Malaysian Journal of Public Health Medicine 2017, Vol. 17 (3): 97-103

ORIGINAL ARTICLE
DETERMINANT FACTORS OF DEPRESSION: A SURVEY AMONG UNIVERSITY
STUDENTS
Amal K Suleiman1, Nur Farhan Izzaty Ismadi2, Fahad Riaz Choudhry3, Khadeeja Munawar4* and Muhammed
Abdul Hameed2
1Department

of Pharmaceutical Practices, College of Pharmacy, Princess Noura bint Abulrahman University, Riyadh, Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia.
2Vector-borne Diseases Research Group (VERDI), Faculty of Pharmacy, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Puncak Alam,
Selangor, Malaysia
3Department of Psychology, Jeffrey Cheah School of Medicine & Health Sciences, Monash University, Malaysia
4Department of Psychology, University of Wah, Wah Cantt, Pakistan

*Corresponding Author:
Khadeeja Munawar:
Email: khadeeja.munawar14@gmail.com
ABSTRACT
We compared the determinant factors of depression; among faculties in university, among junior and senior students, and
gender differences among representative samples of faculties in university. Centre for Epidemiological Studies Depression
(CES-D) consisting for 20 questions was used to assess the status of well-being of students. A total of 240 students
participated and completed the assessment forms. The results were then compared and analyzed using the IBM SPSS
Statistics version 21. There was no effect of faculty on depression (p=0.854). The association between year of study and
depression was not statistically significant (p≥0.05). Likewise, the association between gender and depression was
statistically not significant (p≥0.05). The study revealed absence of statistically significant effect of faculty on depression.
It was also found that gender and depression as well as year of study and depression were not statistically significant.
Keywords: Depression, University students, Gender Differences, Determinant factors

INTRODUCTION
The past studies have been conducted in order to
estimate the determinant factors of depression
among Malaysians 1-8. Depression affects all people,
regardless of social position, age, demographics, or
geographic location 9, 10. For the past five decades,
the average age of onset for depression has been 29
years whereas a recent study reported it to be 14.5
years 11, 12. The mental health issues are steadily
aggravating in Malaysia 13, 14.
Due to high prevalence and morbidity, depression
is under empirical exploration in Malaysia 14. In
Malaysia, the National Health Morbidity Survey IV of
2011 stated that the prevalence of depression and
lifetime depression was 1.8% and 2.4% respectively
15
. According to a report, the prevalence of
depression of clinical groups in Malaysia ranged
from 3.9% to 46% 9. In Malaysia, the prevalence of
major depressive disorder was reported to be 5.6%
and it was shown to be a powerful trigger of suicide,
among college students 16, 17. In northwest Malaysia,
the prevalence of depression is approximately 48.8%
among elderly 18. Likewise, hypertension, one of the
most prevalent health problems in Malaysia, had
high direct cost which increased further due to
presence of co-morbid diseases 19.

