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College counseling plays a vital role in supporting students’ academic success,
mental health, and overall well-being. To date, no research has examined this
topic among Moroccan students. This study investigates gendered patterns and
needs among 401 Moroccan students accessing the country’'s oldest college
counseling center, located at the Semlalia Faculty of Sciences. This is a retrospective,
quantitative study based on case file data collected from counseling records
spanning 2015-2018. Descriptive and comparative analyses were conducted to
explore visit patterns among the study participants. Men tend to seek counseling
at a later age, primarily for academic-related concerns, whereas women are
more likely to pursue non-pedagogical support and to participate in multiple
counseling sessions. Furthermore, students’ origin, housing situation, and year of
study are associated with differences in their counseling needs. Local students,
those residing with family, and first-year students predominantly seek academic
support, while non-local students, those living in shared housing, and students in
advanced years are more inclined to request hon-pedagogical assistance. These
findings offer insights into gender disparities in student counseling, enhance the
understanding of student support needs, and highlight the role of Morocco’s
pioneering college counseling center in promoting students’ well-being. This
study also lays the groundwork for future research on broader student populations
and evolving counseling approaches.

KEYWORDS

college counseling, education, counseling need, gendered patterns, future studies,
student support

Introduction

College counseling is a multifaceted service provided by university and college counseling
centers to support students in navigating the academic and personal challenges of higher
education (Kivlighan et al., 2021). In particular, college counseling centers address both
academic challenges, such as major selection, study skills, and academic stress (Bishop, 2016),
as well as non-academic issues, such as mental health and overall well-being (Bashir et al.,
2023). Specifically, services include direct interventions like therapy, consultation with faculty
and staff, and academic support (Bvunzawabaya and Rampe, 2024). They aim to enhance
student well-being, foster academic success, and support personal development. Furthermore,
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research shows that counseling improves retention, graduation rates,
academic performance, and student coping skills, highlighting its
critical role in addressing the diverse needs of college students and
promoting their overall success (Scofield et al., 2017). Additionally,
college counseling can prevent dropout by offering support and
resources to help students address social, emotional, and academic
challenges. Through targeted interventions, counseling assists students
with transitioning to college life, managing stress and anxiety, building
social connections, and enhancing academic performance (Cholewa
and Ramaswami, 2015). As higher education continues to evolve,
particularly with growing attention to student well-being, counseling
centers play a crucial role in fostering an inclusive learning
environment where students from diverse backgrounds can access the
support they need to thrive (Bizuneh, 2022).

In Morocco, educational counseling faces limitations due to an
insufficient number of counselors to address student needs (Amini
et al., 2023). Mental health services in Morocco remain limited and
often stigmatized, with perceptions shaped by the interplay of
traditional religious beliefs and Western perspectives, further
influencing help-seeking behaviors (Zango-Martin et al., 2022).
Gendered roles in Morocco significantly influence how individuals
perceive and seek mental health support (Ouazzani et al., 2021).
Traditional expectations often encourage women to express
emotional distress, while men may face stigma when seeking mental
health support, leading to differences in help-seeking behaviors
(Mzadi et al., 2022). As a result, these norms shape counseling
patterns and perceptions of well-being, as what constitutes “good
mental health” is not universally defined (Wren-Lewis and
Alexandrova, 2021). In particular, dominant definitions of “good
mental health” may reflect Westernized, individualistic perspectives,
necessitating a culturally sensitive approach to investigating gendered
patterns in Moroccan college counseling (Ouazzani et al., 2021). The
issue of university integration and student well-being differs for men
and women, as women experience more mental health challenges
(Erdmann et al., 2023). Access to counseling services is influenced
not only by gender but also by students’ socioeconomic backgrounds,
emphasizing the necessity of fostering educational inclusivity
(Castleman and Goodman, 2018). Factors such as students’ origin,
housing status, and financial constraints can influence their ability to
seek support (Castleman and Goodman, 2018). Despite their
importance, limited research exists in Morocco examining how
gendered, demographic, and contextual factors influence counseling
service utilization. This gap is especially noticeable in understanding
gendered differences in help-seeking behaviors and how factors such
as origin, housing, and academic year shape students’ use of
these services.

