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Abstract 
Human capital quality health issue among university students in Malaysia is critical and 
worrying. The number of obese, overweight, and mental health students is steadily 
increasing. Additionally, the students are having difficulty securing a job after they graduate. 
Hence, this study examines the obesity, overweight, and mental status among university 
students in Malaysia. Furthermore, we will identify a link between quality health and 
employment opportunities. There are 1087 students from 12 public and private universities 
who participated in this study. The questionnaire is used to collect the data; meanwhile, the 
data is analyzed by using SPSS 21. Furthermore, descriptive statistics and chi-square were 
used to answer the study's objective. The result indicated that the students perceived that 
quality health is not linked with employment opportunities. Therefore, they were confident 
to be hired after graduating. However, the student's quality of health is inadequate, and the 
rate of overweight, obese I, II, and III, and underweight was significant.  Finally, some of them 
claimed that they had experienced severe and extremely severe levels of depression and 
anxiety.  
Keywords: Obesity, Overweight, Mental Health, Employment Opportunities, Malaysian 
University Students 
 
Introduction 
The employability issue among Malaysian graduates is categorized as a critical (Ministry of 
Education, 2015). The national unemployment rate was 3.38% in 2019 (Plecher, 2020). It 
continued to rise to 4.9% in June and slightly lower to 4.7 in July 2020 and edged up again to 
4.8% in November 2020. The high rate recorded among new graduates, in 2016, 22.7 % (MOE, 
2017). The education minister Datuk Seri Dr. Noraini Ahmad said that out of the 300,000 
graduates in 2015 and 2019, only 58% gained employment; another 20% struggled with 
employability issues. It increased in 2020 to 75,000 or 25% total number of annual graduates 
(The Star, 2021). Finally, the statistic in figure 1, indicated that 83.4% of the unemployment 
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category in November 2020 is actively unemployed, which means those actively seeking a job 
and 10.4% of them unemployed for more than one year. 
 
Figure 1: Unemployment and Employment Rate (October and November, 2021) 

 
Source: The Department of Statistic Malaysia (2021) 
 
The literature specified that the reason for unemployment is mismatching skills. The skills 
required by the industry do not match the skills owned by graduates. The government takes 
several interventions through Talent Corp to overcome this issue. It included 1 Malaysia 
Training Scheme (SL1M), Graduate Employability Management Scheme (GEMS), and 
Graduate Career Accelerated Programme (GCAP). Besides, an unconventional training 
method by Khazanah Nasional failed, as the unemployment rate is still high among university 
students in Malaysia. 
  Furthermore, the initiatives taken by the government focus more on quality skills but 
forget about the aspect of quality health that becomes a concern to the employers. The 
current trend is the employer's concern about quality health (Goldin, 2014). Health and ability 
become job requirements in most organizations (Neagu et al.,2016). Health quality relates to 
the organization's ability to manage competitors and sustainability in the global labor market 
(Moynahan, 2018). In addition, it contributes to the employee's ability to solve complex 
problems and think critically (Ying, 2017). 

Meanwhile, Onley (2017) established that heavier females and males face a lower 
hiring rate than those who are not. On top of that, recruiters tend to decline to recruit obese 
applicants at the interview stage (Anderson, 2015). Finally, World Economic Forum (2016); 
Gog (2016) emphasized that health is crucial for future employment.  

The crucial part is limited literature and study related to its quality health and 
employment opportunity, especially in Malaysia. The previous researches tend to focus on 
quality health or employment opportunity separately.  Hence this knowledge gap is crucial to 
be addressed to acquire the information needed to design effective interventions to increase 
employment opportunities among the new graduates in Malaysia. Therefore, we examined 
the link between obesity, overweight and mental health (depression, anxiety, and stress) with 
employment opportunities. 
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Literature Review 
Employment Opportunity 
Every year, higher learning institutions in Malaysia produce over 200,000 graduates. 
However, one out of five graduates remains unemployed, with the majority of the Degree 
holders (Abdul Kadir et al., 2020). Meanwhile, actively unemployed increased from 76.8% to 
83.2% in July 2020 (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2020). 

