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Executive Summary (Abstract) (Mikah) 

 

This student research study was conducted with the purpose of exploring the connotation of one 

of the services provided by Florida Gulf Coast University, Counseling and Psychological 

Services (CAPS). CAPS is a mostly free service provided to enrolled students each semester on 

campus. The center provides therapy options for students struggling with a myriad of issues 

ranging from mental health to personal strife. Our research questions were developed on the 

basis of exploring student perception and awareness of the services offered by CAPS, in addition 

to evaluating the effectiveness of the therapy options in the opinion of the students. We 

conducted one focus group where we asked guided (but not leading) questions to current students 

of the university who had experiences with the center. In addition, we conducted a content 

analysis leveraging multiple popular social media platforms to compare and contrast the various 

counseling services offered by universities in the state of Florida. With that, we also evaluated 

the effectiveness of their social media pages' effectiveness in engaging the students on campus.  

A survey was then dispersed to groups attending the university to provide a sample of the 

population’s perceptions of the effectiveness of CAPS. Lastly, we proposed a pre-test/post-test 

between-subjects experiment that could be conducted to gauge the perception of a rejuvenated 

CAPS service line-up.  
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Background/Literature Review (Madison, Emma, Mikah, Caitlin, Jennifer) 

 

Background of Company  

Counseling and Psychological Services, also known as CAPS, is the main source of both 

mental health support and therapy services at Florida Gulf Coast University. The organization 

aims to supplement the lives of college students by providing resources and therapy services to 

those in need. CAPS is fully accredited by the International Accreditation of Counseling 

Services, Inc. Most services at the center are provided at no cost to students while they are 

currently enrolled in a semester, and have already paid their student health fees for the current 

academic term. The center does not provide services to unenrolled students, faculty, staff, or 

alumni of FGCU. CAPS provides some online services as well, including therapy, psychiatry, 

dietician, consulting, workshops, and group therapy. 

 

Background on The Issue/Problem/Opportunity  

Coming to college can be very exciting, it is said to be the best years of our lives, but it 

can also be very scary. In 2021, over 44% of college students nationwide reported experiencing 

symptoms of depression and anxiety. A more recent study done by the Mayo Clinic this year 

reported 1 in every 3 college students has experienced significant depression and anxiety at 

points throughout their current time at a university. These symptoms can grow over time, which 

can cause them to negatively affect a student's grades, in addition to their overall well-being. In 

the college environment, there are many situational factors that can contribute to the decline of 

students' mental health. Many students are far away from family for the first time in their lives, 

peer relationship difficulties, break ups, the pressure to do well in classes, fear of 
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disappointment, sexual assault, drug or alcohol use, difficulties with sexual identity, family 

history of mental health issues, and just the overall crippling stressors that come every day with 

being a young adult in college. These few scenarios are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes 

to the problems college students face in today's society. The issue we would like to dive deeper 

into is how exactly socioeconomic, mental health disorders, sexual orientation, and gender 

equality play such a significant role in the detrimental decline of the psychological health of 

college students everywhere. 

Students often run into issues regarding financial aid in college, either they don’t get any 

financial aid because they could not qualify in the eyes of the government or they don’t get 

enough because in the eyes of the government their family should have enough income to send a 

student to college when in reality they don’t have the income to do so. Socioeconomic status 

(SES) is something that affects people of all ages but can cause major stress and other issues on 

the student such as long-term effects on their emotional well-being. Undergraduate students who 

face socio-economic hardships and pressure are often faced with other long-term issues such as 

low self-esteem and other emotional turmoil. For many students this pressure from their 

socioeconomic status, whether it be because of coming from a low-income home and having the 

effects be long-term from childhood or because they don’t get enough financial aid, adds an 

immense amount of pressure on them affecting their performance in classes and could even 

cause them to drop out of college altogether. All of these effects of someone’s SES and the 

pressure and effects that come from it are a reason why a student utilizes on-campus services 

such as CAPS.  

Mental health care may be in high demand for students in the LGBTQ+ community. 

Many studies have shown that LGBTQ+ students are seeking help at higher rates than their non-
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LGBT+ counterparts in an attempt to cope with the stressors that stem from prejudice and 

discrimination. However, issues have been seen in the treatment of LGBT+ members by 

therapists, receptionists, and insurance staff. These issues have included a lack of preparation to 

work with them, microaggressions, biases, and more, causing LGBT+ members to receive 

improper care or avoid getting the care they need. Current studies show that despite how few 

colleges have inclusive counseling programs, creating criteria for multiple genders and 

sexualities could benefit LGBT+ identifying students (Bourdon et al, 2021).  

