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Abstract

Undergraduate students are always faced with diverse mental health problems. Nowadays, they can easily access
online counseling services to reduce their problems. This research determines the most desired component to
develop the online counseling program which aims 1) to study the needs to develop an online counseling program,
2) to compare the needs to develop this program by categorizing with gender, year, academic program, and grade
point average (GPA), and 3) to rank the priority needs for developing this program. Participants were 416
undergraduate students who studied in Mahasarakham University and were selected by stratified random
sampling. The research instrument was the needs assessment questionnaire to develop this program. The data were
analyzed using percentage (%), mean (M), standard deviation (S.D.), independent sample t-test, one-way ANOVA,
and modified priority needs index (PNIyogifieq). The results revealed that: 1) the mean of actual condition was at a
high level (M = 3.76, S.D. = 0.59) and the mean of the desired condition was at the highest level (M =4.50, S.D.=
0.56) with the significant difference at 0.05 level in all four domains. 2) Undergraduate students from different
academic programs exhibited the marked different means of needs for the online counseling program. The scores
on actual conditions among students of Mahasarakham Business School were higher than students from others. 3)
Students showed the highest priority needs on characteristics of counselor and online application for counseling
(PNIyodified = 0.203). They showed that the secondary needs on characteristics of online counselee (PNIyiogified =
0.192) and therapeutic relationship after online counseling (PNIyjogifieq = 0.177).
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background

University life is the key stage of human development and turning point, transitioning from adolescence to
adulthood (Arnett, 2004). Although this period is known for positive self-development (Evans, Forney, Guido,
Patton, & Renn, 2009), the university studying phase has been identified with the highest level of incidence in
mental health illnesses (Ibrahim, Kelly, Adams, & Glazebrook, 2013). Research findings have demonstrated that
there are university students approximately 12 to 46% are affected by mental illnesses at any level (Auerbach et
al., 2016; Auerbach et al., 2018; Eisenberg, Golberstein, & Hunt, 2009; Verger, Guagliardo, Gilbert, Rouillon, &
Kovess-Masfety, 2009). Psychiatric problems account for half of the disease incidence among adolescents and
young adults in high-income countries (World Health Organization [WHO], 2008), and they are correlated with
long-term negative effects on individuals, including poor academic performance (Eisenberg et al., 2009)
dropping out of university (Ishii et al., 2018) and poor daily living in the later stage of life (Goldman-Mellor et
al., 2014; Niederkrotenthaler et al., 2014). Even though the universities are ready with effective therapeutic
strategies, research studies have identified the major gap in treatment intervention among students suffering from
mental health problems. Indeed, 1 in 5 students undergoes the least suitable treatment (Auerbach et al., 2016).
On average duration, the untreated mental illnesses exert an ongoing impact on individuals further approximately
4 to 23 years (Wang et al., 2005) and an association with the worsening outcome of therapeutic treatment
(Cheung, O’Donnell, Madi, & Goldner, 2017). Therefore, the accessibility of mental health counseling services
is essential to undergraduate students.
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Although most universities provide many counseling service centers to assist students, the number of clients at
mental health counseling services is notably small. Hyun, Quinn, Madon, and Lustig (2006) have found that 70%
of university students are less likely to attend mental health counseling services. Undoubtedly, there are several
crucial factors that students decide not to use the service at the university counseling center. First, undergraduate
students are hesitated to make an appointment for face to face counseling service, which is a traditional method.
Particularly, in Asian cultures, students feel ashamed about mental illnesses; therefore, they are afraid to ask
mental health professionals for help (Al-krenawi, Graham, Al-bedah, Kadri, & Sehwail, 2009; Heflinger &
Hinshaw, 2010). Seechaliao and Rungrueng (2016) described that undergraduate students who studied in
Mahasarakham University always faced many mental health problems such as relationships, family issues, or
academic problems. Although mental health services in the counseling center were provided to lecturers,
students, staffs, and those who need such services, most undergraduate students rarely used these services at the
counseling center because disclosing their identities may make them psychotic patients from others. Many
undergraduate students tried to solve their mental health problems by consulting close friends or parents. Other
factors include the traveling distance to the counseling center and the negative attitude from society towards
individuals seeking mental health treatment, for instance (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2000; Al-Krenawi & Graham,
2000).

