the college 

experience and often struggling with institutional expectations and academic preparedness, 

it is important that we understand and focus on barriers that FGCS face when 

communicating their needs for social support. Therefore, my study will provide insight on 

what barriers FGCS face at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa when communicating their 
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need for social support. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Defining A First Generation College Student 

Defining a first generation college student (FGCS) is complex, as there are several 

definitions that vary depending on the university. For example, some university programs 

for FGCSs use the definition according to the Higher Education Act of 1965. According to 

the Higher Education Act of 1965, a FGCS is defined as - (A) An individual both of whose 

parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree; or (B) In the case of any individual who 

regularly resided with and received support from only one parent, an individual whose only 

such parent did not complete a baccalaureate degree. (U.S Department of Education, 1998, 

paragraph f1) Other university programs for FGCSs consider a student to be a FGCS if 

neither parent attended college at all (Ward et. al., 2012), while community colleges may 

define students as FGCSs if their parents have less than an associate’s degree (Ward et al., 

2012). 

FGCSs carry a weight that most students do not, in which they are underprepared 

academically for what the college experience holds (Ward et al., 2012). FGCSs struggle 

with institutional expectations and the student role (Ward et al., 2012). As parents’ 

education increases, so does students’ likelihood of enrolling in postsecondary education 

(Choy, 2001). Students whose parents did not attend college are likely to not enroll in 

college and if they do enroll in college they are less likely to graduate (Choy, 2001). 

These are crucial struggles that FGCSs face when attending college. Another struggle that 

FGCSs face is that they have lower GPAs and are more likely than other students to 

withdraw or repeat courses they attempted (Chen & Carroll, 2005). 
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First Generation College students at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa 

The University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa was identified as part of the 2020-2021 

cohort of First-Gen Forward Institutions by the Center for First-Generation Student 

Success. This is an effort and commitment to improving experiences and advancing 

outcomes of first-generation college students. For undergraduates entering Fall 2024, 

1,722 out of the 5,682 identified at first-generation college students. This indicates that 

30% of incoming UHM students are first-generation college students (Barnett, 2024), 

making the estimated percentage of first-generation college students here at the 

University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa higher than the national average of 24%. This 

significant representation highlights the importance of developing tailored resources and 

initiatives to support the unique needs of first-generation students at the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. 

Social Support 

Social support is defined in the literature as the assistance and protection given to 

others, shielding them from precarious events and adverse effects (Wortman & Dunkel-

Schetter, 1987). Social support is also defined as an exchange of resources between at least 

two individuals perceived by the provider or the recipient to be intended to enhance the 

well-being of the recipient (Shumaker et al., 1984). Social support is the provision of 

assistance or comfort to others, typically to help them cope with biological, psychological, 

and social stressors. 

Benefits of Social Support Among College Students 

There are many positive effects of social support among college students. Hefner 

and Eisenburg (2009) study found that students with lower quality social support were more 

likely to experience mental health problems relative to students with high quality social 



CHALLENGES FOR FGCS AT UH MANOA IN SEEKING SOCIAL SUPPORT 8 
 

support. Their study examines different types of support: emotional, informational, and 

tangible, and their varying impacts on students’ mental health outcomes. Hefner and 

Eisenburg (2009) found that social support was strongly associated with a lower likelihood 

of not only depression, but also anxiety, suicidality, self-injury, and symptoms of eating 

disorders. Their study emphasizes the importance of fostering supportive relationships 

among peers and the need for institutions to create environments that enhance social 

connections. 

Lee et al. (2020) investigate the role of social support sources and gender in 

perceived stress and adjustment among Latina/o college students. Their study examines how 

different types of social support such as family, friends, and significant others affect levels 

of stress and overall adjustment during the transition to college. Lee et al. (2020) found that 

both the sources of support and gender significantly influence perceived stress levels. For 

example, women’s self rated physical health was more strongly and negatively impacted 

when they have less social support from family and friends, whereas men showed more 

depressive symptoms than women with less support from friends (Lee et al., 2020). Their 

study also found that Latina women benefit more from family support in reducing stress, 

while Latino men tend to benefit more from support from romantic partners. The authors 

conclude that understanding these dynamics is essential for developing effective support 

systems tailored to the unique needs of Latina/o emerging adults in higher education, 

ultimately fostering better mental health and adjustment outcomes. 

The study by Szkody, Moussa Rogers, and McKinney (2021), examines the positive 

health benefits of social support with a focus on potential racial differences. Their study 

explored how social support impacts mental and physical health, acknowledging that 
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individuals from different racial backgrounds might experience and benefit from social 

support differently. Their study highlights that social support is generally associated with 

better health outcomes, such as reduced stress and improved emotional well-being. 

However, their study also emphasizes that the effects of social support may vary based on 

racial or ethnic identity due to varying socio-cultural contexts, systemic factors, and 

disparities in access to resources (Szkody et al., 2021). Their study suggests that for racial 

minorities, social support can buffer against the adverse effects of discrimination and other 

stressors related to minority status. Their findings highlight the importance of considering 

cultural and contextual factors when studying the health benefits of social support and when 

designing interventions that aim to enhance health outcomes across diverse populations 

(Szkody et al. 2021). 

Lamothe et al. (1995) investigate the effects of a social support intervention on 

students transitioning to university life. Their study concludes that structured social support 

can significantly benefit students in navigating the challenges of university transition, 

improving both their mental health and academic outcomes. Cohen and Wills (1985) 

describe structured social support as support provided through organized programs that 

offer emotional, informational, or practical assistance in a systematic manner. Lamothe et 

al. (1995) study implemented a social support intervention aimed at easing this transition by 

providing incoming students with structured social support through peer groups and 

mentorship. Their study examined how this intervention impacted students' mental health, 

overall well-being, and academic adjustment. The observations of their study were that 

students who participated in the social support intervention reported lower levels of anxiety 

and stress compared to those who did not. The intervention helped students form 
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meaningful relationships and support networks, which facilitated a smoother social 

adjustment to university life. By providing emotional and social support, the intervention 

indirectly improved academic performance, as students were better able to focus on their 

studies when they felt supported. Overall, the students in the intervention group 

experienced higher levels of psychological well-being. 

Sources & Types of Social Support 

Parent-student communication plays a significant role in the achievement of 
 

first-generation college students during their transition to higher education. Palbusa and 

Gauvain (2017) investigated the relationship between parent-student communication about 

college and freshman grades, comparing first-generation and non-first-generation college 

students. The study's emphasis was on comparing the frequency of such communication 

between first-generation students and non–first-generation students. Therefore, the study 

focused more on how often parents and students communicated about college rather than the 

detailed types of communication they engaged in. “Participants were asked about the 

frequency of their communication with parents about college and their perceptions of the 

helpfulness and quality of emotional and instrumental support in these interactions.” 