Furthermore, the literature indicated that people who suffer from health conditions 
have difficulties finding jobs (Boelhouwer et al., 2020; Subramaniam et al., 2020). Therefore, 
the employer claimed that hiring unhealthy people will impact health and safety. Additionally, 
it increases the costs and difficulties in managing work agreements (Boelhouwer et al., 2020; 
Levack et al., 2019). Meanwhile, Welsh et al (2018) said that health conditions resulted in the 
possibility of the employee to terminate by the employers. Moreover, they are often 
underpaid and work temporarily only. Consequently, it leads to self-stigmatization and self-
confidence and discourages them from seeking a job (Subramaniam et al., 2020). 
 
Obesity and Overweight 
Obesity and overweight is a widespread phenomenon and increases dramatically both 
worldwide and in Malaysia (Chan et al., 2017; Ghee, 2016). Globally, it increased from 17.7% 
in 2015 to 19.7% in 2019 (CodeBlue, 2020). Meanwhile, WHO (2021) reported that the 
increase has almost tripled since 1975. In 2016, the totals were 1.9 billion (39%) adults, 18 
years and older, were overweight, and over 650 million (13%) were obese. The unhealthy risk 
factors include poor diet and physical inactivity (Andersson & Vasan, 2018). Finally, 
(Andersson & Vasan, 2018; Laffin, 2019; Reaume et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2015) concluded 
that the trending of obesity among adults and youth, regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, or 
age, are constantly rising, and it is worrying. 

Malaysia has the highest rate of overweight and obesity in South-East Asia (World 
Health Organization, 2020). 30.4 % of the adult population was overweight, and 19.7% were 
obese. In 2015, 48.6% of Malaysians suffered from abdominal obesity and increased to 52.6% 
in 2919 (Abdul Razak, 2015). Health Minister Khairy Jamaluddin said that out of two 
Malaysians, one is obese, and four do not keep fit. Additionally, half a million adults are 
depressed, and the awareness of health issues among Malaysians is still at a low level (The 
Star, 2021).  
 
Mental Health 
Mental health is another global health phenomenon, and it remains a neglected part of 
worldwide efforts to improve health. It is a condition of complete physical, emotional and 
social wellbeing, not only the absence of disease or infirmity (Ghebreyesus, 2019). 16% or one 
in six people is aged 10-19 years had experienced mental health such as depression and 
anxiety (World Health Organization, 2020). It develops in early life (Brown, 2018). It also 
affects social well-being, such as self-efficacy (He et al., 2018). 

In Malaysia, 29.2% or every three in ten adults aged 16 years and above have 
experienced some sort of mental health problem (Salleh, 2018). Meanwhile, NHMS, in a 2012 
study on 25,507 students, found that 7.9% of them had suicidal ideation, 6.4% planned 
suicide, and 6. 8% made suicidal attempts. Additionally, 17.7% of students were depressed, 
39.5% anxious, and 10.1%. Meanwhile, in 2017 NHMS reported that almost one-third (29.2%) 
of Malaysians above 16 had mental health problems. Another one in ten was stressed, one in 
five had depression, and two in five suffered from anxiety. In addition, 10% of adolescents 
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had the idea of committing suicide. In 2019, the prevalence of depression among Malaysians 
18 years old and above yielded 2.3%. Half a million people in Malaysia are experiencing 
symptoms of depression (Bernama, 2020). University students are not excluded, as 
Arumugam et al (2021) found that university students from local universities, both private 
and public, were dealing with symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress. 