Students experiencing mental health issues within their college/university may see this 

influence from external pressures to succeed academically for parents, friends, peers, etc. A 

study from 2005 indicated that depression was the “fourth-ranked health problem that college 

students experience” (Soet et al 412). The major depressive disorder also has the tendency to act 

as a catalyst for other mental health disorders such as anxiety, dysmorphia (due to low self-

esteem), and substance abuse.  
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Inclusion of the Constructs (Emma) 

Perception - This is a key construct because the perception one has of the school counseling 

services influences their decision on whether or not to utilize them. Depending on if the 

perception is positive or negative thus, in turn creating a positive outlook could lead to the 

utilization of services or a negative outlook could lead to never seeking services. 

 

Psychological health - Psychological health can also play a role in the decision on whether to 

use CAPS or not. Sometimes in certain mental states, it is often hard to ask for help or possibly 

be in denial that it is needed or would be beneficial. Seeking out help is the first step to admitting 

that there is something wrong or not okay which can be very difficult in points of unhealthy 

psychological states, possibly influencing one’s decision to go to CAPS or not. 

 

Awareness - The two constructs we dived deeper into in the category of awareness were social 

media platforms used and content created on those platforms. These factors can both contribute 

to whether or not students are aware of the services CAPS offers. Social media plays a big role in 

how we receive our information and if CAPS is outputting creative, engaging content on 

platforms that students often use and are familiar with or if they are not could lead to how much 

information students are aware of regarding CAPS. 

 

Effectiveness - How effective CAPS is in the services that they offer is a large part of its 

retention. If a student does make the decision to utilize CAPS but did not think that their services 

were very effective then they are much less likely to return and/or give positive feedback. 

Whereas if a student utilizes their services and does think that they are effective then they are 
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much more likely to return and/or give positive feedback. This also has an effect on peer 

recommendations, whether or not a student had a good experience affects if they will give a 

positive or negative recommendation to their peers. 

 

Willingness - Willingness to attend counseling services can also be a construct as to why people 

use or do not use CAPS. It is possible that there is a need to seek out help but not the will to. 

There could be many factors that contribute to this construct: denial, ignoring a problem thinking 

it will go away, not wanting to feel weak, fear, and many more. There could be a need but there 

must be a want in order to start the action of seeking out counseling services.  
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College students today have been shown to have a high risk for mental health issues with 

the peak age for this concern being ages 18 to 25. Issues that have caused this peak in concern 

include systemic inequalities, financial issues and loneliness stemming from the COVID-19 

pandemic. These concerns have caused university leaders to hire more mental health 

professionals and start implementing programs that teach students resilience. Although stigma in 

universities is decreasing, stigma outside of college has remained the same and many traumatic 

issues and stressors are being overlooked, especially in the workforce, which has been frowned 

upon by millennials. Mental health issues have also been shown to significantly hurt racial and 

ethnic minorities. For these issues, online mental health services and post-college transition 

programs have made counseling more accessible. 
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The overarching theme of why college counseling services all over America’s numbers 

are low is because matter of the fact is mental health in college students has reached an all time 

record breaking decline since the pandemic Covid-19 era, and college campuses counseling 

services just can not keep up. A few things that need to change in order to be able to 

accommodate to this rapid increase and influx of mentally deteriating college students are: 

Increasing staff and administration to allow more hands on deck while in turn by doing that 

decreasing the amount of students on the appointments waitlists. Update any outdated procedures 

and policies, increase in the production of PR to create more awareness, and many more things 

that college campuses can do to implement more help for students struggling with mental health. 
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 This academic study explores the connections between the mental health of 

college students and certain individual, interpersonal, and institutional factors. Data was 

cross-referenced from an online survey with a sample of 2,203 participants. Mental health 

was considered a subcomponent of functioning and well being measures. Stepwise 

regression was a method used to figure out if the various factors were associated with 

overall wellbeing. Results found that the combined effects of individual and institutional 

concepts had a correlational relationship with students’ mental health. Specifically, the 

limited coping mechanisms coupled with a racially diverse and heated campus 

contributed to psychological effects on the students, not necessarily their mental health. 

In conclusion, by referencing both individual and institutional effects on mental health 

provides the strongest correlational relationship. 
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Students who are in college are offered counseling and psychological services for free from the 

university. The question that remains is whether or not the students all have knowledge of these 

services, and whether they utilize them or not. Students who are experiencing mental distress are 

more likely to use the services and are the only students that are fully aware of what the services 

are. Some students who experience mental distressers don’t even know about the services that 

are offered, this is due to a few factors which include, living off campus, gender, and the overall 

spread of the knowledge in regards to the services that the organization offers. Overall colleges 

and their counseling and psychological services need to make sure that they are promoting and 

distributing information properly to all students so there is 100% awareness and knowledge 

whether the student is experiencing mental distressers or not.  
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Research Question and/or Hypotheses (Emma) 

Focus Group - In what ways do socioeconomic status, mental health disorders,  

sexual orientation, and gender equality impact the psychological health of college students? 