Social networking service has influenced people’s lives throughout the world. Specifically, it exerts an enormous
impact on teenagers and university students. In Thailand, there were social network users approximately 52
million people in January 2020. 75 % of the population showed social media accessibility (Hootsuite & We Are
Social, 2020). Students are the most internet users who used approximately 10 hours and 50 minutes per day
(Office of Policy and Strategic Affairs, Electronic Transactions Development Agency, Ministry of Digital
Economy and Society, 2020). The rapid growth of internet technology leads to significant changes in human
behaviors that can have consequential effects on mental health conditions (Sukmawati, Ardi, Ifdil, & Zikra,
2019). Seechaliao and Rungrueng (2016) described that undergraduate students deemed that social media was
one of the best communication channels to reduce their mental health problems. Social media such as YouTube,
Facebook, and blogs were easy to use for communication with others and could serve as effective, supportive
tools to create a mental health problem-solving community for learners, psychotic patients, counselors, and
others who are related to this field or issue. They could learn how to solve problems, seek help with their
problems, apply and try to solve their problems by themselves based on what they learned in social media. Two
to three years ago, the effectiveness of internet technology in assisting and remediating mental health problems
among university students has recently started to become clearer (Davies, Morriss, & Glazebrook, 2014; Ebert,
Cuijpers, Mufioz, & Baumeister, 2017). Students can access the mental health service very easily without
disclosing their legal names through the internet. Additionally, an online platform displays more effectiveness
and high flexibility (Ebert et al., 2017). In 2011, the Royal College of Psychiatrists suggested universities should
increase the preparedness of online mental health assistance for university students by using evidence-based
internet intervention (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2011). From the statistics of increasing internet
accessibility and easily achievable manner, there is an expansion in mental health services through electronics
(e-mental) worldwide. The goal of e-mental is to eliminate the obstacles in treatment intervention (Navarro,
Bambling, Sheffield, & Edirippulige, 2019).

Online counseling is the initial psychological counseling for individuals with mental health problems.
Psychologists and mental health experts are people who give the service without meeting in person by using the
internet system of information technology, for example writing an electronic mail (E-mail), talking via chat
room, and video conferencing (Mallen & Vogel, 2005). Thus, the counselors and the clients (or counselees) are
in two different places, and they communicate with each other through the internet (Richards & Vigand, 2013;
Zainudin & Yusof, 2018). There are several reasons that the clients choose to use online counseling services.
First, clients live in remote areas. Second, clients may have difficulty with transportation. Third, the clients are
unable to leave their houses because they may have household obligations, such as taking care of small children,
elders, and other family members with disabilities. Fourth, it is impossible to change their work schedules for the
counseling session. Or, some people may have frequent work-related traveling schedules. In addition, an online
counseling platform is helpful for individuals with hearing loss and immobility. There are also several reasons
why the counselors choose to give an online counseling session. For example, they can manage their flexible
time and place to give a counseling session, and they can manage with the limitation on traveling (Jones &
Stokes, 2009). In the present day, access to online counseling services can be easily done as long as there is an
internet platform for counseling sessions between the counselor and counselee (Zainudin & Yusof, 2018). The
number of research studies on online mental health assistance has increased because of its useful benefits
(Mitchell, Vella-Brodrick, & Klein, 2010). For online counseling clients, the assistance can be easily accessible
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because it does not adhere to specific places and fixed schedules. The information will also be kept confidential
without revealing the clients’ names. Additionally, therapeutic assistance is at a low cost (Bolier et al., 2014;
Centore & Milacci, 2008; Rodda, 2017). Furthermore, the treatment intervention can be adapted for each online
counselee, such as suggestion and follow-up for a specific individual. In addition, mental health counselors can
benefit from online services by implementing the same standard of mental health assistance. For example, the
mental health information should be in the same context for everyone in order to reduce the miscommunication
between the counselor and counselee (Gander, 2017).