The Semlalia Faculty of Sciences, located in central Morocco, is
one of the country’s largest institutions by student enrollment. It
attracts a diverse student body from various socio-economic
backgrounds, including both urban and rural areas nationwide. The
Semlalia Faculty of Sciences also houses Morocco’s oldest college
counseling center. Given its diverse student body and long-standing
counseling services, it serves as an ideal setting to examine how
gender, socioeconomic factors, and student needs interact within the
broader framework of educational inclusivity and mental health
support in higher education. This study aims to investigate the
demographic patterns and the nature of needs of students at the
Semlalia Faculty of Sciences counseling center. Furthermore, it seeks
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to explore gendered trends in the utilization of counseling services.
Research questions are:

e What are the
service utilization?

gendered differences in  counseling
o What are the factors associated with the use of the Semlalia
Faculty of Sciences counseling center?

Materials and methods
Study design and setting

This quantitative retrospective study was conducted at the
Semlalia Faculty of Sciences in Morocco, focusing on beneficiaries of
the College Counseling Center between 2015 and 2018, based on case
file data documenting students’ counseling visits, stated needs, and
demographic information. Established in 2009 as Morocco’s first
college counseling center, the Semlalia Faculty of Sciences’ center has
developed significant experience in addressing both pedagogical and
non-pedagogical student needs, though its pioneering status also
means it operates with limited staff and resources—factors that may
influence patterns of service utilization. Pedagogical support includes
academic counseling, time management, exam preparation, university
procedures, and career orientation. Non-pedagogical support focuses
on mental health issues such as anxiety and emotional distress, as well
as financial difficulties, housing concerns, and family-related
problems, and the center is staffed by trained professionals. By
responding to these diverse needs, the center plays a key role in
fostering student retention and holistic development within the
university setting.

Participants and sampling

A total of 401 participants were included in the study using a
comprehensive and exhaustive sampling approach, in which all college
students who received counseling services during the specified
timeframe were included.

Data collection

Data were collected using an author-developed checklist including
the sociodemographic factors: gender (man or woman), age, origin
(local or non-local to the college city), housing (extended family or
shared housing), and year of enrollment (first, second, or third year of
a three-year program).

In addition to sociodemographic data, we collected variables
related to counseling service utilization: counseling need nature
(pedagogical or non-pedagogical issues) and visit frequency (single or
multiple). The checklist was reviewed by experts for content relevance
and clarity, and pilot-tested on a small subsample to ensure consistency
and usability.

Missing data were handled using pairwise deletion, allowing each
analysis to include all available data for the variables involved. Some
entries were incomplete because certain students did not fully
complete their intake forms during their visit to the center, leaving
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specific questions unanswered. Data were collected by the first author
between July and August 2022, using records archived for institutional
and research purposes. To ensure data quality, only clearly legible and
complete information was extracted for analysis.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS software v26 (IBM Corp.,
2019). Qualitative variables were analyzed using frequencies and
percentages. Quantitative variables were analyzed using mean and
standard deviation. Furthermore, comparative analyses using
chi-square and t-tests were conducted to identify significant
associations between variables. For all statistical analyses, the
significance level was set at p < 0.05.

A post hoc statistical power analysis was conducted using the
G*power software (Faul et al., 2007). with an a = 0.05, a minimum of
149 participants would be sufficient to detect a medium effect size
(w = 0.3) in chi-square an t-tests with 1 degree of freedom to achieve
a statistical power of 95%. Given that our actual sample (N = 401)
exceeds this threshold substantially, the study is adequately powered
to detect medium-to-small effects and supports the robustness of the
statistical analyses performed.

Ethical considerations

Institutional approval was obtained, and although formal ethical
approval was not required under local regulations, strict confidentiality
measures were upheld. No identifying information, such as names or
specific geographic details, was included in the dataset. To ensure
confidentiality, the counseling records were anonymized by center
staff, and only the first author had access to the anonymized archive,
which was stored on a secure, password-protected computer.

