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Abstract 
Purpose of the study: Depression is a common mental disorder which had become a powerful 
trigger of suicidal ideation. The aim is to identify the difference and relationship of depression 
and suicidal ideation among university students. Methods: A total of four hundred and fifty-
six (N=456) students were recruited through proportionate sampling. The Center for 
Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale Revised (CESD-R) and Adult Suicidal Ideation 
Questionnaire (ASIQ) were used to measure depression and suicidal ideation, respectively. 
Results: The results show that there was a weak and positive relationship between depression 
and suicidal ideation among university students (r=.22).  A significant difference of depression 
was found between genders (p<.05), on the contrary no significant difference on suicidal 
ideation between genders (p>.05) Conclusion: This study helps in examining the relationship 
and difference in depression and suicidal ideation among university students. Female has 
higher depression than male counterpart due to poor control over emotion. In conclusion, as 
depression increases, the suicidal ideation also increases among university students. 
Keywords: Depression, Suicidal Ideation, Male, Female, University Students.  
 
Introduction   

In Malaysia, depression is the most common mental health illness with increasing rate and 
increasing from 10.7 % in 1996 to 11.2 % in 2006, and 29.2 % in 2015 (New Straits Times, 
2018). Previous review reported that the prevalence of depression among university students 
was higher than the general population (Ibrahim et al., 2013). Suleiman et al (2017) found 
that university students, especially first-year students have depression due to various 
psychosocial changes where they need to adapt to new environment such as academic and 
social demand, prepare future expectation and deal with homesickness. Besides, university 
students are also depressed for obtaining higher CGPA and getting the highest score in the 
examination (Baharudin, 2016). 

Depression is a very crucial public health concern that often associated with depressed 
mood, loss of concentration or desire, decreased energy, feelings of guilt or low self-esteem, 
troubled in sleeping or hunger, and poor focus in doing something doing something (WHO, 
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2012). Depression affects mental health problems between the young group mostly 
institution of higher learning students due to stress caused from studies and independent 
living (Islam et al., 2018). Zuo et al (2020) proposed that stressful life events have a direct and 
positive influence on depression. Depression usually linked with a decrease in the quality of 
life, increased morbidity and mortality. Furthermore, depressions also influence physical and 
psychological well-being as it is related to acute contagious diseases, suicidal thoughts, and 
suicide (Buchanan, 2012; Zuo et al., 2020).  

 
In Malaysia, the prevalence of major depressive disorder was reported about 5.6% and it 

was shown to be a powerful trigger of suicide, among college students (Suleiman et al., 2017). 
Wasserman and Wasserman (2010) defined suicidal ideation as thinking about and engaging 
in it, writing, talking or planning it.  Johal and Sharma (2016) proposed that suicidal ideation 
refers to a scale of thoughts ranging from mild to severe about death, which include thoughts 
and feelings about death, hurting them self, or even to the “planning, conduct and result” of 
own suicide. Suicidal ideation alone may lead to serious suicidal behaviours. 

According to Menezes et al (2012), 10.7% and 18.4% of 206 undergraduate had suicidal 
ideation while only 1.0% of respondents had a suicide plan or a suicide attempt due to 
dissatisfaction with academic performance, being in the clinical semesters, having history of 
drug abuse and feeling neglected by parents. Depression was the second strongest predictor 
for suicide in the past study by Tin et al (2014). Shamsuddin, Fadzil, Ismail, Shah, Omar and 
Muhammad (2013) reported the level of depression among Malaysian university students at 
moderate, severe and extremely severe depression were 27.5%, 9.7% and 9.7 respectively. 
This was due to various factor that may contribute to depression which includes (and not 
limited to) poor academic performance, life satisfaction, social support, life stressor, physical 
inactivity, overweight or obesity, and sleeping problems.  

Past studies focused on gender differences in depression and revealed that females have 
higher depression compared to male. Armstrong and Oomen-Early (2009) found that female 
college students had higher depression than male students. Islam et al (2016) stated that 
female students more depressed than male students due to academic stress and future 
careers. However, Kok and Goh (2011) view of point said that suicidal ideation is higher in 
males as compared to females due to love relationships. There was also another study stated 
that there was no difference in depression between both genders where it shows a low level 
of depression among university students (Sarokhani et al., 2013; Mustaffa et al., 2013). Ram 
et al (2018) also stated that suicidal ideation was more prevalence among females as 
compared to male students. Study by Osama et al (2014) supports this statement where 
females’ students have a higher prevalence of suicidal ideation than males’ students. 
However, Panda (2015) found that there were no significant differences between male and 
female students on suicidal ideation. 

Thus, this study aimed to measure the relationship and difference between depression and 
suicidal ideation among undergraduate university students in Sarawak, Malaysia. Besides, to 
the extent of researchers’ knowledge, to this current date there was lack of study done on 
determining the relationship of depression and suicidal ideation among universities students 
specifically in Sarawak. Therefore, the research objectives of this study were; 

 

• To examine the difference of depression between male and female university 
students. 
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• To examine the difference of suicidal ideation between male and female 
university students. 