According to the online mental health service in Thailand, the Department of Mental Health, Ministry of Public
Health provides an internet-based mental health service with the use of chatroom through the MSN program. It is
the channel for providing mental health services to general people. The open registration can be completed
through an e-mail address: counseling_sty@hotmail.com. The counselees include small children, teenagers, and
adults (Department of Mental Health, 2008). Moreover, some counseling psychologists have applied the internet
as a way for psychological counseling service, known as online counseling. Chat-based online counseling allows
the counseling psychologists to talk with the counselee through typing synchronous messages in real-time
without meeting in person. This type of online counseling has been implemented for adolescents and young
adults, such as university students (Vongtangswad, 2016). The outcome indicates the effectiveness of online
counseling, showing its beneficial impact on daily problem-solving skills among students (Tannous, 2017).

In Thailand, the relevant literature reviews and the researchers have shown that there are very few studies on the
needs assessment of online counseling among university students. The needs assessment is the procedure to
evaluate the gap between “actual conditions” and “desired conditions” of things or places, which are subjected
to study (Watkins, Meiers, & Visser, 2012). The scopes of these studies show the diversity. Some studies focus
on the analysis of needs assessment and the solution to the needs. Investigators may analyze the needs to reveal
the cause of the needs and make the decision for the potential solution to the needs (Watkins & Kaufman, 1996).
According to the relevant research works’ synthesis, the researchers have demonstrated four components of
online counseling, including 1) characteristics of counselor for online counseling, 2) characteristics on
counselees or clients, 3) online application system for counseling, and 4) therapeutic relationship of online
counseling (Amichai-Hamburger, 2017; Barak, Klein, & Proudfoot, 2009; S. Bastemur & E. Bastemur, 2015;
Cipolletta & Mocellin, 2018; Colbow, 2013; Fenichel et al., 2002; Guay et al., 2017; Harris & Birnbaum, 2015;
Lindinger-Sternart & Piazza, 2014; Liu, 2015; Mendes-Santos, Weiderpass, Santana, & Andersson, 2019; Muir
et al., 2020; Proudfoot et al., 2011; Richards & Vigano, 2013; Ritterband, Thorndike, Cox, Kovatchev, &
Gonder-Frederick, 2009; Stoll, Miiller, & Trachsel, 2020; Teh, Acosta, Hechanova, Garabiles, & Alianan Jr,
2014; Teo, Shi, Huang, & Hoi, 2020). This study emphasizes these four components as research domains for
needs assessment among undergraduate students of Mahasarakham University. The main goal is to determine
which domain is the most desired component in the establishment of the online counseling program. Then, the
research results would be used as principal criteria to meet the needs of undergraduate students and plan the
guidelines for the development and implementation of online counseling. Furthermore, internet access is widely
available to many people in the digital age; consequently, university students can easily access online counseling
services. The application of internet technology for online mental health counseling services has recently been
becoming popular that would be designed. It could be leading to an increase in student’s wellness, reduced
mental health problems, and behavioral adaptability to changes in the future.

1.2 Purpose of the Study

This research study aims 1) to investigate the actual and desired conditions of online counseling program among
undergraduate students at Mahasarakham University, 2) to compare the needs for the development of online
counseling program among undergraduate students by emphasizing gender, year, academic program, and GPA,
and 3) to rank the priority needs for an implementation of online counseling program among undergraduate
students.

2. Method

The research study focuses on the needs assessment to develop an online counseling program for undergraduate
students of Mahasarakham University.

2.1 Participants

The population used in this research study consisted of 36,579 undergraduate students from Mahasarakham
University, enrolling in the Academic Year 2020 from 18 faculties and 2 colleges. A total of 416 students was
selected as participants using Yamane’s Sampling Method (Yamane, 1967), with a 95% confidence level and a
proportion of allowable error of 5%. Stratified random sampling was used for three groups, including 1)
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Humanities and Social Sciences, 2) Applied Sciences and Technologies, and 3) Health Sciences, providing more
comprehensive and complete information on the characteristics of the sub-group. Additionally, simple random
sampling was carried out by a random drawing generator so that every sub-sample group had an equal chance to
be selected from 3 faculties that were from Humanities and Social Sciences, 2 faculties from Applied Sciences
and Technologies, and 1 faculty from Health Sciences. Then, the rule of three in arithmetic was performed to
calculate the number of samples in each faculty, according to the specified proportion.

2.2 Variables

The independent variables were identified as the gender, year, academic program, and GPA. The dependent
variables were: 1) needs assessment to develop online counseling program of undergraduate students of
Mahasarakham University, and 2) the priority of needs to implement online counseling program to
undergraduate students.