Results
Population characteristics

Table 1 presents the descriptive data of the population:

The study included 401 participants, with a gender distribution
slightly favoring women (54.6%) over men (45.4%). The average age
was 20 years (SD = 1.8), ranging from 17 to 26. Most participants
(69.4%) came from outside the college city. Among 149 participants
who reported their housing status, 75.8% lived with family, and 24.2%
lived in shared or university housing. The primary counseling need
identified was pedagogical (74.8%), with other needs (25.2%) related
to mental health, financial, or familial issues. Most participants
(89.5%) visited the counseling center once. First-year college students
were the majority (73.5%).

Comparative statistics of the study

Table 2 presents the comparative statistics of the study.
The analysis revealed a statistically significant difference in mean
age between women (20.29 + 1.6) and men (21.26 + 1.9), (t = —5.3,
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics of participants.

Variable ~ Modalty =~ N M/%  SD
Age 380 20.0 1.8
Gender Woman 219 54.6
Man 182 45.4
Origin Local 110 30.6
Non-local 249 69.4
Housing Living with family 113 75.8
Shared student 36 242
housing
Need from the Pedagogical need 300 74.8
center Non-pedagogical 101 252
need
Frequency of Once 359 89.5
visits to the Multiple ) 10.5
center
College year First year 264 73.5
Second year 67 18.7
Third year 28 7.8

Cohen’s d = —0.56, p < 0.001). This suggests that, on average, men tend
to visit the counseling center at a slightly older age compared
to women.

The study results indicate a statistically significant association
between gender and origin (r = 6.22, Cramer’s V = 0.132, p = 0.013).
Local women were more likely to visit the counseling center than
those originally from outside the college city.

In addition, a statistically significant association between gender
and counseling center visit frequency was found (r = 8.81, Cramer’s
V =0.148, p=0.003). This result suggests that counseling visit
frequency differs significantly by gender. Specifically, among women,
32 out 0of 219 (14.6%) visited the counseling center frequently, whereas
only 10 out of 182 men (5.5%) returned multiple times.

Furthermore, a statistically significant association between gender
and counseling need nature (pedagogical vs. other) was observed
(r=4.17, Cramer’s V = 0.102, p = 0.041). The study results indicate
that 74.8% of participants sought pedagogical support, with a slightly
higher proportion of men (145 out of 182, or 79.7%) compared to
women (155 out of 219, or 70.8%). Meanwhile, among those
presenting non-pedagogical needs, 35.2% were women (64 out of
183), compared to 20.3% of men (37 out of 182).

A statistically significant association between students’ housing
arrangements and their type of need (pedagogical vs. other) was found
(r=4.10, Cramer’s V = 0.166, p = 0.043). This suggests that housing
type is significantly associated with students’ counseling needs.
Among those who presented pedagogical needs, the majority (83 out
of 103, or 80.6%) lived with family members, while a smaller portion
(20 out of 103, or 19.4%) resided in shared or university housing.
Conversely, among students presenting non-pedagogical needs, 65.2%
(30 out of 46) lived with family, while 34.8% (16 out of 46) resided in
shared or university housing. These results indicate that students
living in family housing are more likely to report pedagogical needs,
whereas those in shared or university housing show a comparatively
higher rate of non-pedagogical needs.
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TABLE 2 Comparative statistics of the study.

10.3389/feduc.2025.1600154

Variable Age Gender Visit frequency Housing College year

P <0.001*
Age 1.00 NS NS NS NS NS

t=-530

P=0.013* P =0.003" P =0.041"
Gender 1.00 NS NS
r=622 r=28.81 r=4.17
Origin 1.00 NS NS NS NS
Visit frequency 1.00 NS NS NS
P =0.043" P =0.009*
Need 1.00
r=4.10 r=947

Housing 1.00 NS
College year 1.00

#p < 0.05; 1, Pearson coefficient correlation; t, Student’s t-test; NS, non-significant.

