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Abstract 
In Education sectors many researchers have focused student’s life style and effects on mental health. 
Currently there are many factors which are contributing to develop depressive symptoms among 
University Students. Study was conduct to investigate the relationship between skipping breakfast 
and lack of physical exercise are contributing risk factor of depression among University students. To 
conduct this survey research, sample (N=350) students participated from different faculties, of Sultan 
Idris Education University (UPSI), Malaysia. Students (178% male, 172% female), age (19-27 years) 
were selected by using convenience sampling. This survey was conduct by administering the 
structured questionnaire of Breakfast information and Habitual physical exercise questionnaire, level 
of depression was measured by Beck Depression Inventory (Beck, et al., 1996). Results revealed that 
there was strongly negative correlation between the scores of having breakfast, Habitual physical 
activity and depression. Multiple regression shows that skipping breakfast and lack of physical 
activities were significant, F(2,347=87.99, p<.000), R2 33%, which revealed skipping breakfast and 
physical activity are significant at (p<.000). Result indicate that skipping breakfast and lack of physical 
activity can predict depression. Student’s life style behavior of skipping meal and lack of physical are 
significant for mental and emotional health. Present research predict that skipping breakfast, lack of 
physical exercise are risk factors toward depression among students. This study is important to learn 
about  the contributing factors of mental health, we can encourage students to take healthy and 
timely meal and participate regularly in exercise to increase mental health.  
Keywords: University Students, Skipping Breakfast, Depression, Physical Activity, Depression. 
 
Introduction 

Lifestyle behaviours like poor diet and physical inactivity are identified as health-risk 
behaviours (World Health Organisation, 2010). The lifetime prevalence of MDD is 10–25% for women, 
and 5–12% for men (Rihmer & Angst, 2004). According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 
2015), it is also the most important precursor of suicide and will be the second cause of Global Disease 
Burden by the year 2020, WHO states that the burden of depression is 50% higher for females than 
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males and Indians are reported to be among the world's most depressed. The prevalence of 
depression is 9%, of major depressive episode is 36%, and the average age of onset of depression is 
31.9 years, in India. (The world health report, 2014) 

Several studies have focused on the advantages of breakfast eating. Timely taken breakfast 
help the good energy level to focus and stay productive.  The benefits include providing the human 
body with nutrients necessary for optimal growth and development (Rampersaud, 2009), as well as 
fibers, an important source of vitamins and minerals (Nicklas, Reger, Myers, 2000). In addition, 
students, whether children or adolescents, who regularly eat breakfast enjoy greater achievements 
in University, have higher academic performance, and show lower absenteeism, (Williams, 2007) as 
they have less risk of catching a cold, or of having chronic illness (Fujiwara, 2007). 

In light of such benefits, there is an intensive need to clarify the correlates of breakfast eating 
or skipping. As studies found that adolescents have higher rates of breakfast skipping compared with 
children (Deshmukh-Taskar, 2010), University students were targeted as participants in the study 
Dietary patterns vary from one country to another with variations in sociocultural characteristics, 
economic conditions, and availability of school meal programs (Vereecken et al, 2010). A few studies, 
which mainly focused on Asian populations, investigated the relationship between socioeconomic 
and lifestyle factors and breakfast eating/skipping. Study was aimed to assess the predictors of 
breakfast eating or skipping in a sample of young Saudi women; where breakfast eating was defined 
as eating a morning meal at home (Rahkonen et al, 2003). Student’s life is very demanding and they 
are facing many challenges at same time. So not taking proper meal, especially skipping breakfast 
and doing no physical exercise can increase the stress and negative emotions like anxiety and 
depression.  

Our present generation is growing faster and looking for easy way to live and eat, so mostly 
they are eating outside, from restaurants or shops burger, hardly students find time to find healthy 
meal or to cook meal at home . Consequently, they may select breakfast skipping as a form of dieting 
(Bruening et al, 2013). This suggests that breakfast skipping can be solved through an integrated 
approach that addresses, in addition to adolescents themselves, their parents and peers. Moreover, 
it was proved that breakfast eaters have a higher daily energy intake compared with breakfast 
skippers, and hence the positive association between breakfast skipping and other mental health 
issues (Hussein et al, 2013). Present mental health issues among studnts are indicating to promote a 
healthy studnts life style behaviours.  

Allgöwer, Wardle, & Steptoe (2001) investigated the relationship of depressive symptoms, 
social support, and a range of personal health behaviours in 2,091 male and 3,438 female university 
students from 16 countries. Depressive symptoms and social support were measured using the short 
Beck Depression Inventory and the Social Support Questionnaire; personal health behaviours were 
also assessed. Age, social support, and clustering by country into account, depressive symptoms were 
significantly associated with lack of physical activity, not eating breakfast, irregular sleep hours, and 
not using a seat belt in both men and women, and additionally with smoking, not eating fruit, and  
not taking proper meal with lack of physical exercise (Barton et al, 2005). Low social support was 
independently associated with lack of physical activity, stress and depression.  