Social Media Analysis - In what ways can social media amplify awareness of the effectiveness of  

organizations that aid in better mental well-being, such as CAPS? 

Survey - Students who have had a previous negative experience/perception of the effectiveness of  

CAPS, or who are not aware of the organization and its services are less likely to have gone or to go  

in the future. 

Experiment - There is a direct correlation between the effectiveness of CAPS and students' mental  

health wellbeing. 
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Overview of Studies (Emma & Mikah) 

 

Focus Group (Emma) - With the implementation of a focus group into our research the goal was to gather 

 Primary research from real students at FGCU on their perceptions of CAPS. For the layout of the focus  

group design we first developed our research question - In what ways do socioeconomic status, mental 

 health disorders, sexual orientation, and gender equality impact the psychological health of college  

students? Then we selected participants - A group of five FGCU students. The next step was developing  

the questions we wanted to ask, and the opening script was as follows: “Hello all and thank you for 

 participating in today's focus group. We will be asking questions regarding your experience with  

CAPS, and questions surrounding the concepts of mental health as college students. Since we will  

be discussing certain sensitive topics today, feel free to omit any information that you may not feel  

comfortable sharing in this setting. Otherwise, I would like to emphasize that this information will  

not be shared with any other party aside from the team and our professor. Let’s get started!” In total  

we asked eight questions:  

1. Do you have knowledge of what CAPS is and the services they offer? 
2. What do you think some of the common reasons students use CAPS are now? 
3. Do you think CAPS does a good job of helping with the psychological issues students 

face today? 
4. Have you heard good or bad things/experiences about CAPS from friends or peers? 
5. What reasons do you think cause students to not use CAPS?  
6. Do you believe there is a stigma placed behind going to CAPS? 
7. Do you think if students knew more about services and general information about 

CAPS they would be more inclined to go or not? 
8. Are there any ways you think CAPS could improve? 

 
For the Format of facilitating and recording roles we had a moderator (Mikah), an assistant 

moderator (Emmagrace), and three recorders documenting the answers for our research purposes 
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(Caitlin, Madison, and Jennifer). After facilitating the focus group we were able to gather a 

general consensus on the perception of CAPS at FGCU through the personal experiences, 

experiences of peers, and word around campus from real students.  

 
Social Media Analysis (Mikah & Emma) - Our group is interested in analyzing methods of amplifying 

 awareness of organizations similar to FGCU’s Counseling and Psychological Services at other universities  

in the state. To do this, we explored the counseling services' social media pages of UF, FSU, and USF on  

sites such as Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. We categorized our findings using 4 factors: visual  

aesthetics of the posts, incentives for participating in programs on campus, links to engage visitors to their 

 various platforms, and their mentions of issues impacting their students. Through our research, we found  

that Facebook was the most effective means of communicating with the public, given the exponential  

margin between platforms: Instagram (1,000-2,000), Twitter (15-2,000), and Facebook (300-10,000).  

Upon further investigation into successful engagement methods on Facebook, more frequent posts  

highlighting events and potential prizes with continuous color schemes were among the highest 

 contributors to an increased following on the platform.  

 

Survey (Emma) -  

With the implementation of a survey into our research, our goal was to conduct quantitative 

 research on the experiences, perceptions, awareness, and effectiveness of CAPS in the eyes and opinions 

of real FGCU students. We first as a group convened to create the statements and scales for the survey, then 

we compiled and formatted it all into google forms. Our opening statement for the survey included:  

“Thank you for choosing to complete our survey on Florida Gulf Coast University Counseling and 

Psychological Services experience. This survey is being conducted by students in a Public Relations  

Research class and is for educational reasons only. We want to hear your experience and thoughts on  
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Counseling and Psychological Services. Please take this quick survey that should take 5 to 10 minutes.  