2.3 Research Instrument

The research instrument was a questionnaire that was constructed to assess the needs for developing an online
counseling program for undergraduate students of Mahasarakham University. The questionnaire was divided into
two parts: 1) the demographic information of respondents and the needs assessment. 2) the 40-item needs
assessment in a dual response format contained both actual and desired conditions of the online counseling
program. The respondents indicated their actual or desired conditions on a five-level rating scale. The content
validity was measured with an IOC value between 0.67-1.00, and reliability was tested with a Cranach’s alpha
coefficient of 0.96.

2.4 Data Collection

The participants were clearly explained about the details of research objectives and procedures for data collection.
The informed consent forms were obtained, and the participants were asked to complete the questionnaires by our
researchers, visiting each specified faculty. The completeness of questionnaires was checked for all answers. Data
obtained from questionnaires were further analyzed.

2.5 Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were applied, for example, percentage (%), mean (X), and standard deviation (S.D.). The
independent sample t-test and one-way ANOVA were also used to compare between the actual and desired
conditions and to compare groups by gender, year, academic program, and GPA. Additionally, the ranking of
needs in this research was performed using the modified Priority Needs Index (PNIyogified) (Wongwanich, 2005;
Wiratchai, 2005). It was used to describe the gap between the actual situation of university mental health
counseling services and the criteria of online counseling programs to reach the desirable program for university
students. Therefore, the needs were assessed to determine the differential values between desired condition (I)
and actual condition (D), measuring the needs at the real level (Wongwanich, 2005). The formula for the
calculation is as follows:

PNIyodiiec= Modified Priority Needs Index
PNIygifica= (I - D)/D

I= Mean of the desired condition of an online mental health counseling of Mahasarakham University
students

D= Mean of the actual condition of an online mental health counseling of Mahasarakham University
students

2.6 Ethical Considerations

This research study was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of Mahasarakham University (No.
228/2020), issued on 18 September 2020. All data were kept confidential.

3. Results
These research results were divided into 4 parts as follows:
3.1 Demographic Data Regarding the Participants

The participants comprised 416 undergraduate students of Mahasarakham University. Most of the respondents
were female students (70.4%), second-year students (32.5%), the Mahasarakham Business School (38.2%), and
GPA of 2.51-3.00 (32.7%).
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3.2 Analysis of Actual and Desired Conditions of Online Counseling Program Among Undergraduate Students of
Mahasarakham University

Table 1. Comparison between actual and desired conditions of four domains in order to develop online counseling
program for undergraduate students

Actual Condition Desired Condition

Online Counseling t-test Sig*
M S.D. Level M S.D. Level

Characteristics of counselor 3.75 .63 High 4.51 .56 Highest 23.91% 00

Characteristics of counselee 3.75 .66 High 4.47 .60 High 22.22% 00

Online application 3.74 .68 High 4.50 .61 Highest 22.79* 00

Therapeutic relationship 3.84 .69 High 4.52 .61 Highest 20.23* 00

Total 3.76 .59 High 4.50 .56 Highest 25.75% .00

Note. *P < 0.05; M = Mean; S.D. = Standard Deviation; t-test = The independent sample; Sig = significant.

Table 1, the undergraduate students indicated that the overall online counseling program was at high level in
actual condition (M = 3.76, S.D. = .59), with the mean scores of four domains ranked in descending order as
follows: the therapeutic relationship (M = 3.84, S.D. = .69), the characteristics of counselor (M = 3.75, S.D.
= .63), the characteristics of counselee (M = 3.75, S.D. = .66), and online application for online counseling (M =
3.74, S.D. = .68), and respectively.

Furthermore, they exhibited the overall online counseling program at the highest level in desired condition (M =
4.50, S.D. = .56), with mean scores of four domains ranked in descending order as follows: the therapeutic
relationship (M = 4.52, S.D. = .61), the characteristics of counselor (M =4.51, S.D. = .56), online application for
online counseling (M = 4.50, S.D. = .61), the characteristics of counselee M = 4.47, S.D. = .60), respectively.

Details are shown in Figure 1.