(Palbusa and Gauvain, 2017) Their study found that while parent-student communication 

about college was positively associated with freshman grades for both groups, this 

relationship was stronger for first-generation students. Palbusa and Gauvain’s findings may 

offer insights into the communication patterns among first-generation college students and 

their support networks. Understanding these communication patterns can shed light on 

potential barriers that first-generation college students face when expressing their needs for 

social support. 
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A study by Gist-Mackey, Wiley, and Erba (2018) examines socially supportive 

communication experienced by first-generation college students during their socialization 

process. Through qualitative analysis, Gist et al. (2018) explore how students interpret and 

respond to messages of support from peers, family, and educators. The findings reveal that 

students value reassurance and encouragement, emphasizing the importance of ongoing 

support in navigating the challenges of higher education. FGCS described their value of 

affirmations that came from their parents’ or grandparents’ emotional support of them (Gist 

et al. (2018). “Knowing parents and grandparents were proud and encouraging provided 

important appraisal and emotional support for these participants” (Gist et al., 2018). 

Overall, phrases like “you’re doing great” and “keep going” were common and helped 

students feel more confident and motivated. 

In the same study by Gist-Mackey, Wiley, and Erba (2018), in addition to appraisal 

support from instructors, some students mentioned receiving appraisal support from 

advisors or mentors on campus. “FGCS felt bolstered by appraisal support regarding 

academic performance and expressed appreciation when hearing positive feedback” (Gist et 

al. 2018). In this study it was also found that friendships and peer groups served as support 

networks for both academic and social life, overall gaining valuable information and 

support. These interactions lead to a positive college experience and also indicates that the 

differences between social support from academic advisors vs. classmates is that academic 

support is the primary type of support given to FGCS whereas classmates and peers provide 

academic and social support. 

In the 2012 study by Hombrados-Mendieta et al., the authors examine the different 

types of social support adolescents receive from parents, teachers, and classmates, and how 
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this support affects their development. Their study categorizes social support into three 

types: emotional, instrumental, and informational and looks at how each group (parents, 

teachers, and classmates) provides these forms of support during adolescence. Emotional 

support is defined as providing and receiving care, love, trust, and empathy as well as 

respect and admiration. Instrumental support is providing and receiving tangible goods and 

services. Informational support is providing and receiving information or advice in a time 

of need, especially in problem-solving situations. Hombrados-Mendieta et al. (2012) found 

that parents primarily provide emotional and instrumental support, offering affection, 

guidance, and practical help with mothers specifically providing significantly more support 

than the father. Classmates contribute emotional support, offering a sense of belonging, 

friendship, and feedback that shapes self-esteem and social identity (Hombradoes-Mendieta 

et al. 2012). Teachers provide the lowest level of support, mainly offering informational 

support and helping students with academic and personal advice, and evaluating their 

progress (Hombradoes-Mendieta et al., 2012). This study thus seeks to uncover the types of 

resources that first generation college students at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa have 

found to be helpful. 

RQ1: What types of resources have first generation college students at the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa found the most helpful? 

How College Students Communicate Their Need For Social Support 

In order for first-generation college students to receive social support, it is logical for 

them to communicate their need for social support, and consequently important to 

understand factors driving such students to communicate their need for social support. Payne 

et al. (2021) explores how first-generation college students approach academic help-seeking 
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in higher education. Their study demonstrates that while FGCS effectively engage in help-

seeking strategies, their behaviors are influenced by several factors. One factor is the role of 

self-reliance, as students express a desire to solve problems on their own before reaching out 

for assistance (Payne et al. 2021). Another factor is the fear of judgment for asking for help, 

and another factor is the availability of trusted support networks as FGCS frequently rely on 

informal support networks such as classmates rather than formal institutional resources like 

academic advisors or professors. Lastly, FGCS may also face cultural and systemic barriers to 

help-seeking, including a lack of familiarity with campus resources and uncertainty about how 

to navigate academic systems. 

Thompson (2008) study examined how first-year college students communicate 

their need for academic support. This study sought to understand the strategies and 

behaviors using a grounded theory approach and it was found that freshmen tend to adopt 

various help-seeking strategies, ranging from informal conversations with peers to formal 

interactions with professors and academic staff (Thompson, 2008). Students often prefer to 

ask peers first for help before reaching out to authority figures. According to Thompson’s 

study, students were less likely to go to teachers because they were intimidated, indicating 

that they rarely attended office hours because they found them nerve wracking or had a 

schedule conflict. Thompson (2008) study explains that students prefer to go to teachers on 

grade-oriented issues and for bigger concerns with a class, but students prefer to turn to 

students for smaller problems. What was also discovered in the Thompson (2008) study was 

that many students encounter barriers when seeking academic support, including fear of 

embarrassment, concern about appearing incompetent, and uncertainty about how or whom 

to approach for assistance. Students are more likely to seek help from individuals with 
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whom they have developed a rapport, such as professors who show approachability or 

classmates who provide support (Thompson, 2008). Overall, freshmen communicate their 

need for support in a variety of ways, including direct requests for assistance or more subtle 

cues such as hesitant participation in class, changes in academic performance and seeking 

validation from peers depending on their comfort level and the perceived stakes of asking 

for help (Thompson, 2008). 

Online and offline social support networks are important for college students’ mental 

health, but face-to-face interactions play a more critical role. Wright et al. (2013) study 

examines how communication competence and social support impact depression among 

college students. Their study specifically explores the influence of both Facebook-based and 

face-to-face social support networks on students' mental health. Wright et al. (2013) found 

that students with higher communication competence were better able to seek and maintain 

social support, which in turn had a positive effect on their mental health. They found that 

both face-to-face and Facebook social support were linked to lower levels of depression 

among college students although face-to-face support was found to be more effective in 

reducing depressive symptoms compared to online (Facebook) support (Wright et al., 2013). 

Face-to-face support is more effective in reducing depressive symptoms compared to 

Facebook support for multiple reasons including depth and quality of communication, real 

time feedback and active listening. These aspects help the support feel more personal and 

emphatic, reducing feelings of isolation and depression. 

Barriers College Students Face In Communicating Their Need For Social Support 

Francis and Miller (2007) explored communication apprehension levels among 
 

first-generation college students at two-year institutions. They found that first-generation 
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college students experienced higher levels of communication apprehension compared to 

non-first-generation students. MrCrosky (1977) defines communication apprehension as “an 

individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated with either real or anticipated 

communication with another person or persons”. The study highlights the importance of 

addressing communication barriers among first-generation students to support their 

academic success and social integration in college. Francis and Miller’s study indirectly 

addresses potential barriers to social support communication, as their study explored 

communication apprehension among first-generation college students. Their study can 

provide insights into the challenges they face in expressing their needs for social support. 

Their findings may suggest that first-generation college students experience higher levels 

of communication apprehension, which could hinder their ability to effectively 

communicate their social support needs. 

Another barrier that college students face in communicating their need for social 

support would be personal assertiveness. “Personal assertiveness is an interpersonal variable 

that theoretically would be vital in effective social support exchanges” (Elliot & Gramling, 

1990). People who are assertive develop confidence and satisfaction in their ability to interact 

effectively with others (Masters, Burish, Hollon, & Rimm, 1987). With FGCSs, they may not 

have the confidence to be assertive and receive social support, and they would have trouble 

encompassing appropriate requests for assistance. 

The study by Hyseni, Davis, and Hamiti (2023) explores the mental health 

challenges faced by university students, highlighting the interplay of mental health, study 

skills, social support, and barriers to seeking psychological help. Their study found that 

many students experience significant mental health issues, but often hesitate to seek support 
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due to various barriers, including stigma, lack of awareness, and inadequate resources. 