A statistically significant association between college year and
type of need was also found (r = 9.47, Cramer’s V = 0.162, p = 0.009),
suggesting that the nature of students’ needs varies significantly
depending on their academic year. Cross-tabulation results reveal that
the majority of first-year students (206 out of 264, or 78%) had
pedagogical needs, compared to 58 students (22%) who reported
other types of needs. This trend persists in the second year, where 60%
of students sought pedagogical support and 40% reported other needs.
By the third year, the proportion of students with pedagogical needs
decreases further to 71% (20 out of 28), while 29% sought support for
other concerns.

Discussion

This study aimed to explore the gendered patterns and needs of
students utilizing counseling services at Morocco’s oldest college
counseling center, housed within the Semlalia Faculty of Sciences. The
findings contribute to an understanding of how gender, socio-
demographic factors, and educational context shape counseling
utilization, emphasizing the importance of inclusive support
frameworks in higher education.

Descriptive characteristics of participants

The distribution of gender among the participants was slightly
more female (54.6%) than male (45.4%). This pattern aligns with
existing literature indicating that women are more likely than men to
seek counseling services (Huenergarde, 2018; Awol Amado and
Shiferew, 2022; Bashir et al., 2023). This difference may be due to
sociocultural influences that shape gendered help-seeking behaviors,
as women are often socialized to be more emotionally expressive and
to seek help when they are struggling (Irawan et al., 2024). While
stigma surrounding mental health impacts both genders, men may
face additional stigma for seeking help, as it can be seen as a sign of
weakness (Irawan et al., 2024). Moreover, women may be more aware
of mental health issues and the benefits of counseling (Huenergarde,
2018). This awareness may be influenced by greater media focus on
women’s mental health (Rice et al., 2021), or by personal exposure to
friends and colleagues who have sought counseling. Additionally, the
presence of female counselors in the study setting counseling center
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may have influenced the gendered distribution among the participants,
as a study found that the predominance of female counselors in the
field may make women more comfortable seeking services (Alcée,
2017). This finding underscores the need for interventions that
normalize help-seeking behaviors among men and reduce stigma
surrounding mental health support.

The average age of participants at the time of their visit to the
center was 20 years (SD = 1.80), with ages ranging from 17 to 26. This
age range is typical of college students, highlighting that the counseling
center serves crucial developmental stage where students are
transitioning to greater independence and facing academic, social, and
psychological challenges (Avci, 2024). At this stage, students are also
more likely to encounter mental health issues (Hill et al., 2024).

In addition, the university counseling center attracted a higher
percentage of students from outside the college city (69.4%) compared
to local students (30.6%). Students who are new to a college city may
face challenges integrating into the social fabric of the campus and city
(Awol Amado and Shiferew, 2022), they may be less likely to have
established support systems in place, such as family and friends, which
could lead them to seek out the counseling center for social connection
and support. Thus, moving away from home and adapting to college
life can be particularly stressful for students from outside the college
city. They may be more likely to experience homesickness, anxiety, and
difficulty adjusting to the academic and social demands of college
(Huenergarde, 2018). These challenges could therefore increase their
likelihood of seeking support from the counseling center.

Furthermore, a significant majority of students (75.8%) live with
extended family or family members compared to 24.2% in shared or
student housing. Students living at home may experience stress related
to family expectations and responsibilities, which can impact their
mental well-being and academic performance (Hallett and Freas,
2018). On the other hand, students in shared housing may experience
dissatisfaction with their living arrangements, including conflicts with
roommates, poor housing quality, noise levels, and unpleasant or
unsafe neighborhoods, all of which can contribute to stress and
negatively impact mental well-being. Conversely, satisfaction with
one€’s living environment can foster good mental health (Deb et al.,
2016). These findings emphasize the role of socio-economic factors in
shaping students’ experiences and reinforce the necessity of inclusive,
context-sensitive counseling interventions.