Please know that your answers will be anonymous.” The statements listed on the anonymous survey 

included:  

1. I am knowledgeable about the services provided by CAPS. 

2. I knew about CAPS early on in my time at FGCU. 

3. I feel CAPS has adequate availability. 

4. I feel CAPS has reasonably prioritized those who use its services. 

5. I feel that CAPS helps FGCU students. 

6. I feel that the stigma around CAPS affects my peers’ decision to go. 

7. I feel CAPS utilizes a variety of platforms to effectively communicate with students. 

8. I feel CAPS effectively promotes events and services on campus. 

9. I feel that incentives would encourage me to go to CAPS events and utilize their services. 

10. Estimate the amount you think the following issue affects FGCU students: 

a. Socioeconomic status 

b. Mental health disorders 

c. Sexual orientation 

d. Gender equality 

e. Coming to a new environment  

11. Overall how would you rate your experience with CAPS services? (if applicable) 

 

The responses were recorded on a scale from 1 to 7 one being strongly disagree and seven being 

strongly agree. The survey was sent out a week prior to the closing date to many different students 

including but not limited to: Councils of Greek life on campus, the entire athletic department, 
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and the full college of arts and sciences and total we received 22 anonymous responses. With  

this data and the data already collected from the focus group results, we were able to add more  

perceptions of CAPS from FGCU students and gather a larger consensus on mental health on 

our own college campus. 

 

Experiment (Mikah) -  

When designing the experiment, we chose to create a pre-test/post-test concept that would test an 

improved CAPS experience in a few different avenues. The first issue we identified from our 

research was a lack of engagement on social media platforms, especially when we cross-

compared with other state universities. To test this, we would update the university’s various 

social media accounts for CAPS and show these to our participants to evaluate the effectiveness 

of engaging with students in this manner.  

The next part of the experiment involves exposing participants to a higher number of therapists 

and allowing them to engage in one session of both group and individual therapy. After the final 

session, participants will be tested to see if having an increased staff and a better opportunity to 

experience meetings promotes better mental health and overall well-being.  

After ensuring this runs smoothly, the experiment will be evaluated to test not only the 

effectiveness of increasing staff and decreasing competition for appointments, but if these factors 

can promote more positive mental health in the participants. 
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Methods (Madison, Caitlin, Jennifer) 

 

○ Method 1- Focus Group (Madison) 

■ Participants 

● Our participants were a convenience-based sample of Florida Gulf 

Coast University students. 

■ Procedures 

● We selected our sample from Dr. Petry’s Public Relations 

Research class at Florida Gulf Coast University. We chose this 

sample based on convenience as well as our research specifically 

focusing on students at Florida Gulf Coast University. It was 

designed by randomly selecting a sample of students to participate 

in the focus group. 

■ Variables 

● Independent Variable: Perception of CAPS 

● Dependent Variable: Psychological health 

○ Method 2- Social Media (Caitlin)  

■ Participants 

● Our participants for this method were universities in the state of 

Florida. These universities consisted of Florida Gulf Coast 

University, the University of Florida, Florida State University, and 

the University of South Florida. 
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■ Procedures 

● Our procedures for this method were looking for specific kinds of 

content and features on these social media accounts. The content 

and features that we looked for were if the posts are aesthetically 

pleasing, if they offered free things,if they use story links and if 

they discuss issues that impact college students.  

■ Variables 

1. Platforms used 

2. Content produced 

○ Method 3- Survey (Jennifer) 

■ Participants - Participants were collected through convenience sampling. 

The survey was sent to past and present FGCU students in class and 

organization group chats as well as individual texts. Participant group 

associations include but are not limited to greek life, student government, 

college of arts and sciences, and Lutgert College of Business.  

■ Procedures - The survey was created on Google Forms with questions 

created by the group in order to investigate how students’ awareness and 

perception of CAPS and its services affect their willingness to attend. Our 

group hypothesized that lower awareness and perception would lead to 

fewer students being willing to attend. Questions could be organized into 

three scales, which are awareness of CAPS, perception of CAPS, and 

issues affecting FGCU students. These scales ranged from 1 (strongly 
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disagree/not at all) to 7 (strongly agree/highly). The survey received 22 

responses. 

■ Variables 

1. Effectiveness of CAPS 

2. Willingness to attend 
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Results 

 

○ Results 1 (Madison) 

 Our focus group revealed that, in response to our research question, students' 

socioeconomic status, mental health disorders, and sexual orientation all impact the mental 

health of college students. It was also revealed that those with a lower socioeconomic status and 

those who are aware of their mental health disorders are more likely to utilize CAPS services, 

but still have a somewhat negative perception of CAPS, indicating a positive relationship 

between the two variables.  

○ Results 2  

 Our social media analysis revealed that not only do other schools share the content that 

we were looking for as our procedures but it also revealed that despite the lower follower count, 

they still posted this information to share with students. While one school did not have appealing 

posts, a consistent post schedule, and utilized story links, the overall consensus was that other 

universities followed all of these guidelines that we were looking for, to help their students and 

inform them about events and mental health tips. 