Hyseni et al. (2023) explains that mental health can significantly impact students' academic 

progress and well-being, and that poor study habits can exacerbate stress and anxiety. Their 

study highlights the importance of social support networks such as friends, family, and 

academic staff in promoting mental health. 

A study by Stebleton and Soria (2012) examined the unique challenges faced by 

first-generation college students in research university settings. The authors explore the 

academic and non-academic obstacles that hinder these students’ success and offer 

recommendations for supporting them. One unique challenge is that FGCSs often come from 

lower-income, minority, or immigrant backgrounds. These students face distinct challenges 

compared to their peers, including limited access to academic resources, and less familiarity 

with higher education (Stebleton and Soria, 2012). Other obstacles were academic, as far as 

lack of preparation, time management and study skills and navigating university resources. 

More challenges include financial strain, as FGCSs are more likely to experience financial 

difficulties, which can lead to working long hours or part-time jobs, thus reducing time 

available for studying and engaging in academic activities. Social isolation, being that 

FGCSs frequently report feeling socially isolated or disconnected from the campus culture. 

They may also experience feelings of imposter syndrome, where they feel they do not belong 

in an academic environment. Other obstacles that can hinder FGCSs success, are 

psychological and emotional barriers, being that there is added pressure for FGCSs to 

succeed and represent their families. 

Marshak et al. (2010) brings some insightful research on exploring why students 

with disabilities in postsecondary institutions often underutilize available disability services 
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and accommodations. The study explores both internal and external barriers that prevent 

these students from accessing the support they are entitled to. Internal barriers include 

stigma, as many students with disabilities worry about being perceived as less capable from 

their peers (Marshak et al. (2010). Other internal barriers include the desire for 

independence, and lack of self-awareness, as some students are unaware of the extent of 

their own disabilities or do not understand how certain accommodations could benefit them. 

External barriers included the complexity of the accommodation process such as self-

identification and disclosure, documentation of disability, requesting specific 

accommodations, implementation and follow-ups, and this may discourage students from 

pursuing further accommodations (Marshak et al. 2010). Other external barriers include 

inconsistent faculty support, and lack of awareness being that some students are not aware 

that disability accommodations are available to them. Lastly, Marshak et. al (2010) study 

explains that there are emotional and psychological barriers as well, as many students 

experience anxiety, frustration, or embarrassment about their disability, which contributes to 

their reluctance to seek help. 

One’s sense of belonging can certainly prevent or encourage college students from 

communicating their need for social support. In Dao et al. (2024), their study explores the 

relationships between imposter syndrome, sense of belonging, and mental health among 

first-year college students. Imposter syndrome is defined as an internal feeling of not 

deserving personal success that has been rightfully achieved. (Clance & Imes, 1978). Dao et 

al. (2024) wrote “Hagerty and Williams conceptualized sense of belonging as a set of 

interpersonal processes consisting of two components: (1) the congruence between one’s 

environment and their personal characteristics and (2) the extent to which a person feels 
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accepted and included within that space.” (Hagerty and Williams, 1999) Dao et al. (2024) 

found that students who experience a strong sense of belonging are less likely to suffer from 

imposter syndrome, which can negatively impact mental health. Longitudinal data indicated 

that a heightened sense of belonging serves as a protective factor, reducing the harmful 

effects of imposter syndrome on anxiety and depression during the transition to college. The 

findings emphasize the importance of fostering belonging to help first-year students cope 

with mental health challenges during the transition to college. Research has also shown that 

the positive correlation between imposter syndrome and stress is stronger among first 

generation college students than non-first generation college students (Holden, Wright, & 

Sims, 2024). Also, first generation college students often grapple with the fear that their 

peers might socially ostracize them for being incompetent (Pratt, Harwood, Cavazos, & 

Ditzfeld, 2019). Taken together, these findings suggest that imposter syndrome can impede 

a first-generation college student’s desire to seek social support. If first generation college 

students feel that they are undeserving of their place in college, they might feel 

disincentivized to seek help lest they face social ostracism. Given the high percentage 

proportion of first generation college students at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, my 

study seeks to examine the factors inhibiting first generation UHM college students from 

communicating their need for social support. The following research question is posed: 

RQ2: What factors prevent first generation college students at the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa from communicating their need for social support? 
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Chapter 3: Methods 
 

In order to uncover what types of barriers first-generation college students face at the 

University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa when communicating their need for social support, I 

conducted qualitative, semi-structured in-depth interviews. Qualitative research and using in-

depth interviews is the best approach when studying what barriers first generation-college 

students face when communicating their need for social support. A close-ended survey is 

less ideal than an in-depth interview as surveys are limited in responses, whereas in-depth 

interviews allow for richer, more detailed insights as opposed to fixed survey questions 

(Babbie, 2021). By delving deeper into their experiences, I was able to gain valuable insights 

and vivid descriptions of the challenges first-generation college students face when it comes to 

communicating their need for social support. Qualitative, semi-structured in-depth interviews 

helped me discover what barriers first-generation college students face when communicating 

their need for social support by providing a fuller understanding and richer descriptions of the 

experiences that first-generation college students face than a close-ended, quantitative survey.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 
 

Participants. I conducted 13 semi-structured interviews with first-generation college 

students at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. These students were a combination of 

undergraduate and graduate students. These participants were recruited from various student 

resource centers at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa’s Queen Liliʻuokalani Center for 

Student Services such as the Office of Veteran Student Services (OVSS), Native Hawaiian 

Student Services (NHSS), and the TIDES program. I used a combination of purposive and 

snowball sampling to recruit my participants. Specifically, I first approached first generation 

college students who utilized these resource centers, and asked them to recommend other first 
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generation college students to me. All interviews were conducted in-person. 

Interview Questions. The semi-structured interview guide consisted of questions such 

as, “What resources or support systems have you found most helpful in navigating your 

college experience as a first-generation college student?”, “What types of challenges have you 

faced as a first-year college student? Of these challenges, which was the biggest challenge 

and why?”, and “What kind of challenges have you encountered in reaching out for 

social support as a first-generation college student?”. These questions helped me gain 

valuable insights and information on the barriers that first-generation college students at 

the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa face in communicating their need for social support. 

Positionality. As a first-generation college student myself, I bring a shared 

understanding and empathy that helped build rapport and helped other FGCS feel comfortable 

sharing their experiences and challenges, fostering a sense of connection to elicit rich answers 

that enabled me to gain perspective and a further understanding of my research. However, I had 

to exercise caution and not let my background cause me to make erroneous assumptions about 

what my interviewees were thinking or feeling.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

First Generation College Students 

 Prior to reporting the themes corresponding to my research questions, I provide brief 

descriptions of this study’s participants. Table 1 below also summarizes characteristics of this 

study’s first-generation college student interviewees.  

Matthew  

Matthew was born and raised here on Oahu. Matthew introduced himself as a first-year 

student at University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, pursuing a double major in entrepreneurship and 

international business. He shared that both his parents are immigrants from the Philippines. 

Matthew wanted to pursue college to make connections in the business world. 

Noah  

Noah is from the Philippines, and is a junior at University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. He came 

back to school after a 10 year gap and is an interdisciplinary studies major. He tries to strike a 

balance between his job and school life. He pursued higher education because he was influenced 

by his coworkers that he would be a very good teacher. 