Regarding the types of needs, the primary need identified by
participants was pedagogical support (74.8%), with other types of
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needs (e.g., financial or mental health-related) constituting 25.2%.
Counseling centers often address issues related to academic
performance, such as study skills, time management, and test-taking
skills (Cholewa and Ramaswami, 2015), but students also seek
counseling for help with relationships, self-esteem, and transitioning
to college (Bashir et al., 2023). In fact, mental health challenges among
college students have become increasingly prevalent, highlighting the
critical role of counseling services in effectively addressing these
concerns (Avci, 2024). Students frequently use counseling services for
mental health concerns like anxiety, depression, and stress
(Huenergarde, 2018). In response, counseling centers often offer a
holistic approach to student support (Meek, 2023; Bvunzawabaya and
Rampe, 2024). This finding suggests that counseling centers must
adopt a holistic support model that integrates both academic guidance
and mental health services to comprehensively address student
well-being.

Additionally, only 10.5% of the participants had made multiple
visits to the center, indicating that the majority (89.5%) had single-
session engagements. Literature shows that the majority of students
utilizing university counseling services engage in single-session
consultations, while a smaller proportion accounts for more frequent
usage (Shefet, 2018). This suggests that students might find resolution
for their concerns outside of the counseling center, due to factors like
strong social support networks, self-reliance, and the perception that
their problems aren’t serious enough for professional intervention.

Finally, a large proportion of the participants were in their first
year (73.5%), with fewer in the second (18.7%) and third years (7.8%).
First-year college students have a greater need for counseling services
compared to students in later years, as first-year students experience
significant psychosocial and academic transitions, including adjusting
to a new environment, managing increased academic demands, and
navigating new social situations (Cholewa and Ramaswami, 2015).
Counseling services can provide support and guidance during this
critical period. In particular, the counseling center can facilitate first-
year students’ social adjustment in their new environment by
providing a space for students to address personal and familial issues
(Avci, 2024). Research suggests that first-year students, particularly
those facing numerous problems, may experience greater mental
health distress (Wei et al., 2022). This distress, combined with their
unfamiliarity with the university environment, might lead them to
seek help from the counseling center more readily. In contrast,
students in their second and third years might have adapted to the
college environment and developed coping strategies, as well as a
better understanding of available resources and support systems,
potentially leading them to seek help from other sources (Bashir
etal., 2023).

Comparative results of participants

The study results suggest that, in general, men tend to visit the
counseling center at a slightly older age compared to women.
Traditional gendered norms often deter men from seeking counseling,
as they may perceive it as a threat to their masculinity or fear stigma
from peers, family, or counselors. This societal expectation can leave
male college students more vulnerable to mental health issues
(Agochukwu and Wittmann, 2019). Such findings are consistent with
research indicating that men are generally less inclined to seek help
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from counseling services, often due to societal or cultural
discouragement (Cholewa and Ramaswami, 2015). Research also
suggests gendered differences in counseling needs, with women
typically seeking help earlier for mental health issues like depression
and anxiety (Welsch and Winden, 2019).

The results indicate a statistically significant association between
gender and origin (y*>=6.22, p=0.013). The significant p-value
suggests that gender and origin are not independent; local women are
more likely to visit the center than women who are originally from
outside the college city. Local students may be more familiar with
counseling centers due to prior exposure through outreach programs
or community events, reducing apprehension. In addition, local
women often have stronger social support networks within the college
city, encouraging help-seeking behaviors. Established local networks
of friends, family, and community provide emotional and practical
support, facilitating access to counseling services (Osborn et al., 2022).
This highlights the importance of conducting comprehensive local
needs assessments and tailoring services to address the specific needs
of the local student population (Campion et al., 2022), while also
underscoring the need for targeted outreach efforts to ensure equitable
access to counseling services for all students, regardless of
their background.

In this context, the results suggest that women may be more
inclined to seek support for non-pedagogical needs. Meanwhile, their
male counterparts predominantly presented pedagogical needs. Men
are more likely to present pedagogical needs, such as orientation and
major selection. This could suggest that they prioritize academic
success and view seeking help in this domain as more acceptable or
necessary than seeking help for personal issues (Bashir et al., 2023).
Men may avoid counseling when it involves disclosing vulnerabilities
or perceived weaknesses due to the stigma (Alcée, 2017; Irawan et al.,
2024). For example, disclosing personal struggles, like financial or
family issues, could lead to feelings of shame and embarrassment,
further discouraging them from seeking help (Hallett and Freas,
2018), while counseling can also assist students in choosing their
college major (Erdmann et al., 2023).