The first symptoms of depression are usually
developed during college years 20-22. It was found
that about 13.8% of college students reported
feeling depressed which affected their academic
performance, and about 16.0% students reported
that they felt depressed for the last two months
which influenced their functioning 22-24.
Depression, anxiety and stress symptoms are not
unusual among university, undergraduate and
graduate college students and are recognized as the
most frequent problem among them 25-28. University
students, especially the junior students, are
exposed to various psychosocial changes as they
have to adapt with the academic and social
demands, prepare future prospects and deal with
homesickness 29-31. However, a higher level of
depression was reported in older students indicating
that senior students had higher depression as
compared to junior students 32. Abuse of narcotics,
a common issue during college time was found to be
significantly reduced through logotherapy 33.
The past research studies have focused on gender
differences in depression and revealed women to
have more depression as compared to men 34-38.
Similarly, research studies revealed differences in
depression levels with faculty of medicine students
having 57.9% prevalence of depression and faculty
of pharmacy students having 51.1% prevalence 39-41.
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In different characteristics of general population,
variation in mental health is shown 42. However,
there is little knowledge regarding potential risk
factors of depression especially in student
population 28. A great deal of research studies
carried out on students have explored risk factors
of suicide, such as sexual victimization,
relationships issues, problems related with sexual
identity, substance use, and other risky behaviors
43-47
. Studies have also explored the expectations of
people regarding services in order to avoid
complaints after providing services 48, 49.
Even though various studies on depression have
been conducted, the exact determinant factors of
depression among university students in Malaysia
have yet to be fully ascertained. According to a
research study, by the year 2020, depression is
expected to stand second, after ischemic heart
disease, as the leading cause of disability
universally 50. The topic of psychological health of
university students is serving as a vital and public
health concern for which empirical data are always
required. Hence, it is vital to identify those who
have depression, especially students, in order to
prevent steady rise of depression. Although the
effects of depression have been explored in various
populations; groups and subgroups, yet the
challenging effects of this psychological problem
have been unexplored in Malaysian university
students. This research shows the influence faculty,
year of study and gender on scores of depression.
From public health point of views, this study brings
forth the importance of screening for psychological
problems, presence of mental health facilities in
universities and potential importance of educating
this population regarding availability of services.
Thus, the current study aimed at comparing the
determinant factors of depression in various
faculties of university; the comparison of
depression between junior students and senior
students as well as gender differences in depression
across students of various faculties.
METHODOLOGY
Procedure and Sample
The total sample consisted of 240 students (N = 240)
from the first and third-year students from Faculty
of Pharmacy (n=95), Faculty of Health Science
(n=99), and Faculty of Education (n= 46). The
sample was recruited through a non-probability
purposive sampling technique. Inclusion criteria
were set as follows; the first and third-year students
of Faculty of Pharmacy and Faculty of Health
Science were recruited. Furthermore, third-year

students of Faculty of Education were taken. Only
those students who showed willingness to
participate in this study were selected. After
obtaining formal permission from the developers of
the tool, data were collected. Prior to enrolment in
the survey, potential participants were informed
about details of the objectives and nature of the
study. Questionnaire was administered after asking
participants to provide a written consent. The
participants were also assured of the confidentiality
of their responses. Each survey consisted of a
demographic section, and “20 questions Center for
Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale” (CES-D).
Participants took an average of 10-15 minutes to fill
in the questionnaires after receiving brief
instructions from the researcher. Research process
was completed in encouraging atmosphere.
Participants were thanked for their participation in
the study. Some questionnaires were excluded from
the analysis as participants left more than one
questions blank in “CES-D” or skipped details in
demographic section. All procedures performed in
this study were in accordance with the ethical
standards of the institutional and/or national
research committee and with the 1964 Helsinki
declaration and its later amendments or
comparable ethical standards.
Research Design and Statistical analysis
The cross-sectional research design was used in this
study. The collected data were analyzed by
Statistical Package for Social Sciences-version 21
(SPSS). Descriptive analysis, one way ANOVA and
Chi-square were carried out to test the hypotheses
of present study.
Assessment Measures
Demographic information questionnaire
The demographic section in the study included
questions pertaining to age, gender, year of study,
GPA during last semester, and hours spent on
academic activities per week.
Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression
Scale (CES-D)
All the participants completed CES-D 51 having 20
questions. It was administered to detect current
clinical or major depressive symptoms in students.
RESULTS
A demographic sheet was developed by the
researchers, which provided necessary information
about participants’ age, gender, year of study, GPA
last semester, and hours spent on academic
activities per week. Demographic characteristics of
the sample are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Demographics characteristics of the sample (N-240)
Characteristics
i) Gender

Frequency (n)

Percentage (%)

Men
Women
ii) Faculty
Pharmacy
Health Science
Education
iii) Age (years)
19-25

51
189

21.3%
78.8%

95
99
46
Mean
21.80

39.6%
41.3%
19.2%
SD
±1.43

From the total participants (N=240), majority of the
participants (78.8%) were women. The majority of
participants were from Faculty of Health Science
(41.25%), followed by 39.58% from Faculty of
Pharmacy and 19.17% from Faculty of Education.
The mean age of participants was 21.8 years (SD= ±
1.43).

A One-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the
effect of faculty on depression (Table 2). Results
showed that the effect of faculty on depression was
not significant, F(2, 237) = .158, p = .854. This meant
that none of the faculties were influencing scores
on depression. Students from all the three faculties
had equal chances to have depression.