Danielle  

Danielle was born and raised here on Oahu. She is a freshman here at University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa and is a biology major. For Danielle, she chose higher education to open doors 

to lead to bigger opportunities and pay, especially with living expenses in Hawaii.  

Austin  

Austin was born and raised here on Oahu. He is a freshman here at University of Hawaiʻi 

at Mānoa and a computer science major. His parents influenced him to pursue a degree in higher 

education. 
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Drake  

Drake is from Sacramento, California, originally born in Saipan. He spent 6 years in the 

Navy and is a 3rd year transfer student veteran at UH and is majoring in mechanical 

engineering. He chose to pursue higher education for better career opportunities. 

Elizabeth  

Elizabeth was born in the Philippines, and came to Oahu when she was 10 years old. She 

is a first-year student at UH majoring in engineering. She wanted to pursue higher education 

because her parents sacrificed alot for her, and she wants to help and give back to them. 

Lana  

Lana is from Portage, Wisconsin and is a fourth-year veteran student majoring in 

psychology, minoring in political science. Lana wanted to pursue higher education because she 

was always passionate about education. When she joined the Marines, she was looking forward 

to using the G.I Bill to support her education when she got out of the military. 

Eevee  

Eevee was born and raised on Oahu and is a first year student majoring in elementary 

education. Her drive to pursue higher education is to better her future and make her family 

members proud because most of them did not attend college or did not finish. 

Kalani  

Kalani is a fourth year student double majoring in journalism and Hawaiian Studies. 

Kalani is from the island of Oahu. Kalani wanted to pursue higher education because he saw the 

value in higher education, and views it as a privilege as his family members did not have the 

opportunity to attend. Kalani wants to pursue higher education after he receives his BA, and 

receive a Master degree. Kalani worked a full-time job to help support his education. 
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Kaliko  

Kaliko is from Massachusetts, and is a senior majoring in computer science with a focus 

on cyber security, and is a veteran student. Kaliko wanted to pursue higher education because he 

was interested in technology and computers when he was younger and wanted to take his 

knowledge to a higher level. Kaliko began his college education in Tokyo, Japan. 

Kobe  

Kobe was born and raised here on Oahu and is a senior double majoring in digital cinema 

and English. Kobe wanted to pursue higher education because he originally wanted to be a nurse 

and wanted to help people, however he changed majors because the nursing degree was 

competitive and there was a lack of community, and he switched to digital cinema because he 

loves storytelling. Kobe went into English because the community was more welcoming.  Kobe 

is the partner of Kalani. 

Abby  

Abby is from Kauai and is a third-year student majoring in Hawaiian Language. Abby is 

pursuing higher education because she wants to become a teacher and begin her career in 

teaching at the elementary school level. 

Taylor  

Taylor is from Las Vegas, Nevada and is a 3rd year PhD student majoring in educational 

administration. She is Native Hawaiian and Indigenous Mexican. She obtained her Master of 

Arts in higher education administration and her BA in Bachelor of Science in Molecular 

MicroBiology and Immunology from the University of Nevada. Taylor originally pursued higher 

education to be a doctor, but found a passion in supporting students who are also navigating 

higher education for the first time, prompting her to pursue a career in educational 
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administration. 

Table 1. Summary of Participant Characteristics   

Name Year of Study Major 

Matthew 1st  Entrepreneurship And 
International Business 

Noah 3rd Interdisciplinary Studies 

Danielle  1st Biology 

Austin  1st Computer Science 

Drake 3rd   Mechanical Engineering 

Elizabeth 1st  Engineering 

Lana  4th  Psychology 

Eevee  1st Elementary Education 

Kalani 4th Journalism And Hawaiian 
Studies 

Kaliko    5th Computer Science 

Kobe     4th Digital Cinema And English 

Abby     3rd Hawaiian Language 

Taylor    3rd (PhD)  Educational Administration 
  

   

Data Analysis 

I used thematic analyses (Braun & Clarke, 2012), to analyze my in-depth interview data. 

Thematic analyses were used to identify and interpret patterns within the interviewees 

responses. I first identified codes to capture key ideas. Next, I generated and organized themes 

from these codes to ensure that the analysis captures the complexity of FGCS experiences. 

Sources of Social Support For First Generation Students (RQ1) 



CHALLENGES FOR FGCS AT UH MANOA IN SEEKING SOCIAL SUPPORT 25 
 

 The analysis of interview transcripts in relation to the types of resources first generation 

college students have found helpful (RQ1) yielded two predominant themes. The first theme is 

professional-based support, with two sub-themes: student resource centers and school authority 

figures. The second big theme is interpersonal relationships as support, with three subthemes 

being: family members, romantic partners, and classmates and peers. 

Professional-based Support  

 In this study, professional-based support refers to the myriad of: a) identity-based student 

resource centers, and b) school counselors who provide support to first generation college 

students. The counselors and people working within these resource centers have undergone 

formal training to help them better assist first generation college students.  

Identity-Based Student Resource Centers 

 The student resource centers at the University of Hawaii at Manoa refer to organizational 

entities that provide various types of assistance such as helping first generation college students 

from select public high schools make a smooth transition from high school to college, helping 

students with college finances and application forms, or simply being a place of community for 

such students to befriend others and develop a sense of belonging. Importantly, these resource 

centers seem to be identity-centric, meaning that first generation students who affiliate with 

specific (often underrepresented) social identities or who specialize in specific majors such as 

Native Hawaiian Studies could seek help from these centers. Some key examples of such centers 

include TIDES, the Office of Veteran Student Services (OVSS), and Native Hawaiian Student 

Services (NHSS). 

TIDES. The TIDES program supports Filippino and Pacific Islander students from 

Kaimukī, Farrington, and Waipahu High School to and through University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. 
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The TIDES Instagram username is tides_uhm, and in the bio of the profile is “TIDES supports 

current and upcoming first generation students “to and through” UH Mānoa������” On the college 

level, TIDES offer their services to University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa students.  

Austin noted: “It was most helpful because there was a lot of people who were willing to 

provide me information. So the one thing that I experienced that I really needed was what 

information. I needed help with financial stuff, what to do, how to navigate certain 

systems in the school, and they helped me a lot. They helped me also with my 

registrations, what classes to choose from, all that important stuff.” 

The Native Hawaiian Student Services (NHSS) Center. Simply put, first generation 

students who identify and are categorized as Native Hawaiians can leverage on this center to 

help them with their needs. According to their website, “The mission of NHSS is to primarily 

serve Native Hawaiian students at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa through a comprehensive, 

culturally respectful and academically competent program of student support and advising 

services”.  

Abby commented: “I feel like going into Hawaiian language as a major, it opens up just a 

whole community of people who want to learn Hawaiian language and also just other 

native Hawaiians in general. Like for example, Native Hawaiian Student Services, where 

you got me from, I'm mainly in there just to be around people and I feel like it helps 

make more friends.” 

The Office of Veteran Student Services (OVSS). The Office of Veteran Student 

Services (OVSS) was another relevant resource that was helpful for first generation students. 

Their website states “The Office of Veteran Student Services is dedicated to empowering student 

veterans by providing comprehensive, holistic support through the transition from military 
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service to academic and personal achievement through campus collaborations to create an 

environment where student veterans feel valued, respected and equipped to achieve their fullest 

potential.”  

