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Abstract

Despite its successful academic achievement, Malaysian students suffer from poor mental
health. Various sources of poor mental health reported and playing dual roles as student-
athletes could be more stressful. How happy these students are yet to be explored with their
mental health. Thus, this study aimed to explore the mental health and happiness among
university student-athletes and their differences with demographic variables. Participants
were university student-athletes who competed in Sukan Institut Pengajian Tinggi (SUKIPT)
(N =364). A stratified sampling technique was employed in selecting the participants through
self-administered questionnaires. The instruments used were the General Health
guestionnaire (GHQ) and Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ) to measure mental health
and happiness of the participants. Findings revealed that the athletes have a moderate mental
health and considerable happiness. The female athletes were significantly happier than the
male athletes (p < .05), while the mental health exhibited no significant difference (p > .05).
The results also revealed no significant relationship between mental health and happiness (p
> .05). Higher institutions should pay attention to the student-athletes’ sports and academic
demand to prevent mental health issue.

Keywords: Happiness, Mental Health, University Athletes

Introduction

Positive affect, lack of negative affect and a great life satisfaction is a combination of
a happiness (Argyle, Martin & Lu, 1995). As the world is globally changing in terms of physical
health, the focus has shifted to the health of mind. The studies of positive psychology have
been the attention of many psychologists and mental health specialists (Suldo, Savage &
Mercer, 2014; Casellas-Grau, Font & Vives, 2014). Mental health has become a highlighted
topic worldwide. With the various cases of mental disorder, World Health Organization
(WHO) maintains that health is not only an absence of disease but also the state of physical
health as well as mental and social well-being (WHO, 2015). It is described as which an
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individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work
productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her community. The organization
predicted that mental health would be the burden of health in 2030. Globally, over 800 000
people die due to suicide every year and suicide is the second leading cause of death in 15 to
29-year-olds (World Health Statistics, 2018). Suicide is closely related to an unhealthy mental.
Most of the cases occur in low and middle-income countries. Mental disorders and harmful
use of alcohol has contributed to many suicides around the world. The importance of
physically and mentally healthy has become a major concern as overall health nowadays.

In addition, mental health is expected to be a major health issue after cardiovascular
disease among Malaysian in the year 2020 (Ministry of Health, 2019). National Health and
Morbidity Survey (2015) also reported that 29% of adults from age 16 years and above are
suffering from various mental illnesses, including depression. Depression is chronic untreated
stress (Khan & Khan, 2017). University life is the phase where the young adults enter
adulthood, where they experienced a vast transition from home to independent living. Stress
is commonly associated with the life of university students. University students experience a
substantial amount of change where they transited form high school setting to a more self-
control independent thinking and learning. A process that needs these students to cope with
the psychological changes could lead to stress (Stallman, 2010; Vazquez, Otero, & Diaz, 2012)
during which, the major leading causes of stress were due to academic stress and time
management. Despite its successful academic achievement, Malaysian students suffer from
poor mental health (Mey & Yin, 2015; Ministry of Health, 2016), which is very worrisome.

The relationship between happiness and mental health among university athletes is
the aim of this study. Athletes were demonstrated have better mental health and happiness
compare to non-athletes (Majlesi, Nekooei & Nekouei, 2014). Participation in sports may
bring positive effect on mental health and happiness. In addition, physical activity is one of
the factors influencing health. As athletes are well-known as those who will be very active in
the university due to training and competition, exploring the relationship of these dependent
variables would be an eye-opener to understand further on this population. According to
Malaysian Psychiatry Association, one of the ways preventing depression is by engaging in
regular exercise. As university athletes are those who are dealing with managing time
between sporting activities and academic requirement, they could be more prone to stress
or any other mental illness. Few cases have reported that depression does occur among
university students in Malaysia with female students exhibited a greater risk (Md. Ashraful,
Wah, Wen, Claire & Adina, 2018). In their study, it was found out that those with low physical
activity tend to have a greater risk of depression. Regular participation in physical activity has
positive effects on physical, social, and mental health (Janssen & LeBlanc,2010; Grosclaude &
Ziltener, 2017). In addition, it reduces the risk of developing chronic diseases, enhances the
quality of life and well-being, and improves cognitive functioning (Penedo & Dahn, 2005).

Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) in collaboration with Higher Education
Institutions Sports Council take the initiative to organize Sukan Pengajian Tinggi (SUKIPT) since
2012. It is organized biennially with the alternate of Malaysia Education Institutes Sports
Carnival every other year. It is one of the platforms for MoHE to integratedly develop sports
at Higher Education Institutions, national and international levels.

Therefore, the study general objective is to measure the relationship between
happiness and mental health and specifically explore those differences by demographics
among university athletes.
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Method
Participants

Athletes who were competing in the SUKIPT were the participants of this cross-
sectional study. From the total population of 7000 athletes (www.sukipt.com.my), the
minimum sample size required was N = 364 (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970). A stratified random
sampling technique was utilized to gather the participants. A stratified random sampling is a
type of probability sampling that requires the division of a population into a smaller group,
strata, which in this study, male and female were recruited equally, and the type of sports
also was taken into consideration.

An approval to conduct the study from the organizer was obtained prior to the data
collection. Permission was also sought from the coaches. The study protocol was approved
by the faculty’s ethic committee to ensure ethical principles. The participation was voluntarily
and anonymous. In the self-administered survey, the participants were briefed on the
purpose of the study in a meeting. Verbal consent was received from all the participants. The
guestionnaires were in the following order: demographic profile (gender, age, type of sports,
education level and years of experience in sports), General Health Questionnaire and Oxford
Happiness Questionnaire. The completion of the questionnaires took approximately 15 to 20
minutes. The participants were required to provide honest responses and they were allowed
to ask any question, if there is any, when answering the questionnaire.

Instruments
a) A measure of mental health

The General Health Questionnaire (GHQ) was employed to measure the mental health
of the participants. It is a measure of current mental health since its development by Goldberg
and Hillier (1979) and has been extensively used in different settings and different cultures. It
serves as a self-administered tool for assessment of general mental health. It consisted of 12-
self-rated items which ask about the presence of a range of symptoms during the past
months. The scoring method of a 4-point Likert scale ranging from Often, Sometimes, Seldom
to Never (1-2-3-4 or 4-3-2-1) is used which summed up the points to a total score ranging
between 12 and 48, with a higher score indicating poorer mental health. This instrument is
reported as highly reliable for general population (Pevalin, 2000).

b) A measure of happiness

Happiness was measured by using the Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ). This
guestionnaire has 29 items developed by Hills and Argyle (2002). The items were rated using
a 6-point scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The happiness score ranges
from 29 to 174; higher scores indicate higher happiness. This instrument is reported as highly
reliable and valid for measuring happiness (Hadinezhad & Zaree, 2009).

3. Data Analysis

The data collected were analyzed by using the Statistical Package for Social Science
(SPSS) version 22.0. Internal consistency was assessed by using Cronbach’s alpha and showed
a high reliability; mental health, a = .750 and happiness, a = .873. An a value greater than 0.6
is desirable reliability (Lance, Butts & Michels, 2006). Normal distribution was tested by using
the skewness and kurtosis analysis which revealed that the data for all the variables measures
were normally distributed; skewness = -.236 and -.101 and kurtosis = -.260 and -.864
respectively for mental health and happiness. The skewness and kurtosis ranges between — 1
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to was and indicator of a normal distribution (Kim, 2013). Equal variances assumption was
also met for all the variables measured by gender, age groups, study level, type of sports and
years of sporting experience.

Descriptive data were presented using mean and standard deviation (M £ SD),
frequencies, and percentages. The Independent Sample t-test was performed to measure the
difference in mental health and happiness between male and female participants, age groups
and type of sports. One-way analysis of variance was employed to assess the differences
between study level and years of sporting experience in both measures. In evaluating the
relationships, the Pearson correlation test was employed. The statistical significant was set at
.05 (p < .05).

4. Result

A total of N=364 participants completed the questionnaires. The distribution of male
and female participants was almost equal; 52.2% (n=190) male and 47.8% (n=174) female
(equal variance was met) as presented in Table 1. Majority of them aged from 18 to 23 years
old (80.3%) and some were above 24 years old (18.7%). For the level of education, 46.4% were
diploma and 49.2% were undergraduates. Few were certificate (1.9%) and master degree
students (2.5%). Majority of them were playing for team sports (82.7%) and only 17.3% were
individual sports athletes. In years of sporting experience, 43.1% has experience of 1 to 3
years, while 33.2% were 3 to 5 years of experience. For experience less than a year, there
were 23.6% of participants.