It is worsening during COVID 19 pandemic. For example, Star (2021) reported that 20 
percent of the people in Malaysia experienced symptoms of stress before the pandemic 
compared to 38 percent during COVID 19 pandemic. Furthermore, the Ministry of Health 
(MOH) claimed that between January and December 2020, 1,080 Malaysian attempted 
suicide. In the meantime, Fire and Rescue Services Department Malaysia (JBPM) reported that 
the attempted suicide cases were 253 in 2020, 2019; 170 (2018); 151 (2017); 146 (2016); and 
141 (2015). Finally, Moy  & Ng (2021) found that the mental status of university students was 
greatly affected during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
Methodology 
This study is quantitative, and the data was collected from 1087 students from 12 private and 
public universities in Malaysia. Convenience sampling is used to select a sample, and the 
questionnaire was specifically designed for university students in Malaysia. There are three 
main variables in the questionnaire: BMI, Mental health, and employment opportunity. The 
data were analyzed using descriptive analysis. Meanwhile, the chi-square test was used to 
determine the relationship between mental health (DASS21), Body Mass Index (BMI), and 
employment opportunities among university students. 
 
Finding  
Demographic Respondents 
1087 respondents from 12 public and private universities in Malaysia joined this study. 70.2% 
of respondents are female, and the majority, or 64.7% of them, is less than 23 years old. In 
terms of race, mainly, or 67.9, is Malay, and they are from a public university (70.9%). Nearly 
half of respondents (40.75) take business and management study and finally, respondents 
almost from all over Malaysia with the most from Selangor (24.6%). 
 
The Quality of BMI 

Body mass index (BMI) has been used as a health indicator that impacts the overall 
quality of life. It is a direct measure of body fatness (Lawlor et al., 2010). BMI is a person's 
weight in kilograms divided by the square of height in meters [BMI = Weight (kg) / (Height 
(m)*Height (m)]. This study used the BMI classification for Asians, as shown in table 1. It is 
getting more stringent categorical data that might impact the employment opportunity 
perceptions among university students in Malaysia. The respondents are classified into six 
categories: underweight, normal, pre-obese, obese I, obese II, and obese III.  
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Table 1: Asian BMI Classification 

Source: WHO (2020) 
 

Table 2 shows that the majority of the respondent, 42.7% are normal BMI.  However, 24.7% 
of them are overweight, and another 16.8% are categorized as Obese I (14.4%), Obese II 
(1.5%), and Obese III (1.0%).  
 

BMI 
Body Mass Index 

Frequency Percentage 

N % 

Underweight 170 15.6 

Normal 464 42.7 

Overweight 269 24.7 

Obese I 157 14.4 

Obese II 16 1.5 

Obese III 11 1.0 

Total 1087 100 

                          Table 2. The distribution respondent Body Mass Index 
 
The Quality of Mental Health 
The mental health assessment in this study is Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS) shorter 
21-item version developed by Lovibond and Lovibond [9]. The DASS will identify the 
predominantly aimed at assessing the perceived severity of depression, anxiety, and stress 
symptoms. The mental health scores are calculated by summing the scores for the relevant 
items. The total score has been multiplied by 2 to get the total score for the Mental Health 
status classification (Table 3). 
 
Table 3: Depression, Anxiety & Stress Classification According to DASS-21 Scoring System 

 Depression Anxiety Stress 

Normal 0-9 0-7 0-14 

Mild 10-13 8-9 15-18 

Severe 21-27 15-19 26-33 

Extremely Severe 28+ 20+ 34+ 

Source: Lovibond & Lovibond (1995). Manual for the Depression Anxiety & Stress Scales. (2nd 
Ed.) Sydney: Psychology Foundation. 
 