Overall Therapeutic  Characteristics Characteristics Online
relationship  of counselor  of counselee  application

w

o

—

o

mActual condition  m Desired condition

Figure 1. Comparison between actual and desired conditions of four domains

Accordingly, the average scores of four domains showed the significant difference between the actual and desired
conditions. The actual condition exhibited lower scores than the desired condition in all aspects, reflecting the
needs to an develop online mental health counseling program among undergraduate students.
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3.3 Comparison of the Needs to develop the Online Counseling Program Among Undergraduate Students by
Gender, Year, Faculty, and Academic Achievement

Table 2. Comparison of the actual condition of an online counseling program by gender, year, faculty, and GPA

Personal Factor M S.D. t Sig*
Male 3.65 65 214 .36 There is no significant difference.
Gender
Female 3.79 .62
Source of Variation SS df MS F Sig* Pairwise Comparison
Between
1.56 4 389 1.10 353
. Groups
Academic L . .. .
Within There is no significant difference.
Year 14450 411 352
Groups
Total 146.05 415
Between The significant difference between five groups, including
5.59 5 1.12 3.26% .007* . .
Groups Mahasarakham Business School > Faculty of Engineering,
Within Mahasarakham Business School > College of Politics and Governance,
Faculty 140.46 410 .34 . L .
Groups Faculty of Science > Faculty of Engineering, Faculty of Education >
Faculty of Engineering, and Faculty of Education > College of Politics
Total 146.05 415
and Governance
Between
2.68 4 669 191 .107
Groups
GPA Within There is no significant difference.
14338 411 349
Groups

Total 146.05 415

Note. *P <0.05; M = Mean; S.D. = Standard Deviation; t = The independent sample t-test; Sig = significant; SS =
Sum of Square; df = degrees of freedom; MS = Mean of Square; F = One-way ANOVA.

Table 2, the results illustrated that only undergraduate students from different faculties showed the statistically

significant difference in the mean scores on the actual condition of the online counseling program at the .05
level.

3.4 Ranking of the Needs to Develop an Online Counseling Program Among Undergraduate Students

Table 3. Analysis of the modified Priority Needs Index (PNIyodified)

Online Counseling Mean of actual condition (D)  Mean of desired condition (I) P(I\IDI_B;;BM Rank
Characteristics of counselor 3.75 4.51 203 1
Characteristics of counselee 3.75 4.47 192 2
Online application 3.74 4.50 203 1
Therapeutic relationship 3.84 4.52 177 3
Total 3.76 4.50 .197

Note. D = Mean of actual condition; I = Mean of desired condition; PNIyjoif.q = Modified Priority Needs Index.

Table 3 illustrated that the modified Priority Needs Index (PNIydifie) Of four components contained values
ranging from 0.177 to 0.203. The priorities of needs were ranked in descending order as follows: 1)
characteristics of counselor (D = 3.75, I = 4.51; PNIyogiiea = 0.203) and online application (D = 3.74, 1 = 4.50;
PNIyogifiea = 0.203), 2) characteristics of counselee (D = 3.75, I = 4.47; PNIyodgifiea = 0.192), and 3) therapeutic
relationship (D = 3.84, I = 4.52; PNlydifiea = 0.177). The prioritization of needs is useful for guiding in the
development of online counseling program for undergraduate students of Mahasarakham University.

4. Discussion

This research results showed some key important aspects that could lead to the effective development of mental
health counseling using the online platform. We separated our discussion in accordance with the research
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objectives as follows.