Table 2 shows the mean and standard deviation of mental health items. Item ‘Feeling
that you had not made good use of time’ (2.63 £ 0.769) and ‘Feeling that you were not
decisive’ (2.63+0.763) score the highest among the items. The lowest mean score is the item
‘Feeling happy in general’ (1.71+0.752).

Table 2 represents the overall score for both dependent variables of the study. The
mean mental health score was 27.17 £ 3.90 (min: 16 and max: 37) and mean happiness score
was 126.46 + 14.57 (min: 94 and max: 145). In comparison between gender, there was a
significant difference in happiness score between male and female participants; t (362) =
3.159, p < .05. However, the mean score for mental health was similar between male and
female participants (p >.05).

The result of a Pearson correlation in Table 3 indicates that the mental health score
was not significantly correlated with happiness score (p > .05).
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Table 1. Demographic Profile of the Participants (N=364)

Demographic n (%)
Gender

Male 190 (52.2)

Female 174 (47.8)
Age (years)

18 -23 293 (80.3)

24 and above 68 (18.7)
Study level

Certificate 7 (1.9)

Diploma 169 (46.4)

Bachelor’s degree 179 (49.2)

Master’s degree 9(2.5)
Type of sports

Individual 63 (17.3)

Team 301 (82.7)
Years of sporting experience

Less than a year 86 (23.6)

1to 3 years 157 (43.1)

More than 4 years 121 (33.2)

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Mental Health among the Participants

No Variables M £ SD
Mental health (overall score) 27.17 £3.90
Iltems
1 Feeling that you had not made good use of time 2.37+0.769
2 Feeling that you were not decisive 2.37£0.763
3 Feeling that you had suffered from pressure 2.54 +0.810
4 Feeling that you could not overcome your own 2.60+0.816
difficulties
5 Feeling unhappy or distressed 2.77 +£0.859
6 Able to lead a happy life 1.72 £0.704
7 Able to face your own difficulties 1.81 +0.735
8 Sleepless because of worrying something 2.73 £0.760
9 Having lost self-confidence 2.62 +0.695
10 Able to concentrate on doing anything 1.87 £ 0.745
11 Feeling that you were a useful person 1.92 £ 0.746
12 Feeling happy in general 1.71 £0.752

Note. Item 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, and 9 uses scale 1-2-3-4 (Often-Sometimes-Seldom-Never)

Iltem 6, 7, 10, 11 and 12 are reversed scores (4-3-2-1, Never-Seldom-Sometimes-Often)
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Table 3. Mean Scores of Mental Health and Happiness by Demographics (N=364)

Mental Health Happiness

Overall 27.17 £3.90 126.46 + 14.57

Minimum 16 94

Maximum 37 158
Gender
Male 27.17 £ 3.89 124.14 + 14.77
Female 26.87 £ 3.77 128.98 £ 13.95
p-value 448 .001*
Age (years)
18 - 23 26.76 £ 3.82 127.69 = 14.66
> 24 27.38 £3.97 125.75 £ 14.39
p-value .200 .276
Study level
Certificate 28.00+4.40 115.43+9.71
Diploma 27.04 £ 3.95 127.74 £+ 14.78
Bachelor’s degree 27.11+3.62 125.60+ 14.17
Master’s degree 24.33+4.90 127.89 + 18.46
p-value 173 .110
Type of sports
Individual 26.75+4.32 124.10 £ 14.73
Team 27.09+£3.73 126.95 + 14.51
p-value .523 .157
Years of sporting experience
Less than a year 27.29+3.54 126.91+12.52
1 -3 years 27.14+3.78 127.75 £ 13.97
More than 3 years 26.69+4.11 124.45 + 16.46
p-value 485 .165

*significant difference at .05 (p < .05). All variances were equaled (p > .05) for comparison of
scores.