Table 4 shows that most of the Malaysian students in this study had a normal level of 
depression (35.6%), a moderate level of anxiety (34.8%), and stress (42.4%). On the other 
hand, about 18.4% of students show severe to extremely severe depression, 33.7%. Besides 

Classification Asian BMI (kg/m2) WHO BMI 
(kg/m2) 

Risk of comorbidity 

Underweight < 18.5 < 18.5 Low 

Normal 18.5 – 23.9 18.5 – 24.9 Low 

Overweight/Pre-obese 24.0 – 29.9 25.0 – 29.9 Increase 

Obese I 30.0 – 35.0 30.0 – 35.0 High 

Obese II 35.1 – 39.9 35.1 – 39.9 Very high 

Obese III > 40.0 > 40.0 Extremely high 



International Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences 

Vol. 1 2 , No. 1, 2022, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2022 HRMARS 

1512 
 

severe to extremely severe anxiety, 26.5% showed severe to extremely severe stress. In the 
depression condition group, the highest was the normal level (35.6%). It followed by 
moderate level (32.0%), mild (14.05),  severe (10.1%), and extremely severe level (8.3%). 
While in the anxiety condition group, the highest was from moderate level (34.8%), followed 
by normal (22.6%), extremely severe (20.5%), severe (13.2%), and mild (8.9%). In addition, for 
the stress condition group, the highest was from moderate level (42.4%), normal (25.9%), 
severe (16.8%), extremely severe (7.7%), and mild (7.2%).  
 

DASS21 
Depression Anxiety Stress 

N % N % N % 

Normal 387 35.6 246 22.6 281 25.9 

Mild 152 14.0 97 8.9 78 7.2 

Moderate 348 32.0 378 34.8 461 42.4 

Severe 110 10.1 143 13.2 183 16.8 

Extremely severe 90 8.3 223 20.5 84 7.7 

Total 1087 100 1087 100 1087 100 

Table 4: The Mental Health Status of the respondent 
 
BMI Status and the Impact on Employment Opportunity (EOP) 
We found that BMI does not affect the EOP of the students (p>0.05). Regardless of their BMI, 
students have a mixture of perceptions of whether they will be successfully employed, not 
sure, or will not be employed after graduation (Table 5). 
 
Table 5: Impact of BMI status towards Employment Opportunity 

 
p-value = 0.290 not significant 
 
Effects of Mental Health Status towards Student’s Employability Opportunity Perception  
We found out that anxiety and depression affect EOP (p = 0.000 and 0.003, respectively). Most 
of the students showing a normal level of anxiety and depression doubt whether they will get 
employed or not. However, those who are severe to extremely severe levels of mental health 
conditions show confidence they will get employed after they graduate. However, stress 
conditions did not affect EOP (p>0.05).  
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Table 6: Impact of Anxiety Status towards Employment Opportunity Perceptions 

 
P-value = 0.000 – significant 
 
Table 7: Impact of Depression Status towards Employment Opportunity Perceptions 

 
p-value = 0.003 – significant 
 
Table 8: Impact of Anxiety Status towards Employment Opportunity Perceptions 

 
p-value = 0.065 not significant 
 
Conclusion  
This study focuses on the factors contributing to capital quality health among university 
students in Malaysia. Overall, the study concluded there is no link between overweight, 
obesity, and mental health as perceived by the university students in Malaysia involved in this 
study. Furthermore, the respondent's quality of health is inadequate, and less than fifty 
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percent of respondents' categories are normal. However, the rate of overweight, obese I, II, 
and III, and underweight was also significant. The result shows that nearly one-third of 
respondents reported they have a severe and extremely severe level of depression. In 
addition, close to two-thirds of respondents said they experienced moderate, severe, and 
extremely severe anxiety. Furthermore, nearly a quarter are experiencing a severe and 
extremely severe stress level. Overall, the respondents said they were confident to be hired 
after graduation. It is obtainable, especially for those categorized as overweight, obese. It is 
similar to extremely stressed, severe, extremely depressed, and extremely anxious 
respondents. It concluded that the university students in Malaysia perceived that quality 
health does not affect their employment opportunities.   
 