Geoff at al. (2014) revealed in a study about students unhealthy life patterns and mental 
health problems. The study revealed that transitioning to university involves a major life change that 
can have implications for physical and mental health. This study had three objectives: first, assess the 
mental health and health behaviour participation of Australian university students; second, evaluate 
clustering of health behaviours; and third, examine how mental health relates to health behaviours. 
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University students of Australian regional university completed an online survey containing the 
Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scales and a health behaviour questionnaire. Over one third of 
students reported mild or higher mental illness symptoms and most reported engaging in multiple 
unhealthy behaviours. Mental health was associated with unhealthy behaviours. For males, 
depressive symptoms were associated with skipping breakfast and poor habits of physical activities.  

Lim et al, (2012) revealed that students have tendency to skip their meal. The research results 
revealed that depressive symptoms were associated with skipping breakfast, inadequate vigorous 
physical activity, and short or long sleep hours. Stress symptoms in females were associated with 
healthy sleep hours, but poor sleep quality. Future research may consider whether an intervention 
targeting one or two key health behaviours has utility in improving participation in other health 
behaviours and mental health. 

Supa et al. (2015) revealed in a study that the prevalence of physical inactivity was 41.4 %, 
ranging from 21.9 % in Kyrgyzstan to 80.6 % in Pakistan. In multivariate logistic regression, older age 
(22–30 years), studying in a low- or lower middle-income country, skipping breakfast and lack of 
social support were associated with physical inactivity. In men, being underweight, being overweight 
or obese, not avoiding fat and cholesterol, not having severe depression symptoms, low beliefs in the 
health benefits of physical activity, low personal control and knowledge of exercise-heart link, and in 
women, not trying to eat fibre, low personal mastery and medium personal control were additionally 
associated with physical inactivity. 

The research review concluded that there is significant relationship between skipping 
breakfast and lack of physical activity with depression. It's only recently that people have begun to 
see the link between physical activity and mental health, and it is important for increasing people's 
self-esteem, general mood, coping with stress and depression. We now have very strong evidence 
that physical activity can prevent depression. There are a very few researches on life style aspects 
and their mental health issues of students in Malaysia. This present study is significant contribution 
to highlight the healthy meal intake and promoting physical activities to increase mental health. This 
study highlight that life style behaviours by taking healthy breakfast, doing regular exercise can 
promote good mental health among students. 

 
Method 

Research design was cross sectional survey method, study was conduct in Sultan Idris 
Education University. The sample was selected from all the faculties randomly.  (N=350) students 
randomly participated in the research, within the age (Mean=22.37) range (19- 27 years). Both male 
and female students participated in research. Ethical concern was followed with informed consent 
and confidentiality assurance.  

This survey was conduct by administering the structured questionnaire of Breakfast 
information, 1= ( missed more than three time in a week) , 2 = ( never skip breakfast) and for the 
physical activity, Godin Leisure - Time questionnaire was administered , level of depression was 
measured by Beck Depression Inventory ( Beck, 1996). The collected data was analyzed by using 
statistical method of correlation and regression. 
 
Results and Discussion 

According to descriptive analysis, gender distributions, male (N=178) , Female (N=172).  
Students participated from 18 departments of Sultan Idris Education University. According to 
reported information’s, marital status (N=343) were single and (N=7) were married.  Most of the 
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students were reported Malay (N=233), Chinese (N=51), Indian (N=45) and others (N=21).  Most of 
the students were studying as undergraduate (N=326), postgraduate (N-24). 

 
Figure 1               Distribution of Depression score and skipping breakfast  

 
 
The figure revealed that , most of the students skipped their breakfast more than three times 

in a week, reported borderline (37%), moderate(87%) to severe (20%) depression . Skipping breakfast 
is a rising trend attributable to social change and reduced breakfast portions (Kim, 2015). According 
to the Korean National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (KNHANES), the rate of skipping 
breakfast rose from 21.4% in 2011 to 23.9% in 2013 (Korea Centres for Disease Control Prevention, 
2014). As breakfast consumption is known to be associated with reduced cortisol production (Smith, 
2002), which is related to moods, and has been linked to prevention of suicide among children (Wong 
& Chiu, 2015), it is important to investigate the association between breakfast consumption and 
depression. However, very few studies have investigated the association between breakfast 
consumption and depression or mental health. Most of these studies have focused on a specific age 
group like children, adolescents, or seniors (Lesani, Mohammadpoorasl, Javadi, Esfeh, 2016). 
Additionally, considering that socioeconomically disadvantaged group tends to have a higher 
breakfast skipping rate (Siega-Riz, Popkin, & Carson, 2000), the association between breakfast and 
mental health by socioeconomic status must be investigated. Therefore, this study attempts to 
examine the association between the frequency of breakfast consumption and depression among 
adults aged 20 years or above, and the association between the frequency of breakfast consumption 
and depression by socioeconomic factors including age, gender, educational level, household income, 
and occupation. 