Moreover, the results indicate that students living in family
housing are more likely to report pedagogical needs than those in
shared or university housing, who have a comparatively higher rate of
non-pedagogical needs. Students living in family housing may benefit
from greater family support, which could alleviate non-pedagogical
needs related to finances, mental health, and family issues. In contrast,
financial instability and housing insecurity can be significant stressors
for students (Cholewa and Ramaswami, 2015), potentially
contributing to a higher prevalence of non-pedagogical needs among
those not living in family housing.

The results indicate that pedagogical needs are especially
prominent in the first year, possibly due to new students seeking
orientation, academic support, and guidance. However, as students’
progress through their college years, there is a slight increase in the
diversity of their needs, with a growing proportion reporting
non-pedagogical issues. First-year students often face challenges
adapting to the college environment, including adjusting to rigorous
coursework, new teaching methods, and increased responsibility (Wei
et al,, 2022). As students’ progress through college, their challenges
and stressors often evolve, leading to changing support needs. For
instance, financial difficulties, housing insecurity, health concerns, or
family issues may arise later in their academic journey, significantly
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impacting their well-being and prompting a greater demand for
non-pedagogical support (Deb et al., 2016).

The findings of this study suggest several key recommendations
to enhance the effectiveness of the counseling center. The higher
engagement of women, particularly in seeking non-pedagogical
support, underscores the need for gender-sensitive interventions, such
as stigma reduction initiatives for men and expanded well-being
support tailored to women’ needs. Additionally, the greater utilization
of services by local students suggests that nonlocal students may face
logistical or awareness barriers, highlighting the importance of
targeted outreach programs and improved accessibility measures.
Housing differences further reveal distinct patterns, with students in
family housing primarily requiring academic support, while those in
shared housing predominantly seek non-pedagogical assistance.
Tailoring services to these needs could optimize counseling
effectiveness. In a complex world, the education field must embrace
innovative learning challenges that drive the creation of disruptive,
differentiated proposals to address the unique needs of students. This
work presents a tool that identifies and categorizes distinct elements
in the university system, aiming to build new educational solutions
that meet diverse student needs and future challenges. However, these
innovations must be implemented with careful attention to ethical
concerns, such as data privacy.

The perspectives of this study highlight the need for broader
research on counseling services in Morocco. A key limitation of this
study is its focus on a single university counseling center, which limits
the generalizability of the findings. Caution is therefore advised in
extrapolating the results to other Moroccan universities, especially
given potential shifts in student needs in the post-pandemic context
since the 2015-2018 data collection period. We acknowledge the
limitation that cross-checking was omitted due to confidentiality
constraints. Future research should pursue comparative, multi-site
studies—including rural and private institutions—to capture a broader
range of student needs and institutional responses. Mixed-method
approaches, such as surveys and interviews, could offer deeper insight
into student experiences. Studies should also examine the impact of
counseling on academic performance and mental health, and develop
targeted interventions to reduce stigma, particularly among male and
out-of-town students. Finally, research across multiple institutions is
needed to determine whether the gendered counseling patterns and
needs observed at the Semlalia Faculty of Sciences are indicative of
national trends.

Conclusion

This pioneering study of Morocco's oldest college counseling
center reveals significant gendered differences in counseling service
usage. Men tend to seek support at an older age, primarily for
academic concerns, while women are more likely to seek
non-pedagogical support, particularly for mental health, and attend
multiple sessions. Additionally, factors such as origin, housing, and
academic year shape counseling needs—local students, those in family
housing, and first-year students predominantly seek academic
support, whereas non-local students, those in shared housing, and
upper-year students more often seek non-pedagogical assistance.
Future research should adopt a multicentric approach with a larger
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sample to deepen insights into gendered patterns and counseling
needs among Moroccan college students. The study recommends
integrating predictive analytics to enhance counseling services by
anticipating future student needs, offering a foundation for future
studies on data-driven approaches to student support.
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