Drake noted of OVSS: “So I'm really fortunate that because I was in the military, most 

colleges have some sort of office that caters to veterans and military associated 

individuals. So like for this school, we have the OVSS, which primarily helps military 

affiliated students with anything that comes through like the application process and like 

paying for school. So that was 100% the most important support service I've ever, I've 

encountered going to school. And without that, I probably would have given up trying to 

go to school.” 

School Authority Figures  

In addition to identity-based resource centers, school authority figures such as academic 

advisors, professors, and counselors serve as helpful resources. These are individuals who are 

tasked with the responsibility of assisting both first generation college students and other college 

students more broadly speaking through their college education journey.  

Lana and Danielle, have highlighted how academic advisors have helped her as a FGC at 

the University of Hawaii at Manoa: 

Lana- “Honestly, as we go through these questions, I'm starting to realize just how much 

of a role my academic advisors have played. I would say, at least within the College of 

Social Sciences, particularly as a psychology major, I personally have had pretty good 

interactions with my academic advisors, so if I had any concerns, I would hit up my 

academic advisor.”  

Danielle - “For my academic concerns, I think that would be my counselor, the College 
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of Natural Science counselor, as of right now. Because I feel like she is very experienced 

in what she does. And she has a better understanding of the journeys that biology majors 

should go through, and the classes and other extracurriculars that they wouldn't take. And 

so I guess it would be easier for me to convey my concerns regarding my classes and my 

grades and whatnot to her.”  

From the above, it appears that the identity-based student resource centers primarily 

provide informational support by dispensing advice to either help students transition from high 

school to college, fill in various application forms, or to apply for important financial aid to 

cover college tuition fees. This aligns with previous research showing that professional resources 

predominantly provide informational support by giving advice that is specifically germane to a 

student’s college-based academic concerns (e.g., Hombrados-Mendieta et al., 2012). 

Surprisingly, NHSS appears to serve as a source of emotional support for some students, 

whereby students go to the NHSS to make friends and derive a sense of belonging to the larger 

community. This runs counter to arguments that school-based resources primarily provide 

informational support as opposed to emotional support (e.g., Hombrados-Mendieta et al., 2012).  

Furthermore, consistent with previous findings that school instructors and/or counselors 

mainly provide informational support (Hombrados-Mendieta et al., 2012), the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa-based school authority figures such as counselors mostly provide crucial 

informational support by using their expertise in various majors to recommend classes and 

course pathways to first generation college students. 

Interpersonal Relationships As Support  

 In addition to professional support resources, first generation college students draw on 

personal resources from outside the University of Hawaii at Manoa to help them navigate their 
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journey as a college student. Specifically, in terms of interpersonal relationships, these students 

reported relying on three types of interpersonal support resources: a) Family members, b) 

romantic partners, and c) friends or classmates.   

Family Members 

 Eevee notes that she looks to her family members as confidantes for encouragement 

when facing school-based struggles: 

“Mostly I trust my family with my academic concerns […] and my personal concerns 

again would be like my family and just my family […] since they've raised me they know 

how I am [..] mostly I think my auntie or my mom I would go to because my auntie she 

supports me in everything I do and so does my mom and she they just make me feel more 

calm.” 

Romantic Partners  

Some students such as Kobe have cited romantic partners as close, intimate friends who 

provide non-judgmental listening ears and stress relief:  

“It would be my partner and like close friends um for my close friends I think we've uh 

we've have a strong relationship now where we can just like say whatever we want 

without wanting to like hold back or like to judge I think yeah […] um yeah I think with 

like these couple of people and my partner I’ve like really trust them to like talk to you 

like you know um tell them about my stress and personal concerns” .   

Classmates and Peers  

In addition, students such as Noah have highlighted the value of their classmates/peers as 

support resources. When describing who he feels most comfortable sharing his personal concerns 

with, Noah explains: 
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 “I would probably say my friends that I've kept in touch with from my school, those are 

pretty much like the backbone of support in my life even though I live far away from 

them now too. Apparently it takes away for support or just a pair of ears to listen for me 

to vent to. So that's always a good extended like pair of ears like I mentioned to listen to 

my problems especially like for some like small petty things like losing a wallet or just 

like having a really bad day. It's a good support system knowing even though they're like 

2000 miles away like they're willing to just listen to me and vice versa obviously.” 

Based on the above findings, it seems that all three types of interpersonal resources 

predominantly provide emotional support, and not informational or instrumental support. This is 

consistent with previous studies showing that family members and friends largely provide 

emotional support by offering affection and/or care when students encounter struggles in their a) 

college journey (e.g., Hombrados-Mendieta et al., 2012), or even non-school work related 

struggles that can impede their college progress. Furthermore, given that this study’s participants 

are first generation college students, it is perfectly understandable that their family members 

would not be able to provide informational support in terms of helping to solve coursework 

related problems. 

Barriers to Voicing Need for Social Support (RQ2) 

 The analysis of interview transcripts in relation to the barriers preventing first generation 

college students from expressing their need for social support (RQ2) yielded six themes. The 

first big theme is negative feelings, with two sub-themes: fear and shame. The remaining five 

themes are as follows: Lack of trust in support sources, self-doubt, self-reliance, social 

disconnection, and family upbringing.  

Negative Feelings 
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Fear Of Families Anticipated Reactions  

 Fear is defined as an unpleasant emotional state that is elicited by the perception of 

danger and insecurity feelings (Wang et al., 2002). Many FGCS expressed fear of letting their 

families down as a barrier preventing them from voicing their need for social support.  

Danielle: “As a first-gen, I think being a first-gen student holds a lot of pressure and 

responsibility in itself just because you're the first in your family to do such a huge thing 

to be able to attend college. And so it feels kind of overwhelming to be able to withstand 

that. And like, I guess in my family, personally, I'm viewed as a role model for others. 

And again, that is overwhelming enough for me because I'm not sure of my journey 

myself.” 

 This finding aligns with previous research showing that people avoid expressing their 

true need for assistance because they fear revealing their ‘vulnerable’ selves to others (Shahaf-

Oren, Madan, & Henderson, 2021). Perhaps, first generation college students fear letting their 

families see them as anything less than ‘perfect’, ‘strong’, and in control of their circumstances, 

and consequently decide against voicing their need for social support. 

Shame 

In addition to fear, participants also cited shame as another emotion preventing them 

from voicing their need for assistance and support. Blum (2008) explains shame to be “a painful 

emotion resulting from an awareness of inadequacy, which is associated with dishonor and has 

hyponyms such as self-disgust and self-hatred.”          

In Kalani’s words: 

“It's very hard to reach out for help sometimes even like as comfortable as I am with 

navigating the university now, it still does get like a little uncomfortable or shameful to 
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reach out to financial aid or like admissions or just a little or even professors.” 

This theme is consistent with previous research showing that the negative emotion of 

shame serves as a barrier to help seeking (Rüsch et al., 2014). When a person feels shame, they 

feel a ‘loss of face’ because of their perceived lack of abilities. Consequently, they are unlikely 

to voice their need for support regardless of how much they might need help.  

Lack of Trust in Support Sources 

 ‘Lack of trust’ in support sources is defined as perceptions of skepticism that 

authoritative or professional support sources can reliably address one’s specific needs or 

questions (Corry & Leavey, 2017). Some FGCS have mentioned lack of trust in support sources 

as a key reason for inertia in voicing one’s help for assistance. 