Table 2: Results of one-way ANOVA for the effect of faculty on depression
Source
Between groups
Within groups
Total

df
2
237
239

SS
21.368
16004.428
16025.796

MS
10.684
67.529

F
.158

P
.854

ANOVA, F(2, 237) = .158, MSE = 3.97, P = .854, η2 = .03. ANOVA: Analysis of variance

The chi-square test of association was conducted to
test the effect of faculty and gender on depression
(Table 3). Results indicate that year of study and
gender does not appear to be statistically
associated with one's depression respectively.
These results suggest that the level of depression is

similar for first and third year students. The test of
association results also indicate that gender does
not appear to be statistically associated with one's
depression showing that the level of depression is
similar for men and women.

Table 3: Results of test of association for the effect of faculty and gender on depression.
Status
Depressed
Not Depressed

Year of Study
First Year
56 (58.9%)
39 (41.1%)

Third Year
72 (72.7%)
27(27.3%)

Gender
Men
32 (66.7%)
16 (33.3%)

Women
96 (65.8%)
50 (34.2%)

Note. 2 = 4.10, df = 1; 2 = .009, df = 2. Numbers in parentheses indicate column percentages. *p > .05

DISCUSSION
This study was carried out to compare the
determinant factors of depression across various
faculties in university students. Based on the results
of one-way ANOVA, it was seen that there was no
effect of faculty on depression in students. Some
research findings are consistent with the findings of
present study. For instance, a research studies
showed that there was no relationship between
studying and happiness and that mood was only
influenced by cognitive and behavioral factors 52, 53.
In the same way, chi-square test of association
revealed absence of statistically significant

association between year of study and depression
which meant that first year students and third year
students had similar levels of depression. Findings
are in accord with the study 52. Authors showed
absence of depression in most of the students and
revealed that majority of the students had
adequate mental health. These findings are
contrary to some of the empirical studies. For
instance, a study indicated that first year college
students reported approximately 50% depressive
symptomology 54. In the same way, a study revealed
that first year veterinary students were
experiencing elevated depression and anxiety levels
55
.
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The current research revealed absence of
statistically significant association between gender
and depression which meant that that men and
women had similar levels of depression. The present
findings are in harmony with some of the research
studies. For instance, a research revealed lack of
statistically significant gender differences in terms
of mental disorders in students 56. Findings of study
showed absence of statistically significant gender
and age differences in the amount of study,
happiness and depression among students 52. In the
same way, absence of gender differences regarding
mean scores of depression were also reported in
undergraduate students 57.

literature regarding determinant factors
depression among university students.

of

Compliance with Ethical Standards
In order to conduct this research, ethics approval
was sought from university and prior permission of
the tool being used was sought from the author of
tool. Prior to enrolment in the survey, participants
were informed about details of the study being
conducted and were assured of anonymity and
confidentiality. Likewise, only those participants
were recruited who gave consent to take part in the
study. Data collection was carried out in three
weeks in row and questionnaires were presented to
those participants who met the required criteria.

CONCLUSIONS
Based on findings of this study, students in all the
three faculties i.e. Faculty of Pharmacy, Faculty of
Health Science and Faculty of Education showed
equal presence of depression. Likewise, junior
students from first year and senior students from
third year degree showed equal presence of
depression and no differences were seen on the
basis of years of study. In the same way, absence of
statistically significant gender differences in
depression showed that both men and women had
equal levels of depression
LIMITATIONS
In this study, few limitations should be well
considered. One of the limitations is that there is a
possibility of biased sampling as the samples were
randomly selected from the first year students and
third year students. The second limitation is that
the sample size selected was not enough. Hence,
larger sample size should be considered in future
studies. Certain factors such as stressful events and
family history of depression were not taken into
consideration which might have influenced scores
on depression. Furthermore, personality factors of
students were not assessed. These limitations
including environmental and genetic problems
should be taken into consideration in future studies.
Students’ motivation, studies burden, attribution
styles and presence or absence of proper facilities
for studying should also be explored in future
studies.
IMPLICATIONS
This study can help in developing new ideas and
intervention strategies for campus health services
in helping the students, especially the freshmen, to
adapt and face challenging and unfamiliar situations
in universities. Interventions can be designed to
help freshmen in adjusting to early college life in
order to help these students in becoming more
effective in their personal as well as academic lives.
This study is one of the very first few studies that
are conducted in Malaysia to add in scientific
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