○ Results 3 (Jennifer) 

Statistics for this section were divided into score categories with numbers 5 and above 

representing agreement, 3 and below-representing disagreement, and 4 representing neutrality. 

The first scale concerned awareness of CAPS. Of the participants, 77.3% were confident in their 

knowledge of services provided by CAPS while only 63.6% knew about CAPS in earlier years at 
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FGCU. Concerning the promotion of CAPS, 40.9% of participants believe that CAPS effectively 

uses online platforms while 45.5% believe they effectively promote events and services on 

campus. For both of these, the data is negatively skewed with nobody completely agreeing with 

the statements, which could reflect population knowledge of CAPS. However, 54.5% agreed 

they would be willing to attend events and use services if incentives were involved with a 

positive data skew and nobody disagreed with the statement. The second scale concerned the 

perception of CAPS. Overall, only 27.2% were satisfied with the availability of counselors. 

Alongside, only 36.3% were satisfied with the prioritization of those who request its services 

with nobody being completely satisfied. Opinions for stigma affecting students’ decisions to 

attend were almost mirrored with 36.4% of participants believing it does while disagreement and 

neutrality were equal. The last scale is issues that affect FGCU students. Participants believe that 

all of the issues mentioned affect students with 59.1% agreement for socioeconomic status, 

86.4% for mental health disorders, 59.1% for sexual orientation, 59% for gender equality, and 

77.3% for transition to a new environment. The last question in the survey asks those with 

experience to rate satisfaction with CAPS. For 19 participants, satisfaction was relatively high 

with 47.3 being satisfied. One concern for this survey is that despite lower scores for the 

perception of  CAPS, 68.2% of participants agreed that CAPS helps FGCU students. The 

wording of the question was “I feel that CAPS helps FGCU students.” Since the wording to this 

question was vague, participants may have interpreted this differently from the intended 

question. Results are located in appendix …  
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Discussion 

○ Discussion 1 (Madison) 

 The result of this study was determined by focus group content analysis. While 

conducting the focus group, we asked participants questions regarding their knowledge on CAPS 

during their time at FGCU, personal experiences with CAPS, and why they believe students 

would avoid using CAPS services. The content analysis revealed that the most brought up topic 

by the participants was faulty promotion methods, followed by availability. This was important 

because we were able to conclude that students overall have a negative perception of CAPS but 

will utilize it if they see fit. A limitation of this study was that we only had five participants, all 

female. This does not accurately represent all students. An opportunity in future research that 

could improve our study would be to conduct more focus groups with a more diverse population 

of students. 

○ Discussion 2 (Caitlin) 

 The results for this study were determined by our own findings on social media and the 

analysis of said findings from social media accounts and other universities. While deciding what 

schools to use in this analysis, we broke it down to have commonalities with Florida Gulf Coast 

University. These commonalities were being a public Florida university and that they were all 

part of the sister school system for Florida. This means that all of them are public universities 

that operate under the same jurisdiction and guidelines, with very particular things to each 

university being at the university’s discretion. The social media analysis revealed that while 

some universities have a lower follower count, they still post regularly promoting events, free 

things, and mental health tips on aesthetically pleasing graphics as well as utilize the story and 

story link feature. A limitation of this study was the few colleges that we chose to analyze, all 
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Florida public universities. This does not represent all universities in the state of Florida or the 

country. A future opportunity to expand this study would be to include all of the public schools 

in the nation to compare all schools.  

○ Discussion 3 (Jennifer) 

 The results of the survey seemed to correlate with our hypothesis. All of these questions 

will be compared to the overall experience. Awareness of CAPS and overall rating has a positive 

correlation, where awareness and experience ratings were both relatively high. Perception of 

provided services were lower than average, but not completely low, which could explain the 

relatively high rating for the experience. The issues revolving around socioeconomic status, 

mental health disorders, sexual orientation, gender equality, and environment transition were 

overall believed to affect FGCU students. Prioritization was rated low, which may correlate to 

how the previously mentioned issues were handled. More research would need to be conducted 

to figure this out. This survey had two limitations. The first was that one of our questions may 

have been too vaguely worded for the information to be reliable. After consideration, a better 

way to word this would have been “I feel that CAPS has provided my peers with proper care.” 

However, the better alternative would be to remove this question completely and add a question 

about the likelihood to recommend CAPS to a friend as opposed to an alternative. The second 

limitation is that this data only covers a portion of the FGCU student population. The total 

enrollment for FGCU is over 10,000 and our survey only consisted of 22 participants, some of 

which have graduated and no longer attend FGCU. An opportunity for expansion for this study 

may be to reword questions,  
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