• To examine the relationship between depression and suicidal ideation among 
university students 

 
Methodology 
Research Design 

The present study utilized a quantitative method using cross-sectional study. The present 
study was aimed to measure depression and suicidal ideation.  

  
Sampling 

The present study was carried out among undergraduate university students (N=19,840) 
of UiTM Sarawak (n=7621) and UNIMAS (n=12,219). Based on Krejcie and Morgan (1970) 
formula, n=377 respondents were required for the study. A total of 456 (n=456) 
questionnaires were distributed comprising - twenty percent (20%) dropout rate. A 
proportionate sampling technique was used in deriving the sample size from each university; 
UiTM Sarawak (n=175); UNIMAS (n=281). 
 
Instrumentations 

The data were collected by using self-administered questionnaires. The Center for 
Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale-Revised (CESD-R) by Radloff (1977) was used to 
measure depression. CESD-R (r=0.85) were using a 4-point Likert scale which scale 1 defined 
as rarely or none of the time (less than 1 day). For scale 2, the rate defined as some or a little 
of the time (1‐2 days) whereas. scale 3 defined as occasionally or a moderate amount of time 
(3‐4 days). Lastly, scale 4 defined as most or all the time (5‐7 days). Meanwhile, the Adult 
Suicidal Ideation Questionnaire (ASIQ) by Reynolds (1991) was used to measure suicidal 
ideation. ASIQ (r=0.97) were using a 6-point likert scale which indicated (0 = I never had this 
thought; 1 = I has this thought before but not in the past month; 2 = About once a month; 3 
= Couple of times a month; 4 = About once a week; 5 = Couple of times a week; 6 = Almost 
every day).  
 
Procedure 

The respondents were informed that the participation is voluntarily and assured that the 
information is confidential and only used for research purposes. The respondents answered 
the questionnaires which were consisted of demographics profile, CESD-R and ASIQ 
questionnaires approximately in 20-30 minutes, and researchers collected all the 
questionnaires upon the completion. 
 
Data Analysis 

The purpose of this study was to investigate difference of depression and suicidal 
ideation and the relationship between depression and suicidal ideation among university 
students. The data collected was analysed by using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences 
(SPSS Version 22.0). Both descriptive and inferential statistics were carried out in answering 
the research objectives of this study. Descriptive data was presented in mean (M) and 
standard deviation (SD), frequencies and percentages. Independent Sample T-test was used 
to identify the difference of depression and suicidal ideation between gender. The significant 
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difference was set at <.05. While, Pearson Correlation Coefficient was used to identify the 
relationship between depression and suicidal ideation among undergraduate students. 
 
Results and Findings 
Descriptive Statistics 
 Table 1 showed the demographic information of respondents in the present study. There 
were 456 (n=456) undergraduate students were involved in this study. The respondents were 
divided proportionately according to the number of students based on the universities 
involved comprised of UiTM Sarawak (n=175) and UNIMAS (n=281); with 50% male (n=228) 
and 50% female (n=228) students.  
 
          Table 1: Characteristics of the Participants 

                n                      (%) 

Gender   
Male 228 50.0 

Female 228 50.0 
   

Age of Respondents   
18 – 21 291 63.8 
22 - 25 157 34.4 

26 and above 8 1.8 

 
          Table 2: Total Number of Respondents Based on Universities 

 n (%) 

UiTM 175 38.4 
UNIMAS 281 61.6 

Total 456 100.0 

Table 3 showed the depression scores of the respondents. Meanwhile, Table 4 displayed 
the mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) of depression and suicidal ideation among 
university students. 

 
     Table 3: Scoring for Depression 

Depression Level n (%) 

0 – 16 (No to Mild Depression) 353 77.4% 
16 – 23 (Moderate depression 74 16.2% 

24 – 60 (Severe depression) 29 6.4% 

Total 456 100.0 

 
               Table 4: Mean and Standard Deviation for Depression and Suicidal Ideation 

 
 
 
 

Variables M   SD 

Depression 1.46 0.54 

Suicidal Ideation 0.73 1.09 
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Depression and Suicidal Ideation between Genders 
An independent sample T-Test was used to examine the difference of depression and 

suicidal ideation as measured by CESD-R and ASIQ scores. Table 5 result highlight that there 
was a significant difference (p=.01) in depression between male (M=1.39, SD=.51) and female 
(M=1.52, SD=.57). Table 6 whereas showed that there was no significant difference (p=.96) in 
suicidal ideation between male (M=.73, SD=1.09) and female (M=.74, SD=1.10) university 
students. 
                 Table 5: Depression between Genders 

Gender n M SD Sig. 

Male 228 1.39 .51 .01 

Female 228 1.52 .57  

        
                 Table 6: Suicidal Ideation between Genders 

Gender n M SD Sig. 