PQ: Physical health; PsychQ: Psychological health; SRQ: Social relationship; EnvQ:
Environment

Table 4. Relationship Between Mental Health and Happiness of the Participants

Variables Happiness p-value
Mental health r=-.048 .363f%
tp >.05
Discussion

In this study, the mental health of the university athletes is considered moderate,
based on the score, 27.17 + 3.90. The maximum score of the instrument is 48, and a higher
score indicates poorer mental health. In detail of the score per item, the item ‘feeling of not
made of good use of time’ and ‘not decisive’ were lowest amongst the items rated with scale
often to never (1 - 4), revealing that the university athletes are struggling with time
management and also decision-making. As student-athletes are known to be highly active in
training and competition, balancing these with their academic demand could be exhausting.
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Even though studies have concluded that physical activity leads to improve mental health
(Lathia, Sandstorm, Mascolo & Rentfrow, 2017;) and athletes are mentally healthier and
happier if compared to the non-athletes (Godarzi & Hemayattalab, 2005; Hajloo & Pezeshki,
2013), the current findings should be highlighted as a precaution of unhealthy minds among
this population. While the item ‘Feeling happy in general’ was the lowest amongst the items
rated with a scale never to often (1 - 4), revealing that the university athletes are happy in
general. This is related to the overall happiness of the university athletes, which in this study,
had a score of 126.46 + 14.57 (maximum score of the instrument is 174). The university
athletes are considerably happy in general. The present finding is similar to other study
conducted among postgraduates’ students in Malaysia, where a majority of the students were
happy (Mohd Amirul, 2013). A qualitative study conducted among medical students by found
happiness was highly influenced by money, followed by friends and family (Al-Naggar,Al-
Kashamy, Low, Mohd Isa, Alsaror, & Al-Naggar, 2010).

In comparing the mental health and happiness scores by demographics, there were
similar distribution of scores, except for gender. The females are significantly happier than
males. This is also present in other studies where females are always exhibited as happier
than the males (Mohd Amirul, 2013; Perneger, Hudelson & Bovier, 2004). The female athletes
being happier might be influenced by their sports participation. In a study by Goudarzi and
Hemayattalab (2005), sports participation affects the females’ behaviour and temper,
decrease their stress and anxiety and improve self-confidence. Engaging in sports benefits a
lot of the female athletes in this study. All the participants were university athletes; thus, it
can be concluded that athletes have acceptable happiness. This result is supported by a study
conducted among females in comparing athletes and non-athletes, whereby the athletes
were revealed to be happier than the non-athletes (Mostafai, 2012). They demonstrated
more positive emotion and have a greater satisfaction that can lead to a happier life
(Mostafai, 2012). In addition, good health is reported to be associated with happiness (Pier’o,
2006), which would explain present study’s population of a happier state as athletes regularly
engage in physical activity and exercise to boost their health status. Those who were highly
active would exhibit greater happiness (Lesani, Mohammadpoorasl, Javadi, Ansari & Fakhari,
2016).

In examining the relationship between mental health and happiness, the result
revealed no significance. The mental health of university athletes is not related to their
happiness. Although athletes are always assumed as physically healthy, their mental health
does not signify their happiness. Therefore, this study warrants further exploration on the
university student-athletes’ happiness and mental health.

Conclusion

The results of this study suggest that university athletes have moderate mental health
and considerable happiness. By gender comparison, mental health is similar in demographics
assessed and same goes to happiness score, except for gender. Interestingly, female
university athletes are happier than males. Even though there was no relationship between
mental health and happiness, their physical activity could influence their happiness state.
Precaution on time management and decision-making among these athletes should be paid
attention to, so that the struggle of balancing sports with their academic demand would not
lead to an unhealthy mental state, which is stress and eventually being at risk of depression.
Institutions are recommended to be aware of the mental health of this population to ensure
it is aligned with their physical health. Moreover, intervention studies to examine the effects
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of behavioral intervention on mental health of Malaysian university student-athletes appear
to be merited. Future studies could benefit from exploring these dependent variables
including the possible factors related to university athletes such as academic performance,
scholarship, or year of study.

This study adds to the theoretical understanding of the link between mental health
and happiness. Athletes who are physically fit are usually not mentally fit. Although it is well
documented that physical fitness and mental health are correlated this was not the case in
this study. As a result, factors including athletic background and gender should be factored
into the framework to fully comprehend the relationship.
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