Discussion 
As a whole, the result indicated that the number of overweight and obesity among university 
students is high. Hence, they are exposed to several prevalent health diseases, such as 
cardiovascular attacks (Laffin, 2019; Tok et al., 2018). Besides, diabetes type 2, cardiovascular 
disease, and several types of cancers include breast, large intestine, pancreas, and kidney 
cancers (The Star, 2021). Besides hyperlipidemia, sleep apnoea; liver and gall bladder disease; 
and gynecological problems (Williams et al., 2015). Finally, Reaume et al (2020) said it relates 
to asthma and increased risk for poor mental health (Campos et al., 2018).  

The result also shows that the mental health status among respondents is worrying. 
Some of the respondents claimed that they experienced a severe and extremely severe level 
of depression. Besides, the level of anxiety was moderate, severe, and extremely severe. 
Moreover, nearly a quarter are going through extremely severe stress levels.  The result 
shows that university students in Malaysia expose to critical and invisible diseases that affect 
their self-efficacy (He et al., 2018). Besides, the possibility of suicidal attempts (Malaysian 
Healthcare Performance Unit, 2017).  

As a consequence, the government's financial burdening increased.  Finance Minister 
Tengku Zafrul Aziz said Malaysia's health spending is increasing from 4.2 percent of gross 
domestic product (GDP) in 2016 to 4.7 percent of GDP or RM63.8 billion in 2020, and 5 
percent of the GDP or RM72.7 billion in 2021 (CodeBlue, 2021). Therefore, poor quality health 
may jeopardize Malaysia's vision to become high nation income country by 2050.  

Finally, the respondents claimed that health issues such as for overweight, obesity, 
and mental health did not influence their employment opportunities. It is the opposite of the 
industry view that they prefer candidate free from health (Boelhouwer et al., 2020; 
Subramaniam et al., 2020). Support by Boelhouwer et al (2020); Levack et al (2019); Welsh et 
al (2018) emphasize on quality health for employment.  
 
Recommendation for Implementation 
Health quality problem such as obesity, overweight, and mental health is severe and critical. 
It relates directly to the future of human capital. Hence, the findings appeal for serious 
attention to prevent these problems. The collaboration among stakeholders, such as a parent, 
government, society, and universities, has vital to reducing the prevalence of health problems 
among university students in Malaysia. Furthermore, the government should include it in a 
national public health agenda. 
Moreover, the stakeholders should use social media to promote healthy lifestyles, especially 
young people actively using this site. Nevertheless, the policy to control and monitor social 
media may help prevent students from being trapped in the wrong direction. Additionally, a 
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healthy lifestyle, including dietary intake and physical activity, is a part of family culture. 
Besides, the close relationship will prevent them from mental health such as depression and 
anxiety. Nonetheless, educators, especially in universities, must be alert to the current trends 
of quality health among their students. Therefore, they should incorporate with syllabus and 
co-curriculum activities. Last but not least, the counseling service, environment, and culture 
significant interventions to reduce and control health problems. 
 
Limitation and Recommendation for Future Study 
However, this study has some limitations; the number of respondents is small (N= 1087) and 
only involves 12 universities in Malaysia. However, this study indicated that health problems 
exist and are distressing. Therefore, we suggest that future studies involve more respondents 
and focus on young people (primary school students). In addition, the literature reported that 
health problems in Malaysia are rooted from a young age. Probably, the following study may 
focus on different variables such as environmental and family factors. Last but not least, the 
qualitative and clinical study is helpful rather than self-reported data so that the data may be 
more accurate.  
 
Overall, the study attempts to provide theoretical support for human capital quality health, 
overweight, obesity, and mental health as predictors for employment opportunity among 
university students. Additionally, this study has a significant impact on the government 
designing public health policy in Malaysia. Besides, universities need to be aware and 
intervene to ensure their students will hire after graduation. Therefore, they need to blend 
the quality health activity through training, health assessment, and the crucial is to include it 
in the syllabus. Furthermore, the study has also proposed that future researchers use clinical 
studies to know the precise quality health status; hence, the proposed intervention is more 
accurate. Finally, the other factors contributing to quality health, such as dietary and physical 
activity, should be included in future of study.   
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