The result of this study showed that those who ate breakfast seldom or sometimes were more 
likely to have depressive symptoms than those who have breakfast always. This finding is consistent 
with previous studies that have suggested that those who have breakfast on an irregular basis are 
more likely to have depression (Smith, 2005). Breakfast is significantly important with many healthy 
advantage, the research suggested that skipping breakfast can contribute in depressive symptoms. 
Healthy eating behaviour are good contributing factors to increase good mental health. 
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Figure 2                  Distribution of Depression score and physical activity 

 
The figure revealed that students, those reported physical activity as rarely do, scored 

borderline depression (32%), moderate (55%) and severe (17%). Students who reported the 
sometime do exercise, reported borderline depression (35%), moderate 27%) and severe (2%). 
Students doing physical activity often, reported borderline depression (7%), moderate 9%) and 
severe (1%). Physical activity may play an important role in the management of mild-to-moderate 
mental health diseases, especially depression and anxiety. Although people with depression tend to 
be less physically active than non-depressed individuals, increased aerobic exercise or strength 
training has been shown to reduce depressive symptoms significantly (Huang et al, 2010). However, 
habitual physical activity has not been shown to prevent the onset of depression. Anxiety symptoms 
and panic disorder also improve with regular exercise, and beneficial effects appear to equal 
meditation or relaxation. In general, acute anxiety responds better to exercise than chronic anxiety. 
Studies of older adults and adolescents with depression or anxiety have been limited, but physical 
activity appears beneficial to these populations as well. (Paluska and Schwenk, 2000)Excessive 
physical activity may lead to overtraining and generate psychological symptoms that mimic 
depression. Several differing psychological and physiological mechanisms have been proposed to 
explain the effect of physical activity on mental health disorders. Well controlled studies are needed 
to clarify the mental health benefits of exercise among various populations and to address directly 
processes underlying the benefits of exercise on mental health. (Kujala et al, 1998). Physical activity 
is important and significantly increase mental health, regular exercise reduce stress and depression. 
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Table 3 
Correlation of Depression, breakfast intake   and physical activity scores 

Correlations 

 BDI score 
skipping 
breakfast Physical activity 

BDI score Pearson Correlation 1 -.530** -.331** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .000 
N 350 350 350 

Breakfast Pearson Correlation -.530** 1 .143* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .044 
N 350 350 350 

Physical activity Pearson Correlation -.331** .143* 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .044  
N 350 350 350 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 
Results shows there is significant negative correlation with depression score and breakfast 

intake (r=-.530**) and depression with physical activity (r= -.331**).  The result indicate that the 
students who skip their breakfast are more having high level of depression. Students who regularly 
doing physical activity and exercise are more like to have low level of depression. There was another 
study conducted by Wong et al. (2015) revealed that skipping breakfast and lack of social support 
were associated with physical inactivity. Low beliefs in the health benefits of physical activity, low 
personal control and knowledge of exercise-heart link, and in women, not trying to eat fibre, low 
personal mastery and medium personal control were additionally associated with physical inactivity. 
Practices of unhealthy behaviours are more common in the over-estimation group and the under-
estimation group compared to the correct estimation group. The over-estimation group performed 
more unhealthy weight control behaviours such as fasting and eating one food diet, the easy and 
quick ways to control their weight in a short period of time. However, these practices could increase 
the risk of anemia, osteoporosis, and dehydration (Sang et al, 2015) and also cause clinical eating 
disorders (Lim et al, 2015 Breakfast appears to have a regulatory effect on the total daily nutrient and 
energy consumption (Rampersaud et al. 2005). It has been reported that individuals who skip 
breakfast eat more sugar, total fat, and cholesterol but less fibre, vitamins, and minerals compared 
with those who eat breakfast regularly (Schusdziarra et al. 2011). Skipping breakfast has also been 
associated with adverse cognitive and academic performance, as well as with psychosocial and mood 
disturbances (Hoyland, Dye, and Lawton 2009). College students who eat a nutritious breakfast have 
higher school attendance and academic performance and are better at maintaining an appropriate 
body weight (Rampersaud et al. 2005). The relationship is indicating the need of healthy breakfast 
eating and doing regular exercise as it is significantly contributing mental health and reducing 
depression.  
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Table 4 
Regression Model: Physical activity and skipping breakfast predict depression among 

University Students  
Model Summary 

Model R R Square Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

 .580a .337 .333 5.65834 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Physical activity , skipping 
breakfast 

 
ANOVA 

Model Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. 

