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Abstract

Depression among university students is becoming a serious health issue in the country. Their
vulnerability to higher rates of stressors has a negative impact on them as students as well as
on their lives. This study investigates the level of academic stress and depression and the
relationship between them among medical students at Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia (USIM).
Questionnaires were given to 133 medical students at USIM comprising 3 sections covering
demographic information, an academic stress inventory (SSI), and the Beck depression
inventory (BDI). An analysis using Pearson’s correlation coefficient found a positive and
significant relationship between the two variables. This study provides information to
counselors on the level of academic stress and depression among students, especially medical
students. It also aims to increase awareness among university authorities and parents on the
importance of maintaining the mental health of students and children.
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Introduction

Depression and academic stress among university students have become a
widespread problem across the country (Abadi et al., 2004). Students were found to be
exposed to high levels of stress (Adlaf et al., 2001) which has in turn made them susceptible
to academic stress (Ryan et al., 2018). According to Le Fevre et al (2003) these academic
stressors include eustress and distress. Eustress refers to a positive psychological reaction to
stressors that produces positive outcomes such as feelings of satisfaction and happiness while
distress is a negative psychological reaction that contributes to negative outcomes such as
anxiety, frustration, and depression (Simmons & Nelson, 2001). Academic stress is perceived
as distress that will lead to recurring potentially negative behaviours and potentially harmful
health outcomes such as depression (Skipworth, 2011). In this study, academic stress refers
to mental and emotional strain or tension arising from the demands of college life (Rahul &
Vikas, 2018).
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Depression is a condition characterized by sadness, loss of interest or satisfaction, low
internal self-esteem, lack of sleep or appetite, decreased energy, and lack of focus (Toro-
Tobar et al., 2016). Feelings and symptoms of depression can be acute or persistent, recur
frequently, and can substantially affect the ability to perform daily activities (Bhowmik et al.,
2012). This makes it difficult for people diagnosed with the disorder to complete their daily
activities and maintain relationships. In the most serious situations, depression can lead to
suicide (Dinas et al., 2011). Moreover, the poor quality of life experienced by the depressed
can increase their susceptibility to medical issues, such as chronic heart disease, diabetes
mellitus, and hypertension (Skevington & McCrate, 2012).

Currently, mental illness is the second biggest health issue affecting Malaysians after
heart disease. According to the National Health and Morbidity Survey (NHMS) 2017, at least
one in 10 or 10 percent of the 5.5 million youth in the country have contemplated suicide. In
addition, the study revealed that one in five suffer from depression while one in 10 teenagers
experience emotional stress. Given that the young population is primarily composed of
students, this has important and serious implications.

Depressive symptoms can have a major effect on the ability of college students to
successfully meet academic requirements (Preeti & Mustafa, 2013) with many feeling that
they are not meeting the performance standards set (Sindhu, 2016). As a result, they feel
frustrated and view things negatively and consider themselves as failures. This situation will
certainly lead to various major problems in their academic life (Khadijatu, 2018). Various
studies have been conducted to examine the relationship between academic stress and
depression. For instance, Jayanthi, Thirunavukarasu and Rajkumar (2015) reported that
adolescents with academic stress have a higher risk of depression than others. Similarly, Rahul
and Vikas (2018) found that the level of academic stress is significantly influenced by student
depression.

Though stress is generally prevalent among university students its degree varies
among those from different courses. There are several factors associated with that. Medical
students are more likely to get depressed compared to those in other courses as medical
education is considered to be stressful and extremely challenging. A study by Jafri et al (2017)
found that 54.6% of medical students had high levels of stress compared to 20.6% and 32%
in engineering and humanities, and industrial courses, respectively. Academic stress is
defined as an unpleasant situation experienced by students as a consequence of the demands
that need to be met, thus triggering anxiety and affecting their studies (Arif & Saodah, 2019).
Academic stress experienced by students mostly comes from various demands at the
university. There are four sources of academic stress that often occur among students,
namely physical demands, task demands, role demands, and interpersonal demands
(Desmita, 2009). A study by Nurhayati et al (2020) examining on the relationship between
academic stress, resilience, and social adaptation by among 424 respondents found the three
factors having a significant influence on the psychological well-being of students.

