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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to examine the association of coping strategies and resilience 
with stress of trainee counsellors during the MCO COVID-19. A survey method by distributing 
the questionnaire online was conducted among 151 final year students in counselling from 
public and private universities in Malaysia. They were regard as trainee counsellors 
undergoing internship in several oraganizations. The instruments used in this study were the 
Perceived Stress Scale 10 (PSS10) and Brief COPE Scale. The results showed that the level of 
stress trainee counsellors’ acquired during MCO COVID-19 was average. While there was no 
difference in the level of stress based on gender and level of education of trainee counsellors 
during MCO the findings showed significance in relationship between problem-focused 
coping, emotion focused coping and avoidance coping with perceived stress. Based on the 
findings obtained, this study is able to provide information and knowledge to trainee 
counsellors to identify the best way of self-care for themselves. Furthermore, the information 
generated in this study can serve as a guide and reference by those who are interested to 
design and implement intervention programs or stress management activities of counselling 
students’ self-care as preparation in facing unexpected circumstances such as the COVID-19 
pandemic.  
Keywords: Stress, Coping Strategies, Trainee Counsellors, COVID-19 
 
Introduction  
 The declaration of the Novel Coronavirus 2019 or COVID-19 pandemic by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) on 11 March 2020 (WHO 2020) has given concern and fear to the 
Malaysian community. This is because the COVID-19 pandemic has spread so widely across 
national borders and even has the effect of increasing fatality in death toll. To address the 
spread of this epidemic, the Malaysian government has taken strict measures such as travel 
restrictions, quarantine, movement control, postponement and cancellation of events, as well 
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as the closure of facilities. The Movement Control Order (MCO) is among the most important 
measures in tackling the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although these efforts benefit 
society in general, but in particular the psychological effects on individuals such as symptoms 
of depression, anxiety, panic and even stress cannot be ignored. Studies on stress and coping 
strategies among trainee counselors during the COVID-19 Movement Control Order (MCO) 
are very important to produce professional counsellors who have a high level of emotional, 
physical and mental well-being. This is in line with the Malaysian Board of Counsellors' Code 
of Ethics for Counsellors stated in Part C: Professional Responsibilities which requires 
counsellors to perform self-care activities to maintain and cultivate emotional, physical, 
mental and spiritual well-being so that counsellors can perform their professional 
responsibilities in the best possible way (Malaysian Board of Counselors, 2011). 
 
The enforcement of the Movement Control Order (MCO) that started on March 18, 2020, also 
has a psychological impact on various levels of society, including trainee counsellors. Trainee 
counsellors are considered as the nation’s human capital and prospective counsellors who 
will venture into the field of counselling profession. Working as counsellor can easily be prone 
to stress and fatigue. If the situation is not taken cared for thus it can also have affects on the 
quality of counselling services provided to clients. Although most studies focus on stress 
among qualified professionals, trainees in the profession may be more vulnerable due to the 
stress symptoms are more likely to increase during training. Jamiah et al (2019) stated nine 
different types of stress that include eustress, distress, neustress, acute stress, chronic stress, 
chronic acute stress, reactive stress, endogenous stress and psychosis stress. Each one of 
these stress is different from one to the other in the levels and discriptions. Stress is divided 
into three levels, namely low, medium and high. This stress is measured through the trainee 
counselor’s perceptions or expectations of stress based on feelings and thoughts after going 
through an unexpected and uncontrollable event. Low stress levels may reflect MCO due to 
COVID-19 is not significantly affecting trainee counsellors in terms of emotional, physical and 
mental health. In other words, this may reflect that their practical training is progressing well. 
While high levels of stress indicate that trainee counsellors are tremendously affected by the 
situation thus may tend to cause trainee counsellors to be less motivated and worried about 
their practical training that is likely to cause delay. 
 
Work stress is a common thing experienced by human beings in daily life and often strikes 
society today. According to Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (2007), stress is a state of restlessness, 
anxiety and tension due to mental or physical stress. Based on the Transactional Theory 
introduced by Lazarus & Folkman (1984), coping refers to the way of thinking and behavior 
shown by individuals while in stressful situations regardless whether the stress is internal or 
external. There are three constructs of coping strategies namely problem-focused coping – by 
overcoming stress directly, emotion-focused coping – by controlling emotions arising as a 
result of stress (Biggs et al., 2017) and the third is avoidance-focused coping – strategies 
describing action and cognitive changes made to avoid stressful situations (Endler, 1997). 
Based on the study by Sundarasen et al (2020) with regard to the psychological impact among 
university students in Malaysia during COVID-19 and MCO, they found that there is indeed an 
influence of stress and anxiety among students and also the lack of coping strategies used in 
dealing with their stress levels. Since the trainee counsellors are also considered as university 
students, the researchers felt the importance of a study done on trainee counsellors to see 
their level of stress and coping strategies used by them in dealing with this stressful situation. 
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Skill in managing stress and effective coping are vital skills needed to be inculcated in training 
in order to prepare trainee counsellors to deal with a variety of stressful situations during this 
pandemic period. Thus, the objective of this journal article is to identify the stress level of 
trainee counsellors during COVID-19 MCO as well as comparing it based on several 
demographic factors. In addition, the objective of this journal article is also to identify the 
relationship between trainee counsellors’ stress and coping strategies during COVID-19 MCO. 
 