4.1 Needs for Development of Online Counseling Program to Undergraduate Students of Mahasarakham
University

According to the collecting data, we discovered that our students showed the needs to develop and online
counseling program in all four aspects, including the criteria for choosing a counselor, how to effectively operate
an online platform, a background of the counselee, and therapeutic effects of the online counseling program. By
assessing the needs for online counseling services, both actual and desired conditions were considered. The
therapeutic relationship of online counseling showed the highest mean scores for the needs. Indeed, the counseling
is the relational process of two-way communication between the counselor and counselee. The counselor acquires
professional expertise through both knowledge and practical skill-based training to assist the clients (or
counselees) so that they become aware of their thinking, emotion, behavior, and meaning of life. The counselees
can further understand their mind-related problems and anxiety and find the solution to solve those problems with
their potentials. Subsequently, they can apply their new understandings to effectively live their lives with
happiness (Yurayat, 2020). Therefore, the therapeutic relationship is the most important factor among
intratherapeutic factors, and it has a crucial effect on treatment intervention (Lamber & Barley, 2001). Empirical
research studies have shown that individual counseling or face-to-face therapy exerts its effectiveness on
therapeutic intervention and positive relationship between counselor and counselee (Krupnick et al., 1996; Martin,
Garske, & Davis, 2000). However, the previous research has shown that some students state that online counseling
relationships are shallow, impersonal, and unreal (Slouka, 1995). The online counselees feel dissatisfied with the
online relationship including the self-disclosure on an online platform and the feelings of closeness between
counselor and counselee whenever they compared to individual counseling (Mallen, Day, & Green, 2003).
Additionally, the limitation of online counseling could be that the counselor might have difficulty understanding
the counselee’s true feelings (Fusikul, 2012), the negative result effects on interaction towards counselee (Li,
Jaladin, & Abdullah, 2013). On the contrary, other previous researches have demonstrated that some online
counseling clients give a very high score on the relationship building between counselor and counselee.
Subsequently, this outcome indicates that it’s possible to establish a stable and positive therapeutic relationship in
online counseling (Knaevelsrud & Maercker, 2006). For the most part, many previous studies have reported that
online counselees exhibit a positive attitude towards online counseling that is a major benefit. Students from
Trinity College Dublin (TCD) stated that online counseling was very worthwhile for them (Richards & Tangney,
2008). Moreover, online counseling and face to face counseling can be co-implemented for the increase in the
effectiveness of counseling processes (Teh et al., 2014).

4.2 Students’ Perspectives of the Actual Condition of Online Counseling Program by Gender, Year, Faculty, and
GPA.

The participants in this study showed diverse views on the establishment of an online counseling program in
accordance with their academic backgrounds. The results indicated that students from different academic faculties
exhibited significantly different aspects of needs for online counseling programs in actual condition. This could be
that Mahasarakham University contains a number of mental health counseling clinics, including the Counseling
Center of Student Affairs Division, Center of Excellence in Psychology of Faculty of Education, Mental Health
Counseling Clinic of Faculty of Nursing, and Mental Health Clinic of Suddhavej Hospital. Therefore,
undergraduate students of these faculties can easier access mental health counseling services than students from
other academic institutes. In addition, each academic faculty has its policy and management; thus, it places the
different emphasis on mental health counseling. The different faculties also show different learning environments,
for example, the unique context of each academic subject, classroom atmosphere, student-teacher relationship, and
peer relationship. Previous research reports have shown that student’s mental health is positively correlated with
the classroom environment (Bordbar, Nikkar, Yazdani, & Alipoor, 2011; Peters, 2013; Rania, Siri, Bagnasco,
Aleo, & Sasso, 2014; Turashvili & Japaridze, 2012). Consistently, Yurayat and Chaikumpa (2020) have reported
that students from the Faculty of Science show higher mental health status than students from Mahasarakham
Business School and the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences. Students with poor mental health status and
low happiness exhibit a high level of counseling needs; consequently, Mahasarakham Business School shows
more needs to implement online counseling programs than Faculty of Science, Faculty of Engineering, College of
Politics and Governance, and Faculty of Education. Furthermore, Jittanoon and Wungthanakorn (2018) have
demonstrated that students from the Faculty of Science are happier and have more balance in life than students
from the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences. This may be due to the fact that humanities and social
sciences students exhibit lower self-esteem and self-satisfaction than science students.

Furthermore, other factors, including gender, age, and GPA, did not have an impact on the needs for the online
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counseling programs. Indeed, everybody can have stress or mental health problems regardless of being male or
female. Consistent with previous findings, there is no significant evidence to indicate the relationship between
gender and mental health of undergraduate students (Daraei, 2013; Thavorn, Pimroon, & Thanoi, 2018); however,
the nature of mental health problems might be different in each gender. Furthermore, the diversity of mental health
problems is also linked with student’s academic year. For example, first- and second-year students are in the
adjusting mode to the changes in academic settings from the high school to university, and they tend to have the
lower capability of managing with different learning environments (Durand-Bush, McNeill, Harding, &
Dobransky, 2015; Morales-Rodriguez, 2020; Plominski & Burns, 2018). First-year university students might have
problems with the adjustment to new environments, unfamiliar social settings, and different features of university
teaching strategy, which are different from high school experience. Higher level students are preoccupied with
more responsibility from school works, such as assignments, exams, and senior projects (Shahira et al., 2018).
Regardless of the nature of student’s problems, stress and anxiety can have an impact on many students. Moreover,
the academic achievement did not show the relationship with mental health problems. Students with any GPA can
have trouble in school or at home, and those problems can cause stress and drive students to seek counseling
services.