According to Kebede, Anbessie, and Ayano (2019), undergraduate medical education
requires long-term learning and training that is extremely challenging. During this period,
medical students acquire the knowledge, skills, and professional attitudes to prepare
themselves for lifelong professional challenges. In addition, they typically experience stress
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due to the extensive syllabus, high levels of competition, and inability to cope with high
parental expectations (Kumar & Jadaun, 2019). Such factors prevent students from
participating in extracurricular activities as much time is allocated to complete academic
studies, and this contributes to stress (Cole et al., 2015). Each of these factors can be the
reason why medical students are found to have higher levels of depression and anxiety
(Dahlin et al., 2005). This stress affects their mental health resulting in sleep loss, poor
concentration, lack of confidence in dealing with patients, loss of self-esteem, anxiety,
depression, interpersonal conflict, substance abuse, and suicide attempts (Manjunath &
Kulkarni, 2013). This has a negative impact on overall health and can affect academic
performance (Kadri et al., 2011).

Depression, also known as a major depressive disorder or clinical depression, is a
common and serious mood disturbance. Those suffering from it experience persistent
feelings of sadness and hopelessness and lose interest in activities they once enjoyed.
Scholars have linked the state of depression with different psychological symptoms, including
distress, depressive moods, and anguish (Btachnio et al., 2015) and suggest that it has an
influential effect on both mental and physical processes (Sydenham et al., 2017). Those
afflicted may exhibit physical symptoms such as chronic pain or digestion issues. Truschel
(2019) mentions that to diagnose depression, the symptoms must be present for at least two
weeks.

According to Oku et al (2015), 39% of medical students have poor mental health status
in the University of Calabar, Nigeria. In addition, 45% to 83% of them have suicidal thoughts
and are at high risk of suicide. Therefore, it is important for medical schools to be mindful of
their students’ mental well-being because basically medical treatment involves taking care of
the lives of others. If some mistake or failure occurs at that time, it puts the patient at risk
and will have a negative impact on the profession itself. The inability of students to manage
stress well can have a negative impact at work, such as burnout. Burnout adversely affects
physicians, patients, and the health care system, where it has been shown that doctors who
experience it are at higher risk of making poor decisions, having negative attitudes toward
patients, and committing more medical errors (Kumar et al., 2016).

There are numerous studies on academic stress and depression among non-medical
university students in Malaysia (Shamsuddin et al., 2013). However, there is a study that
investigated the prevalence and sources of stress among medical students at USIM (Bahri et
al., 2010). Thus, there are gaps in the academic literature with respect to studies examining
academic stress and depression among medical students.

In Western countries, there is much literature on academic stress and depression
among medical students. Such mental health studies have been a major concern of
psychologists, as the number of fatal cases involving medical students, especially in western
countries, has given rise to calls to take preventive action to address this problem (Coentre &
Gois, 2018). Studies in Malaysia also report that morbidity rates among Malaysian medical
students is increasing (Shamsuddin et al., 2013). This study thus attempts to fill the gap and
focuses on the level of academic stress and depression among medical students at USIM and
the relationship between the two variables.

The objectives of this study were:
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1) To identify the level of academic stress among medical students at USIM.

2) To identify the level of depression among medical students at USIM.

3) To investigate the relationship between academic stress and depression among medical
students at USIM.

Methodology

Quantitative research studies using surveys were employed in this study. Data was
collected using a questionnaire. A total of 133 medical students from the Faculty of Medicine
and Health Sciences at USIM were involved in this study. For depression, the researchers used
the Beck Depression Inventory developed by Aaron T. Beck while the Student Stress Inventory
developed by Aziz (2016) was used to gauge academic stress. The instruments were randomly
distributed among medical students with those being in Year 1 to Year 6 being the main
criterion. The questionnaire was distributed directly to all respondents using Google Form.
This study used descriptive and inferential statistics. The descriptive statistics aimed at
gauging the level of academic stress and depression while Pearson correlation was used to
examine the relationship between the two factors.

