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 Mental health challenges have become increasingly prevalent among university students 

in Indonesia. While various support systems are offered, interpersonal 

communicationparticularly with peers—emerges as a powerful coping mechanism. This 

study explores how university students use interpersonal communication to cope with 

mental health struggles. Using a qualitative approach, the study conducted semi-

structured interviews with 15 students from three major universities in Indonesia. 

Thematic analysis revealed three key themes: emotional release through trusted 

conversations, validation and empathy from peers, and the role of informal 

communication spaces such as student organizations and group chats. For instance, one 

participant shared how discussing their academic stress in a student organization meeting 

helped them feel understood, while another mentioned that regular group chats with close 

friends provided a sense of emotional relief. The findings suggest that peer-based 

communication contributes significantly to psychological resilience. The study highlights 

the need for universities to facilitate safe and supportive communication environments to 

strengthen student mental health. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The rise of mental health issues among university students in Indonesia is a growing concern, 

especially in the wake of post-pandemic academic stress, social isolation, and increasing personal 

expectations. While institutional responses such as counseling centers have been developed, they are 

often underutilized due to stigma, fear of judgment, or lack of accessibility. 

In contrast, many students tend to rely on their peers for emotional support, often through 

casual, everyday conversations. This form of interpersonal communication though informal may play a 

key role in helping students navigate psychological distress (Mukhlis, Janwari, et al., 2023; Mukhlis & 

Abdullah, 2025). However, academic literature in Indonesia rarely focuses on communication-based 

coping strategies. This research seeks to explore how interpersonal communication acts as a coping 

mechanism for students dealing with mental health challenges. 

In recent years, mental health has emerged as a critical issue within higher education 

institutions, particularly among university students who face multifaceted pressures stemming from 

academic demands, social expectations, and personal transitions into adulthood. In the Indonesian 

context, these challenges have been further intensified by the lingering effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic, which disrupted traditional learning environments, reduced social interaction, and 

heightened uncertainty about future career prospects. Although universities have increasingly 

introduced formal mental health services such as counseling units and psychological support programs, 

empirical evidence suggests that many students remain reluctant to access these services due to 

persistent stigma, limited awareness, and concerns regarding confidentiality. Consequently, students 

often seek alternative, informal strategies to manage emotional distress (Mukhlis, 2025a; Mukhlis & 

Saidah, 2025). One such strategy is interpersonal communication with peers, which occurs naturally 

within students’ everyday social interactions and may offer immediate emotional relief, mutual 

understanding, and a sense of belonging. Despite its apparent importance, interpersonal communication 

as a coping mechanism has received relatively limited scholarly attention in Indonesian mental health 
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and communication studies. Addressing this gap, the present study seeks to explore how university 

students utilize interpersonal communication in navigating mental health struggles, thereby contributing 

to a deeper understanding of communication-based coping strategies within higher education settings. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

This study adopted a qualitative, descriptive method. Data were collected through in-depth 

semi-structured interviews with 15 university students aged 19–24 from three universities in Jakarta, 

Yogyakarta, and Surabaya. Participants were selected using purposive sampling based on their 

willingness to discuss experiences related to mental health and interpersonal communication. 

Specifically, participants were required to have experienced some form of mental health struggle, such 

as stress, anxiety, or depression, and were chosen to represent a range of academic disciplines. This 

criterion ensured that the sample included students who were likely to have diverse perspectives on 

coping mechanisms. Interviews were conducted online via Zoom, recorded, and transcribed verbatim. 

Thematic analysis was employed to identify recurring patterns and themes. Coding was done manually 

to preserve context and interpretive depth. Ethical considerations included informed consent, 

anonymity, and the right to withdraw at any time. 

To gain an in-depth understanding of students’ lived experiences, this study employed a 

qualitative descriptive research design, which is particularly suitable for capturing subjective meanings, 

personal narratives, and social processes related to mental health and communication practices. By 

engaging participants through semi-structured interviews, the research allowed for flexibility in 

exploring individual perspectives while maintaining consistency across key thematic areas. The 

selection of participants from different universities and cities was intended to capture diverse social and 

academic contexts, thereby enriching the data with varied experiences and viewpoints. Conducting 

interviews online not only ensured accessibility and participant comfort but also reflected the 

contemporary communication practices commonly used by students. Thematic analysis was chosen as 

the primary analytical technique because it enables systematic identification of patterns across 

qualitative data while preserving the depth and nuance of participants’ expressions. Throughout the 

research process, ethical principles were rigorously upheld to protect participants’ rights and well-being, 

recognizing the sensitivity of discussing mental health-related experiences. This methodological 

approach ensured that the findings were grounded in authentic student voices and reflective of real-

world interpersonal communication dynamics. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

Emotional Release through Trusted Conversations 

Many participants described talking to close friends as their primary way of “letting it out.” 