 
Regression 5634.743 2 2817.372 87.997 .000b 
Residual 11109.817 347 32.017   
Total 16744.560 349    

a. Dependent Variable: BDI score 
b. Predictors: (Constant), Physical activity , skipping breakfast 

 
Coefficients 

Model Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

 
 
t 

 
 

Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

 
(Constant) 42.340 1.362  31.084 .000 
Breakfast intake -7.658 .703 -.484 -10.899 .000 
Physical activity -.343 .062 -.247 -5.563 .000 

a. Dependent Variable: BDI score 
  

Multiple regression was carried out to determine the effect of skipping breakfast, physical 
activity and depression. There was statistical significance model  (F (2,347=87.99, p<001) indicating 
that the skipping breakfast and physical activity can predict depression score. The adjusted R2 score 
indicated that 33% of the variance in the skipping breakfast and physical activity can indicate 
depression(-.48 ,-.24). Every score increase in physical activity and breakfast can reduce depression. 
Results revealed that skipping breakfast and lack of physical activity can effect on symptoms of 
depression among university students. Breakfast skipping significantly increased the risks of stress 
and depressive mood. Stress, depressive mood, and suicidal ideation were significantly prevalent as 
the daily frequency of skipping meals increased. (Gyungjoo et al, 2017) Skipping breakfast can be 
potentially harmful because breakfast consumption is considered one of the important health-
related behaviours that benefit physical and mental health. As the rate of depression has increased 
recently, we investigated the association between the frequency of eating breakfast and depression 
in adults. Participants who had breakfast seldom or sometimes had higher depressive symptoms than 
those who always ate breakfast (“seldom”) The result of this study suggests that lack of breakfast 
consumption is associated with depression among adults with different socioeconomic factors. Most 
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studies in adolescents have been cross-sectional and have established an association between 
physical activity and good mental health (Tao et al, 2007). 

Many researches has concluded that skipping breakfast and lack of physical exercise can effect 
negatively the mental health. Ryuji (2018) revealed in study that multivariate logistic regression 
analysis revealed that insufficient sleep, a poorly balanced diet, snacking between meals and lack of 
exercise were significantly associated with the prevalence of depressive symptoms, with odds ratio 
ranging from 1.56 for lack of exercise to 3.98 for insufficient sleep. These results suggest that 
promoting a healthy lifestyle focused on sleep, food intake and exercise may be important for 
individuals with depressive symptoms (Shaher & Hamaideh, 2017). Many researches has concluded 
that skipping breakfast and lack of physical exercise can effect negatively the mental health. Goodwin 
(2003) revealed lack of physical activity can predict emotional problems and depression among 
youngersters. Ryuji (2018) revealed in study that multivariate logistic regression analysis revealed 
that insufficient sleep, a poorly balanced diet, snacking between meals and lack of exercise were 
significantly associated with the prevalence of depressive symptoms, (Albertson et al, 2007) with 
odds ratio ranging from 1.56 for lack of exercise to 3.98 for insufficient sleep. These results suggest 
that promoting a healthy lifestyle focused on sleep, food intake and exercise may be important for 
individuals with depressive symptoms. The changes in diet, nutritional status and physical activities 
have a negative effect on health status (Holmboe, and  Wandel, 2012). 

study results are indicating that students , now a day's suffering with mental health issues and 
among many contributing factors  is  unhealthy meal, and lack of physical activity . Change in daily 
routine can help them to increase their mental health.   

 
Contribution of the Study 

This study highlight the significance importance of our first meal intake and physical activities 
and its effects on good mental health. Student can improve their emotions by engaging in physical 
activities and taking timely breakfast. This was a small scale study which is helpful to explore more 
about the contribution of daily living style of students toward their mental and emotional issues.  

 
Limitation: Study was conduct in one University, so we cannot generalize the study results. Further 
researches with different population are suggest to generalize the significance of the research.  
 
Conclusion: Students who studying in University are facing many challenges as they have to meet 
every day academic demands. In the process to handle all the demands, they are lacking of proper 
healthy behaviours to eat meal at time, especially a healthy breakfast and physical activities. This 
study suggests that there is an association in skipping breakfast, physical activity and depression 
among students. There has been limited work looking at the relationship between life style 
behaviours and mental health issues among students.  
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