Kalani commented: “I feel like challenges is like actually reaching out, actually making 

that to reach out. That's the hardest part is to make that initiative to reach out. It's hard to 

trust those people because sometimes you could be met with a lot of times like oh we 

there's no way we can support you. So like you know being able to maintain that trust or 

take that first initial step is the hardest part. Yeah, I think for me that's what it was. That 

was the hardest part for me. My first like three-ish semesters was reaching out. […] Just 

finding who to reach out to is very hard because you can search up like, I don't know, 

your advisor can point you one, like it's happened to me before where I reached out to 

like somebody like an advisor for, and they would tell me to reach out to my academic 

advisor and academic advisor would tell me to reach out to someone else and then I 

would be pointed to the cashier's office and they say there's nothing they can do. So it's 

like where, how much, how many times I have to go around until I find somebody who 

can actually help me and I can get exhausting and sometimes they don't respond to you or 
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you're ever met with like automatic responses and then they, I don't know, it's just not, it's 

not really easy to reach out to people.”   

Research has indeed shown that a lack of trust in professional sources prevents people 

from voicing their need for assistance (e.g., Leavey, Rothi, & Paul, 2011). Here in this study’s 

context, it appears that some FGCS are reluctant to voice their need for assistance because they 

do not trust the university’s professional resources to give them efficient answers to their 

problems. Rather, it appears that FGCS have to wade through a frustrating maze of bureaucracy 

instead of receiving appropriate help from the plethora of professional resources within the 

University. 

Self-Doubt 

Another factor inhibiting FGCS from voicing their need for social support is that of self-

doubt. According to Hermann, Leonardelli, and Arkin (2002), self-doubt refers to how certain a 

person feels about important abilities. Several FGC participants admitted their self-doubt 

prevented them from expressing their need for help in college. 

Lana: “I think it's easy as a college student and as a first-generation college student to 

doubt yourself, but there's clearly you have something to offer and if you don't see that 

it's finding people who are able to see that and encourage you to shoot for the stars even 

if you're like ‘I don't know’ but you're more than capable of doing it.”  

Kobe: “That's why I always ask my partner and my close friends if I'm doing what's 

right, because everything is new to me, it's a new experience, even up to now, figuring 

out how to apply for graduation. In theory, it should be easy, but I feel like I'm just 

doubting myself, and at times I would double check or triple check if I'm doing the right 

things, if I'm filling in the right information.”  
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Previous research has shown that feelings of inadequacy in the form of self-doubt could 

actually cause students to drop out of college (Shin & Lytle, 2024). It is likely that such students 

who experienced self-doubt eventually stopped going to college because they felt they lacked 

ability to pursue a college education, and decided not to draw upon key college resources that 

could have potentially helped them through the challenging college experience. 

Perceived Self-Reliance 

 Another factor preventing FGCS from expressing their need for social support is that of 

self-reliance. In this study, perceived self-reliance refers to the tendency of being accustomed to 

functioning independently of others, and to not be a burden to others (Stott, 1938). Such self-

reliance could either stem from family upbringing or one’s own prolonged experience of having 

to fend for oneself independently. 

In the words of Danielle: 

“I think my biggest barrier would be internally because I've been used to working 

through things on my own and being able to learn how to navigate through challenges on 

my own in general. So it was kind of hard just asking help from other people and seeking 

advice just because I've been so used to doing it on my own.”  

Simply put, when students are used to being self-reliant, they are less likely to voice their 

need for social support even if they genuinely need such help.     

Social Disconnectedness 

Na, Jeste, and Pietrzak (2023) define social disconnection as feelings of perceived of 

isolation from others around oneself, and loneliness. Several FGC students have stated that 

feelings of social disconnectedness have impeded them from voicing their need for social 

support. 
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According to Lana: “It can be very isolating sometimes as a first-generation student, like 

being in an environment you're not super familiar with and there's no one else in your 

family to show you the ropes or anything like that or tell you the ins and outs of academic 

life.”  

Danielle and Kalani also reported having feelings of social disconnectedness because 

they felt they had no close contacts to confide in, and that such social disconnectedness 

prevented them from voicing their need for social support:  

Danielle: “One challenge that I can think of would be just in terms of navigating through 

college considering that I didn't have anyone to seek advice for because the people I've 

known have never finished or attended college in general and so the whole progress was 

just new to me overall like for what else the kinds of clubs or activities that I should be 

joining as a first year and yeah.”  

Kalani: “That's how I, like, that's how I see being a first-generation student is that it's 

never easy for any first-generation student because you don't have that familial backing 

and yeah, I don't know, it's like being thrown into the deep end of the pool without ever 

knowing how to swim and there's no lifeguard but you're in the pool with professional 

swimmers who just know how to swim throughout the whole pool. Yeah, that's how I 

feel, like, to describe the first-generation experience.” 

Research has indeed shown that social disconnectedness is a key barrier to social support 

seeking, and could potentially put students at risk of developing serious mental health issues 

(e.g., Bornheimer et al., 2002). From this study’s interviewees, it also appears that such feelings 

of social disconnectedness stem from comparing oneself with other non-first generation college 

students and feeling inadequate about one’s educational prowess. 
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Family Upbringing 

In addition, several FGC students have cited ‘family upbringing’, or the way they were 

raised from young (Farr, Surtees, Richardson, & Michail, 2021) to be hesitant about voicing their 

need for social support.  

As Noah states: “I try to be as self-efficient as possible. I do like all my own research 

before reaching out and I just feel like it's the way my mom nurtured me.” 

Danielle also notes: “I think for that question (challenges related to voicing one’s need 

for social support) it would be just in terms of having the courage or the confidence to be 

able to voice my questions or concerns because I think that is really difficult for me 

personally just because I grew up in a culture where it's hard to be able to just voice that 

and I guess for me personally it's hard to put into words what exactly am I looking for or 

where should I start off with.” 

Lana: “I would say like my upbringing too, like my parents were, I'd say like my dad 

valued education, but to some degree, but both of them were pretty close-minded people. 

They also couldn't afford to go to school. […] It's just, I was never really taught valuable 

lessons as to how to pursue all of the things that I wanted, how to ask questions, and how 

to bounce back from situations if things don't go well, because that happens all the time.”  

This is consistent with previous research which has shown that family upbringing can 

either encourage or impede a person’s desire to seek assistance from professional resources (Farr 

et al., 2021). In this study, it appears that some students who were reluctant to voice their need 

for support were raised by parents who encouraged them to be self-reliant whereas others were 

simply not taught how to raise questions when in need, or deal with setbacks.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion & Conclusion 

The analysis of RQ1 and RQ2 introduced themes that were comprehensive in discovering 

what barriers do first generation college students face when communicating their need for social 

support. In-depth interviews provided detailed and significant information that contributed to my 

research. For RQ1: What types of resources do first-generation college students found the most 

helpful, two predominant themes emerged. The first theme being professional-based support, 

with sub-themes: student resource centers and school authority figures. The second big theme 

being interpersonal relationships as support, with sub-themes: family members, romantic 

partners and classmates and peers. For RQ2: What are some barriers that first-generation college 

students face in communicating their need for social support, six predominant themes emerged.  