This emotional release was seen as crucial to prevent stress accumulation. One student stated, “If I don’t 

talk to someone, I feel like I’m going to explode.” 

Trusted Conversations Release Emotional Stress 
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Validation and Empathy 

Participants often highlighted the importance of being listened to without judgment. Empathy 

from peers provided reassurance and reduced feelings of isolation. Several mentioned that hearing “I 

feel that too” helped them realize they were not alone. 

Informal Communication Spaces 

Group chats, student organizations, and even late-night campus hangouts served as informal 

spaces for peer support. These environments were perceived as more comfortable than formal 

counseling, especially for students hesitant to seek professional help. 

These findings align with previous research indicating that peer communication plays a 

significant role in student well-being (Gibson & Rivers, 2019). However, the effectiveness of such 

communication depends heavily on trust, emotional safety, and mutual respect. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that interpersonal communication serves not merely as 

a casual social activity but as a meaningful psychological coping mechanism for students experiencing 

mental health challenges. Emotional release through conversations with trusted peers allows students 

to articulate feelings that might otherwise remain suppressed, thereby reducing emotional tension and 

preventing the escalation of stress (Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, & Zulbaidah, 2025; Mukhlis, Arifin, 

Ridwan, Zulbaidah, et al., 2025). Furthermore, the presence of validation and empathy within peer 

interactions plays a crucial role in shaping students’ emotional resilience, as shared experiences and 

supportive responses help normalize mental health struggles and mitigate feelings of isolation. The 

significance of informal communication spaces highlights how support often emerges organically 

within students’ social environments, where power relations are minimal and interactions feel safe and 

non-judgmental. When viewed in relation to existing literature, these findings reinforce the argument 

that peer-based communication is a vital component of mental health support systems (Mukhlis, 

Maryam, et al., 2023; Mukhlis et al., 2024). However, the discussion also underscores that the 

effectiveness of interpersonal communication depends on relational factors such as trust, emotional 

openness, and mutual respect. Without these elements, peer communication may fail to provide 

meaningful support or could even exacerbate emotional distress (Mukhlis, 2025b; Mukhlis, Suradi, et 

al., 2023). Therefore, while informal communication holds considerable potential, it should be 

understood as complementary rather than substitutive to professional mental health services. 

 

CONCLUSION  

The study concludes that interpersonal communication functions as an effective coping 

mechanism for mental health struggles among Indonesian university students. Trusted peer 

conversations, empathetic responses, and informal social spaces contribute to emotional resilience. 

Universities should recognize and support these informal communication networks as part of their 

mental health strategy. 

 

In conclusion, this study provides empirical evidence that interpersonal communication plays 

a substantial role in helping Indonesian university students cope with mental health struggles. Through 

trusted conversations, empathetic peer responses, and engagement in informal social spaces, students 

are able to construct supportive networks that foster emotional expression and psychological resilience. 

These findings suggest that mental health interventions in higher education should not be limited to 

formal institutional services but should also acknowledge and strengthen existing peer communication 

networks. 

 

However, the applicability of these findings may vary across different types of universities and 

regional contexts. For instance, in larger urban universities with more diverse student populations, peer 

communication networks may be more formalized or structured compared to smaller regional 

institutions where informal interactions may be more spontaneous. Furthermore, universities in regions 

with different cultural or socio-economic characteristics may need to tailor their mental health strategies 

to fit the unique communication practices and social dynamics of their student populations. By 

promoting a campus culture that encourages open dialogue, mutual support, and emotional safety, 

universities can enhance students’ overall well-being and reduce barriers to seeking help. Future 

research may further explore how interpersonal communication intersects with digital platforms, 
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cultural norms, and institutional policies to shape students’ mental health experiences in increasingly 

complex academic environments. 
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