Male 228 .73 1.09 .96 

Female 228 .74 1.10  

 
Relationship between Depression and Suicidal Ideation 
 The relationship between depression and suicidal ideation was identified by using the 
Pearson Correlation Test. Pallant (2013) specified that the weak relationship is ranged from r 
= .10 to r = .29; medium relationship is ranged from r =.30 to r =.49; while the strong 
relationship is ranged from r =.50 to r =1.0. In general, there was a weak relationship between 
depression and suicidal ideation as reflected in Table 7.  There was a significant positive 
correlation between depression and suicidal ideation among university students with value r 
= .22, n = 456, p = <.05.  

 
                 Table 7: Relationship between Depression and Suicidal Ideation 

   Depression  

Suicidal Ideation   .22  

 
Discussion  
 The aims of present study were to investigate the differences between depression and 
suicidal ideation between male and female, and to identify relationship between depression 
and suicidal ideation among university students. The present study found that there was a 
significant difference in depression between male and female university students.  Female 
students have a higher mean score of depression as compared to male students. From the 
result, it is clearly that consistent with the past study by Ghaedi and Kosnin (2014) which 
stated that the level of depression presents more frequently among females compared to 
males due to the greater degree of stress. Stress led to increase hormones such as cortisol, 
which is known as the stress hormone and reduced serotonin and dopamine that linked with 
depression (Cowen, 2002). The possible reason for current finding was due to female students 
unable to control their emotion that lead to depression. This reason was supported by Khalil, 
Rabie, and Abdou (2010) which indicated that pessimism, sadness, and low self-esteem can 
lead to depression. This may explain that low self-esteem, lack of social support and negative 
thinking and experiences in female recognized as a predictor for depression (Wainwright & 
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Surtees, 2002). The result suggested that female prone to become more sensitive due to lack 
of monoamines in the brain such as serotonin and dopamine that cause depression. This 
monoamine is beneficial for depressed people because such chemicals in the brain directly 
affect someone’s mood (Salehian et al., 2012). 
 The current study found that there was no difference of suicidal ideation between male 
and female university students. This finding is parallel with the past study by Eskin et al (2011) 
and Panda (2015). The possible reason for this finding was because of university students 
were faithful to their respective religions. According to Engin et al (2009), suicide considered 
a sin according to the Islamic religion. In addition, the Suicide Prevention Resource Center 
(2009) reported that suicide is an act against God and considered a sin according to the 
Christian. Another past study by Mahmound et al (2012) indicated that students who 
identified with a religion showed signs of less depression. Besides, Cook (2014) also stated 
that suicidal ideation is lower among those who are religious. There are many programs like 
campaign and motivation to talk about mental health.  With proper mental health awareness 
campaign, it can promote the positive outcome that can enhance the mental health literacy 
which it increases the awareness and knowledge of the mental health disorders (Brown et al., 
2010). Befrienders Kuching organized health carnival aimed to promote mental health 
awareness and suicide prevention. Befrienders Penang also organized two events under 
Suicide Prevention Campaign with Mental Health alliance Penang where there is a workshop 
in Mandarin on mindfulness to promote better mental health and prevent suicide and 
Seminar for Awareness Raising on Suicide Prevention (Befrienders Worldwide, 2014). 

Another promising finding, the study found that there was a weak, significant positive 
correlation between depression and suicidal ideation among university students. The current 
findings are consistent with few past studies (Singh & Joshi, 2008; Herrera et al., 2013; 
Mustaffa et al., 2014). Extensive results carried out show that, when the level of depression 
increases thus the suicidal ideation also increase. Depression is one of the causes that lead to 
suicidal ideation. This reason supported by Singh and Joshi (2008) which stated that 
depression consider as a potential risk factor for suicidal ideation or suicide itself. Past 
researcher had summarised factor such as confusion, sexual abuse, work, and trauma lead to 
depression which this contributes to the risk of suicide (Reeves, 2010). Besides, Schwartz and 
Cohen (2001) found that depression is the most significant factor in predicting suicidal 
actions. Pervin and Ferdowshi (2016) indicated that students that had unpredictable 
depression are at greater risk for suicide and tend to have a lack of ability to overcome suicide 
ideas and may plan to commit suicide. Depression affecting individual daily performance and 
social relationships increase the emergence of these thoughts and even attempting suicide 
(Levine, 2008). 
 
Conclusions  

In conclusions, the present study showed a weak positive relationship between depression 
and suicidal ideation among the undergraduate university students. In addition, there was 
significant difference on depression between gender but no significant difference on suicidal 
ideation between gender. Therefore, more studies are required to examine the relationship 
and difference between depression and suicidal ideation. In addition, these findings can 
provide information and reference for the future researcher to conduct research related to 
guidelines on depression and suicidal ideation among undergraduate university students. 
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Contributions  
The present research suggests a weak positive relationship between depression and 

suicidal ideation. University students who have experienced an episode of depression, they 
are having thoughts of suicide. Depression is a mood disorder that can lead to suicidal 
ideation. These findings help the institutions to be more aware of depression and suicidal 
ideation which the institution can organize programs related to mental health such as 
motivational talk or any campaign. 
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