Results

Table 1 shows three levels of academic stress (low, moderate, and severe levels)
among medical students at USIM. The findings show that 70 students (52.6%) had low levels
of academic stress, 60 (45.1%) had moderate levels, and 3 (2.3%) experienced severe levels
of academic stress.

Table 2 reveals four categories of student depression, namely normal, mild, moderate,
and severe. A total of 78 respondents reported severe levels of depression (58.6%), 55 (41.4%)
had moderate levels of depression, and none reported normal and mild levels of depression.

Pearson correlation was used to determine whether there was a significant
relationship between academic stress and depression. The results of the study as shown in
Table 3 indicate that academic stress and depression have a high and significant correlation
while the r value indicated a positive and significant relationship between the two factors (r
=.656, n =133, p <0.05).

Table 1: Level of Academic Stress

Level Frequency Percentage
Mild 70 52.6
Moderate 60 45.1

Severe 3 2.3
Total 133 100.0
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Table 2: Level of Depression

Level Frequency Percentage
Normal 0 0
Mild 0 0
Moderate 55 41.4
Severe 78 58.6
Total 133 100.0

Table 3: Relationship between Academic Stress and Depression

Variable Depression
N r Sig.
Academic stress 133 .656 .000

Notes. * p <.05.

Discussion
Level of Stress

Table 1 shows the level of academic stress among medical students. The results of this
study indicate that the majority of respondents in USIM have mild levels of academic stress.
This result contradicts a study by Barikani (2009) who reported high levels of stress among
students due to living away from home and coping with new programmes of study. These
contrasting findings may be due to the different environments as the students in this study
were at home because of the Movement Control Order. However, the findings of this study
are supported by Lee and Graham (2001) who noted lower levels of stress among medical
students living with their families compared to those living alone on campus. Other studies
report that individuals having strong social support experience lower levels of stress and have
a higher degree of tolerance to it (The et al., 2015).

Level of Depression

As Table 2 shows, the majority of respondents had severe levels of depression. This is
in line with a study on medical students in Karachi (Shabbir & Bashir, 2016). This is because
apart from the usual stresses in daily life, medical students also have to deal with stress in
medical school (Jadoon et al., 2010). However, Gin and Yuen (2019) reported low rates of
depression among students because they are adults, experienced in facing exams, and have
acquired skills for coping with the curriculum. The high level of depression found in this study
was due not only to academic factors but also the economic status of the students and the
environment. A study by Ibrahim, Kelly, Adams, and Glazebrook (2013) showed that students
from poor family backgrounds and occupational parents are predisposed to depression. This
is supported by Bayram and Bilgel (2008) who reported that students from rural environments
tended to have higher levels of depression than those from urban areas. This may be due to
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economic factors where families in rural areas generally have lower economic status
(Shamsuddin et al., 2013).

Relationship between academic stress and depression

Table 3 shows the positive relationship between academic stress and depression
among medical students. This is consistent with the findings of Arul et al. (2015) who state
that students with high academic stress are also at high risk of experiencing depression. In
addition, Fares et al (2016) found that high levels of academic stress, in turn, had a negative
impact on emotional burnout among medical students and contributes to anxiety and
depression.

Conclusion

In producing high quality medical personnel, the element of academic stress and
depression should be of concern to medical universities and colleges. Every aspect that might
contribute to higher levels of academic stress and depression should be addressed and
managed as early as possible. The institutions should encourage and provide a warm and
affective learning environment for students in managing such issues. The training of medical
students as future doctors entails more than just facilitating the development of expertise
and skills and involve a holistic approach to ensure they can cope with and adhere to
professional principles and conduct. In order to gain in-depth understanding of the issue of
academic stress and depression among medical students, this study can be expanded by using
gualitative research methods in the future. Through this method, detailed and more
comprehensive information can be obtained and understood which in turn can assist in the
formulation of strategies and programs for managing such mental health issues among
medical students.
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