Research Methodology 
This study is a quantitative study that uses a survey method by distributing online 
questionnaires to trainee counsellors. They are those who work as trainee counselors in 
several institutions and organizations to meet the requirements in acquiring the counselling 
hours as set by the Malaysian Board of Counsellors and one of the regulation in becoming a 
registered counsellor. The study subjects consisted of counselling students at the 
undergraduate (69.5%) and master (30.5%) final year levels from several public (79.4%) and 
private (20.6%) universities who were undergoing internships. In total, this study involved 151 
respondents with a breakdown of 16 males and 135 females. They are divided into four age 
categories namely 20-29 years (135 people), 30-39 years (10 people), 40-49 years (4 people) 
and 50-59 years (2 people). A total of 133 respondents were Malay, 3 Chinese respondents, 4 
Indian respondents and 11 respondents were of other races. As this study was conducted 
during the period of COVID-19 MCO, the method of data collection was conducted through 
the distribution of questionnaires along with informed consent using Google Form. 
Announcements are made using Whatsapp application and also email. The selection criteria 
for respondents must be final year university students majoring in counselling at 
undergraduate or graduate levels who are undergoing training as a trainee counsellor in any 
organization during the period of COVID-19 MCO. 
 
A thorough explanation was also included in the questionnaire to avoid any errors in the 
online filling process. The questionnaire used was divided into four sections: (a) 
demographics, (b) Perceived Stress Scale (PSS10); this scale consists of 10 items using a 5-
point Likert Scale namely 0 (Never), 1 (Almost never), 2 (Sometimes), 3 (Quite often) and 4 
(Very often) while section (c) Brief COPE; this scale has 28 items using a 4-point Likert Scale 
namely 1 (Never do it), 2 (Rarely do it), 3 (Do it often) and 4 (Do it very often). Respondents 
were estimated to take about 20 to 30 minutes to complete the questionnaire. Only 
questionnaires that were completed and qualified for participation in this study were 
analyzed. After the questionnaire and raw data were returned, all information was analyzed 
using Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 26. Statistical methods were used 
to obtain the frequency distribution, mean, percentage and identify relationships using 
Pearson Correlation method. In addition, t-test was also used to identify the differences of 
the factors studied. 
 
Research Findings 
Stress Level among Trainees 
Table 1 shows the mean values for the stress levels of the trainee counsellors. The mean value 
obtained is M=19.99 and the standard deviation is SD=6.06. Since the maximum score value 
for stress score is 40 marks, therefore the value of M=19.99 respondents proves that the 
respondents' stress level is at a moderate level. 
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Table 1 
Minimum score, maximum score, mean dan standard deviation of stress level 

Scale  N Minimum Maximum Mean (M) Standard 
deviation (SD) 

Stress 151 0 39 19.99  6.06 

 Based on Table 2, there were 113 trainee counsellors (74.8%) who reported being at 
moderate stress level. While the respondents who are in the low and high levels each have 
the same number of 19 people (12.6%). 
 
Table 2 
Stress levels of trainee counsellors during COVID-19 MCO 

Stress levels N Frequency  Pecentage (%) 

Low 151 19 12.6 
Medium 151 113 74.8 
High 151 19 12.6 

 
The t-test analysis in Table 3 shows the stress level scores of trainee counsellors between 
male and female. Based on the data shows that there is no significant difference in stress 
levels between the sexes. The t-value for the stress comparison of male trainee counsellors 
and female trainee counsellors was t=0.648 and the significance level was p=0.52. This 
significance level was greater than 0.05 (p> 0.05). Therefore, there was no significant stress 
difference between male trainee counsellors and female trainee counsellors. The mean stress 
value of male trainee counsellors was M=19.06 while that of female trainee counsellors was 
M=20.10. This means that the mean values for both sexes indicate that the stress levels for 
male and female trainee counsellors are equivalent. 
 