4.3 Prioritization of the Needs to Develop Online Counseling Program for Undergraduate Students

The broad outcome of ranking the needs to develop an online counseling program among undergraduate students
of Mahasarakham University indicated that our students displayed the needs on all four criteria, including
characteristics of a suitable counselor, the application platform for online counseling, the characteristics of
counselee, and therapeutic outcome after counseling. By ranking for the priority needs, the results showed that
students placed both characteristics of counselor and online application as the first priorities for the development
of online counseling programs. The subsequent priorities include characteristics of the counselee and therapeutic
relationship, respectively. Indeed, the characteristics of a counselor are crucial factors to support and direct online
counseling services. For example, they should acquire knowledge and skills in mental health counseling. They
should also be able to use computer and internet communication equipment. Additionally, the potential counselor
should have suitable personalities for counseling processes, such as emotional intelligence, kindness, credibility,
the ability of relationship building, and confidentiality of clients. These characteristics are for either face-to-face
sessions or online counseling programs. The counselor is a crucial factor that could lead to either success or failure
in the outcome of counseling (Corey, 2006). Personal characteristics are also important for a good counselor, and
they can be separated into four aspects, consisting of knowledge, practical skill, personality, and moral and ethical
aspects (Yurayat, 2020). Normally, most counselees prefer a counselor who has a warm personality, credibility,
and maintaining confidentiality. The counselor should have knowledge and competence as a professional expert.
So, the counselees feel confident that their problems would be solved. Subsequently, they can manage to live their
normal lives.

Internet platform for online counseling is also the first priority that university students emphasize. Online
application for mental health counseling is the channel of communication that can provide the feelings of security
and accessibility for the clients (or counselees), including 1) convenient accessibility of service, 2) flexibility of
time and places, 3) reduction of traveling expenses, 4) anonymity or concealment of one’s identity, and 5) being
carefree from mental health stigma (S. Bastemur & E. Bastemur, 2015; Centore & Milacci, 2008; Jones & Stokes,
2009; Rodda, 2017). They can also be confident on the security and confidentiality using a computer and other
devices involved with online counseling service (Cipolletta & Mocellin, 2018; Lindinger-Sternart & Piazza,
2014). The characteristics of counselee as priority needs for implementation of online counseling were ranked as
the second priority. Some individuals show the determination to solve their problems with perception of
self-efficacy, capability in self-regulation, and understanding of self-help techniques. Furthermore, they hold the
belief, attitudes, motivations, experiences, and expectations that are in such a positive way toward online
counseling service (Liu, 2015; Ritterband et al., 2009; Teo et al., 2020). They should also have the knowledge and
ability to use a computer and other internet communication devices for counseling (Cipolletta & Mocellin, 2018;
Richards & Vigano, 2013; Tannous, 2017). In addition, the last priority of needs to develop an online counseling
program was identified as the therapeutic relationship of online counseling. The therapeutic relationship is an
important factor for treatment intervention (Richards & Vigand, 2013). It is the process of corporation between
counselor and counselee in order to assist and manage the counselee’s problems (Cook & Doyle, 2002), including
relationship building, maintaining a relationship during a counseling session, and terminating the relationship after
the counseling period. The counselor provides advice, feedback, emotional transference, and two-way interaction
throughout an online counseling process (Barak et al., 2009; Colbow, 2013; Guay et al., 2017).
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5. Conclusion

The results of this research show that undergraduate students of Mahasarakham University need an online
counseling program. They consider that online counseling could reduce the limitations of getting face to face
counseling services, meet the needs. They don’t need to reveal their true identity that feels the security, and
convenience to access the online counseling service. Therefore, online counseling should be developed and
support with an effective internet system to be another channel for increasing psychological well-being and
managing the challenge complexed problems’ life in university effectively.
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