The first theme being negative feelings, with sub-themes: fear and shame. The following five 

themes include: lack of trust in support systems, self-doubt, self-reliance, social 

disconnectedness, and family upbringing. 

Pertaining to RQ1, I found that there are differences in the types of support that 

professional sources and interpersonal sources provide. Professional sources such as student 

resource centers provide various types of assistance such as transitioning from high school to 

university, helping with application forms and being a place for community. School authority 

figures such as academic advisors, professors and counselors also provide informational support 

by using their expertise in assisting and guiding first generation college students. Interpersonal 

sources such as family members, romantic partners, classmates and peers provided more 

emotional support to navigate their journey as a first generation college student in the way that 

they are trusted for personal as well as academic concerns. It is likely that family members and 

friends are more able to provide emotional support than informational support as first generation 
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students have a closer connection to them. Student resource centers and counselors are regarded 

more so as informational support systems than emotional support for the fact that they are trusted 

with information to help them succeed with their academics. Overall, these findings align with 

previous research showing that professional resources such as academic advisors or resource 

centers are regarded mainly as informational social support sources whereas interpersonal 

sources such as family members and classmates are viewed mostly as emotional social support 

sources (Hombrados-Mendieta et al., 2012).  

Notably, there are a multitude of factors that prevent first generation college students 

from communicating their need for social support. Notably, negative feelings such as fear and 

shame are affective impediments that prevent students from voicing their need for social support. 

Some other barriers such as family upbringing or perceived lack of trust in ‘unhelpful’ 

professional resources are socio-environmental in nature; and yet other factors such as self-

doubt, self-reliance, and perceived social disconnectedness could arguably be considered 

perceptual barriers. In my study, first generation college students expressed fear of letting their 

families down, and many participants also recognized that shame prevented them from voicing 

their need for support. Fear appears to be an emotion in reaction to other peoples’ anticipated 

disappointment, whereas ‘shame’ is a more ‘self-focused’ emotion that arises because a student 

feels they have embarrassed themselves by being inadequate.  

Importantly, it is possible that some of these factors could work in tandem to discourage 

students from expressing their need for help. For example, fear and shame could work in tandem 

to exacerbate feelings of social disconnectedness from the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa 

community, further inhibiting FGCS from voicing their need for social support. In addition, 

one’s familial upbringing could instill self-reliant tendencies in a first-generation college student, 
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thereby making them averse to the idea of seeking social support. It is also plausible that cultural 

upbringing in Hawaiʻi plays a significantly greater role in fostering shame among first-

generation college students (FGCS) at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa (UHM) than on the 

mainland, due to the strong influence of collectivist values emphasizing family obligation, 

communal responsibility, and the importance of maintaining social harmony, which may 

intensify feelings of shame when personal or academic expectations are perceived as unmet as 

these values are deeply embedded in local culture. Furthermore, it is likely that family 

upbringing strongly shapes attitudes towards self-reliance in Hawaiʻi, which has a large 

proportion of Asian and Pacific Islanders. For example, cultural groups with histories of 

migration, labor-intensive work, or economic hardship—such as Filipino, Pacific Islander, and 

some Asian immigrant communities—may instill a strong sense of individual responsibility and 

self-sufficiency as necessary traits for survival and success.   

Based on the themes that emerged in my study, there are a few implications that arise. 

One key reason for students not expressing their need for social support is because they don’t 

trust the school resources to be helpful, therefore a practical step resource centers and advisors 

should adopt is clearly communicating the services they offer, emphasizing confidentiality and 

the non-judgmental nature of their support and by providing clear, accessible information about 

the resources available, students can feel more secure in reaching out for help. For example, 

many participants expressed their concern about college finances in the interviews. Given this, 

resource centers and advisors could specifically provide concrete steps on how students can go 

about locating and securing financial aid. Another surprising implication is that professional 

resource centers could potentially serve as emotional support sources by organizing get together 

events such as potlucks that bring affiliated students together. Such events could help foster a 
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sense of community and belonging among FGCS by helping them expand their social networks 

and befriending new people. In addition, school officials could consider designing tailored 

messages to increase FGCS self-awareness of the barriers that could hinder them from voicing 

their need for social support here at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. For instance, messages 

acknowledging and empathizing with a first generation college student’s sense of fear and social 

disconnectedness could be designed to help reduce barriers to social support seeking among first 

generation college students.  

In my study on the communication barriers faced by first-generation college students, 

certain limitations may have impacted the depth of my research. For example, administering a 

close-ended online survey gathered using probability sampling methods would have been 

advantageous for generalizations to a larger population. A weakness of in-depth interviews 

include a small sample size, and because of the localized nature of in-depth interviews, the 

number of participants is often limited, making it more difficult to generalize findings (Babbie, 

2021). Another weakness of in-depth interviews would be subjective interpretation, for the fact 

that analyzing qualitative data from interviews relies on interpretation, which may lead to 

inconsistencies and researcher bias. An additional limitation is that only interviewing FGCSs 

from the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, misses an opportunity to interview FGCSs from 

community colleges, and does not capture the challenges faced by students at different 

institutions. Because of this, there is limited generalizability, as well as institutional bias for the 

fact that the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa’s specific resources, support systems, and policies 

may influence responses, making it difficult to determine if findings are broadly applicable. A 

further limitation is difficulty in comparing findings as it is harder to compare institutional 

differences and identify patterns across different educational environments without data from 
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multiple institutions. 

Further research on first generation college students and social support should explore 

institutional differences, such as universities on the U.S mainland vs. the University of Hawaiʻi 

at Mānoa. There is a higher proportion of first-generation college students (FGCS) at the 

University of Hawaiʻi compared to mainland universities (Barnett, 2024). This could be partly 

due to the large immigrant population in Hawaiʻi, where many families may not have had access 

to higher education opportunities in their countries of origin prior to emigrating. Additionally, 

historical, socioeconomic, geographic factors unique to Hawaiʻi, and limited pathways to higher 

education for earlier generations, likely contribute to the prevalence of FGCS at the University of 

Hawaiʻi at Mānoa today. Consequently, it important for future research to examine whether 

barriers inhibiting FGCS from expressing their need for social support at mainland universities 

are similar to the themes that emerged from interviews with FGCS at the University of Hawaiʻi 

at Mānoa. Additionally, future research should explore whether the participant’s race and 

immigration status work in tandem to impede help-seeking strategies. Future studies should also 

take cultural factors such as collectivism versus individualism into consideration when 

examining what discourages FGCSs from voicing their need for social support. Furthermore, 

future research also should examine whether first generation and non-first generation college 

students differ in terms of factors preventing each student type from expressing their need for 

support. In addition, future studies should also attempt to identify the types of personality traits 

that make FGCS more predisposed to experiencing the emotional, perceptual, or socio-

environmental barriers to voicing social support identified in this study. 