Table 3 
T-test results for intergender stress   

Gender  N Mean Standard 
deviation 

t Significance 
(p) 

Male 16 19.06 6.17 -0.65 0.52 
Female  135 20.10 6.06   

 
Table 4 found that the t-value for the comparison of stress for bachelor's degree and master's 
degree is t=1.04 and the significance level is p=0.299. This significance level was greater than 
0.05 (p> 0.05). Therefore, there was no significant difference in the level of stress in terms of 
the level of education. The mean value of stress for trainee counsellors at the bachelor's 
degree level was M= 0.33 and master's degree was M=19.22. This means that the mean values 
for these two levels of study indicate that the levels of stress for undergraduate and master's 
degree trainee counsellors are equivalent. 
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Table 4 
T-test results for stress between gender and level of education 

Level of 
education 

N Mean Standard 
deviation 

t Significance 
(p) 

Undergraduate 
degree 

105 20.33 6.23 1.04 0.299 

Master degree 46 19.22 5.66   

 
Although the results showed no significant differences between gender and level of education, 
however this study found that significant results were obtained when obversing at the 
methods used by respondents in solving problems that lead to the stress faced. The results of 
the correlation test in Table 5 showed that significant values between problem-focused 
coping strategies (p <0.05, r=-0.37), emotion-focused coping strategies (p <0.05, r=-0.42) and 
avoidance coping strategies (p < 0.05, r=0.41) with stress. This suggests that there is a 
significant relationship between the three types of coping strategies with stress levels.
 There was a moderately strong negative correlation for both problem-focused and 
emotional-focused strategies with stress levels. This indicates an increase in the use of 
problem-focused and emotions-focused coping strategies among trainee counsellors 
followed by a decrease in the stress levels of trainee counsellors. While there is a moderately 
strong positive correlation between avoidance-focused strategies with stress levels. This 
indicates that the more the use of avoidance strategies among trainee counsellors, the higher 
the level of stress experienced. 
 
Table 5 shows in more detail the coping strategies adopted by the respondents based on the 
three main coping strategies that focus on problems, emotions and avoidance. Of the 14 
subscales tested, nine subscales showed a significant relationship to stress and of these, six 
were negatively related, namely active action (r=-0.41, p <0.01), planning (r=-0.37, p <0.01), 
positive evaluation (r=0.33, p <0.01), acceptance (r=0.28, p <0.01), religion (r=0.35, p <0.01) 
and emotional support (r=0.21, p <0.05). While the remaining three subscales were positively 
related namely denial (r=0.27, p <0.01), behavioral withdrawal (r=0.44, p <0.01), and self -
blame (r=0.41, p <0.01). This study found that the other five subscales, namely 
social/instrumental support, humour, distraction, expression of feelings also, alcohol and 
drug consumption did not have a significant relationship with the stress level of trainee 
counsellors. 
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Table 5 
The results of a three -dimensional correlation test along with 14 subscales of coping 
strategies with stress levels 

Stress levels  Pearson 
Correlations 

Sig (2-
tailed) 

Level of relationship 
strength 

Problem-focused coping 
strategies 

-0.37** 0.00 Moderately strong 

Active action -0.41** 0.00  
Planning -0.37** 0.00  
Social/instrumental support -0.12 0.16  

    

Emotion-focused coping 
strategies 

-0.42** 0.00 Moderately strong 

Positif evaluation -0.33** 0.00  
Acceptance -0.28** 0.00  
Humour -0.10 0.23  
Religion -0.35** 0.00  
Emotional support -0.21* 0.11  

    

Avoidance coping strategies 0.41** 0.00 Moderately strong 

Distraction -0.03 0.73  
Denial 0.27** 0.00  
Expression of feelings 0.10 0.25  
Alcohol and drug 
consumption 

0.15 0.07  

Behavior withdrawal 0.44** 0.00  
Self-blame 0.41** 0.00  

 

**Significant correlation at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
*Significant correlation at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
 