In conclusion, the contributions of this study addressed research gaps in understanding 

what barriers prevent first generation college students at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa 
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from voicing their need for support. This study highlights the critical role of both professional 

and interpersonal support systems in assisting first-generation college students. The findings 

reveal that while student resource centers and school authority figures provide essential 

informational support, interpersonal relationships such as family, romantic partners, and peers 

offer crucial emotional support. However, significant barriers hinder students from seeking help, 

including negative feelings like fear and shame, a lack of trust in support systems, self-doubt, 

self-reliance, social disconnectedness, and family upbringing. Recognizing these barriers is 

essential for developing effective strategies to enhance support for first-generation students. 
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Appendix A 
Recruitment Email 

 
 
 

Dear Participant X, 
 
 
 

My name is Jessica Meza-De Luna, and I am a graduate student at the University of Hawai'i at Mānoa in 

the School of Communication and Information. You are being invited to participate in an interview on 

how “Barriers first generation college students at the University of Hawaii at Manoa face when 

communicating their need for social support.”, that is being conducted as part of the requirements for 

earning my graduate degree. 

 
 

These in-depth interviews will take approximately 30-45 minutes to complete. Only you and I will be 

present during the interview. With your permission, (I will audio-record the interview so that I can 

later transcribe the interview and analyze the responses). You will be one of about 15 people I will 

interview for this study. 

 
 

Your participation is completely voluntary and you can skip any questions you feel uncomfortable 

answering. There are no significant risks to participating in this interview outside of what you 

ordinarily encounter in daily life. You will benefit from participation in this interview by possibly 

gaining new knowledge about understanding the barriers first generation college students at UHM 

face when communicating their need for social support. 

 
 

After I write a copy of the interviews, I will erase or destroy the audio-recordings. When I report the 

results of my research project, I will not use your name. I will not use any other personal identifying 

information that can identify you. I will use pseudonyms (fake names) and report my findings in a way 

that protects your privacy and confidentiality to the extent al-lowed by law. 
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For questions, concerns, complaints you may contact Jessica Meza-De Luna, the principal investigator 

for this study by email at jmezadel@hawaii.edu. You can also contact my advisor, Dr. Rachel Neo at 

rneo@hawaii.edu or phone at 808-956-3332. 

 
 
 

Sincerely, 
 

Jessica Meza-De Luna 
 

School of Communication and Information  

The University of Hawaii at Manoa 

mailto:jmezadel@hawaii.edu
mailto:rneo@hawaii.edu
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Appendix B 
Informed Consent 

Form 
 
 

University of Hawai'i 
Consent to Participate in a Research Project 

Jessica Meza-De Luna, Co-Principal Investigator 
Barriers First Generation College Students face when Communicating their need for Social Support

  
 
 

Aloha! My name is Jessica Meza-De Luna, and you are invited to take part in a research study. I 
am a graduate student at the University of Hawai'i at Mānoa in the School of Communication 
& Information. As part of the requirements for earning my graduate degree, I am doing a 
research project. 

What am I being asked to do? 
If you participate in this project, I will have an online interview with you via an online platform 
of your choice such as Zoom, Skype, or Facetime at a time and location that is convenient with 
you. 

Taking part in this study is your choice. 
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You may stop participating at any 
time. If you stop being in the study, there will be no penalty or loss to you. 

Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of my project is to understand the barriers first generation college students at 
UHM face when communicating their need for social support. I am asking you to participate 
because you are an adult aged 18 and above, and are a first generation college student at 
UH Manoa. 

 
What will happen if I decide to take part in this study? 
The interview will consist of at least 15 open ended questions. It will take 45 minutes to an 
hour. The interview questions will include questions like, “What resources or support 
systems have you found most helpful in navigating your college experience as a first-
generation college student?”, and “What types of challenges have you faced as a first-year 
college student?” 
Only you and I will be present during the interview. With your permission, I will audio-record 
the interview so that I can later transcribe the interview and analyze the responses. You will 
be one of about 15 people I will interview for this study. 

What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study? 
I believe there is little risk to you for participating in this research project. You may become 
stressed or uncomfortable answering any of the interview questions or discussing topics with 
me during the interview. If you do become stressed or uncomfortable, you can skip the 
question or take a break. You can also stop the interview or you can withdraw from the 
project altogether. 
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There will be no direct benefit to you for participating in this interview. The results of this 
project may help improve our understanding of the barriers first generation college students 
at UHM face when communicating their need for social support. 

Privacy and Confidentiality: 
I will keep all study data secure in a locked filing cabinet in a locked office/encrypted on a 
password protected computer. Only my University of Hawai'i advisor and I will have access to 
the information. Other agencies that have legal permission have the right to review research 
records. The University of Hawai'i Human Studies Program has the right to review research 
records for this study. 
After I write a copy of the interviews, I will erase or destroy the audio-recordings. When I 
report the results of my research project, I will not use your name. I will not use any other 
personal identifying information that can identify you. I will use pseudonyms (fake names) 
and report my findings in a way that protects your privacy and confidentiality to the extent 
allowed by law. 

Compensation: 
There will be no compensation for your time and effort in participating in this research project. 

 
Future Research Studies: 
Even after removing identifiers, the data from this study will not be used or distributed for 
future research studies. 

 
Questions: 
If you have any questions about this study, please email me at jmezadel@hawaii.edu. You may 
also contact my advisor, Dr. Rachel Neo, at 808-956-3332 & rneo@hawaii.edu. You may 
contact the UH Human Studies Program at 808.956.5007 or uhirb@hawaii.edu. to discuss 
problems, concerns and questions; obtain information; or offer input with an informed 
individual who is unaffiliated with the specific research protocol. Please visit 
http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd for more information on your rights as a research participant." 

 
Keep a copy of the informed consent for your records and reference. 

Signature(s) for Consent: 

I give permission to join the research project entitled, “Effective communication in ROTC 
battalion operations: Strategies that build towards an operative and successful reserve 
officers’ training corps battalion.” 

 
Please initial next to either “Yes” or “No” to the following: 
 Yes  No I consent to be audio-recorded for the interview portion of this research. 

 
 

Name of Participant (Print):   
 

Participant’s Signature:   
 

Signature of the Person Obtaining Consent:   

mailto:jmezadel@hawaii.edu
mailto:rneo@hawaii.edu
mailto:uhirb@hawaii.edu
http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd
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Date:   
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Appendix C 

Interview Guide  

Introductory Questions 
1. What is your name? 
2. Where are you from? 
3. What year are you and what is your major? 
4. Why did you choose to pursue a degree in higher education? 

 
 
Main Questions  

 
1. What does the term ‘social support’ mean to you? 

 
2. What resources or support systems have you found most helpful in navigating your 

college experience as a first-generation college student? Why was <insert name of 
resource> helpful/unhelpful? 

● Describe a time that you needed help during your college experience. What 
type of support did you need, and who did you reach out to? 

● Who do you feel most comfortable discussing your academic concerns with 
and why? 

● Who do you feel most comfortable discussing your personal concerns with 
and why? 

3. What types of challenges have you faced as a first-year college student? 
1. Of these challenges, which was the biggest challenge and why? 

2. How did you overcome <insert name of challenge>? 
3. What resources helped you overcome <insert name of challenge>? Which of 

these resources was most helpful and why? 
 
 

4. What kinds of challenges have you encountered in reaching out for social support 
as a first-generation college student? 

● Describe an occasion where you encountered difficulties reaching out for 
support as a first-generation student: 

1. What type of support were you seeking? 
2. What barriers hindered you from expressing your need for support? 
3. How did these barriers make you feel? 
4. Of the barriers in communicating your need for support that you 

mentioned, which was the biggest barrier and why? 
5. What steps did you take to overcome these communication barriers? 

 
Concluding Questions 
Is there anything else you would like to add or comment on? 
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