Discussion  
This study was conducted to determine the level of stress of trainee counsellors during COVID-
19 MCO. The results of the study found that the level of stress for 151 trainee counsellors was 
at a moderate level of 74.8 percent, while as many as 19 percent, respectively, were at a high 
and low level. The findings of the study have shown that there is no significant difference 
between the levels of stress experienced by trainee counsellors according to gender. These 
findings are in line with the study conducted by Azizi et al (2010); Cao et al (2020); Norazila et 
al (2018); Zhang and Ma (2020). However, it differs from the study of Rogowska et al (2020) 
who found that female students’ stress levels were higher than males in terms of physical 
health, anxiety, and stress. Furthermore, women express more emotions than men (Babore 
et al., 2020). Therefore, the researcher thinks that this difference may be due to differences 
between cultures and the number of unequal respondents between genders for the current 
study. 
Furthermore, this study also found no difference between the stress levels of trainee 
counsellors according to the level of education. This study is in line with the study of Aslan et 
al. (2020) who found that the level of stress acceptance among university students in Turkey 
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during COVID-19 was similar despite different levels of education. The researcher thinks that 
the results of the current study which proves that there is no difference in the stress of trainee 
counsellors according to the level of study is because this study involves students in the final 
year and undergoing practical training. For the researchers, it is desirable for them to have 
the same level of stress because they have the same goal where they have to accumulate 
hours of face-to-face counselling sessions even at a time when the COVID-19 pandemic is 
taking place. Their failure to accumulate counselling hours as required by the Malaysian Board 
of Counselors (LKM) will result in them having to extend their period of study. These actions 
tend to increase the level of stress that needs to be borne. It has been suggested that the 
greatest stress occurs towards the later years of university education, probably due to 
concern about what the future behold as well as fear of failure being the most stressful thing 
among students (Shamsuddin et al., 2013). 
  
Additionally, this study shows that there is a significant relationship between problem-
focused coping strategies with the level of stress received by trainee counsellors. The results 
of the study are in line with the study conducted by Munusamy & Assim (2019) where 
problem-focused coping strategies according to active and planning coping subscales have a 
relationship with stress levels. The study is further supported by a study by MacIntyre et al. 
(2020) where there is a relationship between planning and stress. Moreover, the results of 
the study also found that there was a significant negative relationship between stress and 
emotion-focused coping strategies for the subscales of positive evaluation, acceptance, 
religion and emotional support. This indicates that the use of high coping in terms of positive 
evaluation, acceptance, religion and emotional support resulted in a decrease in the stress 
levels of trainee counsellors and vice versa. This is in line with the study of Babore et al. (2020) 
who found that low positive ratings predicted higher levels of stress. Even Fauziah et al. (2020) 
have also proven that there is a relationship between religious action and the level of stress 
that individuals use a lot of spiritual approaches such as praying and performing worship. The 
existence of a relationship between stress and coping through the religious subscale is also 
evidenced by the study of (Umucu and Lee, 2020). 
 
Moreover, this study found that there was a significant positive relationship between stress 
and avoidance coping strategies for the subscales of denial, behavioral withdrawal, and self-
blame. This study was supported by Aniza et al (2016) who proved that the use of high coping 
strategies for denial, behavioral withdrawal and self-blame has led to increased stress levels 
as well. The findings of the study are also further supported by the study of Macintyre et al. 
(2020) as well as the study of Umucu and Lee (2020) who showed that the six subscales under 
the avoidance coping strategy were significantly correlated with stress. However, the findings 
of the study also prove that there are three subscales of avoidance action that are not 
correlated with stress, namely distraction, expression of feelings also alcohol and drug 
consumption. This study contrasts with the study from Kumanova and Karastoyanov (2013) 
where individuals who are more frequently used avoidance strategies such as the expression 
of feelings experienced more stress. 
 
Conclusion and Implications 
Based on the findings and discussion of the study, the researchers can conclude that the stress 
levels of the trainee counsellors were at a moderate level during MCO. The stress levels of 
trainee counsellors were also similar in terms of gender and level of education. At the same 
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time, this study has successfully demonstrated the relationship of coping strategies to trainee 
counsellors’ stress during COVID-19 MCO. Trainee counselors have used various types of 
coping strategies in coping with their stress such as problem-focused, emotion-focused and 
even avoidance strategies. This study has implications for trainee counsellors in providing 
information and knowledge to them to identify the best way of self-care for themselves. Self-
care is very important for counsellors to maintain and cultivate their emotional, physical, 
mental and spiritual well-being so that they can perform their professional responsibilities to 
the best of their ability. Second, the contribution of information and results of this study is 
able to make counsellor educators provide students with more effective stress management 
skills. It is also an initial preparation for unexpected situations such as the COVID-19 outbreak. 
This study also allows the academic management of the faculty at the university to plan and 
design programmes to improve the positive personality among counselling students by 
emphasizing the concept of hardiness of a counselor. In addition, the implications of this study 
can be used by the Malaysian Board of Counselors (LKM) to provide appropriate syllabus, 
programmes, courses and modules to professional counsellors in preparation for the 
prolonged situation of COVID-19. LKM's initiative in improving the competence of counsellors 
should be given special attention to psychological well-being to encourage prospective 
counselors to be strong and able to maintain good personal and mental health. 
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