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ABSTRACT

Past researchrevealed concerns over the depressive symptoms and psychological well-being of university students. The
present study utilizes a stratifiedrandom sampling to examine the role of perceivedsocial support on psychological well-
being between depressed and non-depressed university students during the COVID-19 pandemic in Malaysia. This study
recruited a total of 244 university students from different universities across Malaysia from November 2021 to July 2022
through social media such as Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp.

A prevalence rate of 50.4% of university sfudents was found to present significant depressive symptoms. There is a
significant correlationbetween perceived social support and psychological wellbeing (r=0.769, p <0.05). Non-depressed
university students reported significantly higher on their perceived social support and psychological well-being than
university students with significant depressive symptoms with values of p<0.001 and p<0.043. Among depressed university
students, perceived social support from friends and significant others was reported to be significantly lower than non-
depressed university students with a value of p<0.001 and p<0.023.

Overall, the present study discovered that a higherlevel of perceivedsocial support could predict greater psychological
well-being and reduced depressive symptoms among university students. Hence, perceived social support should be
promotedas an effective intervention for university students due to its accessibility and cost. Future research should look
into the effectiveness of perceivedsocial support and other psychologicalresources for university students with different
mental health concerns.
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INTRODUCTION
I
University life is a significant tfransition that prepares
adolescents to enter adulthood [1]. It has been argued
that many young adults experience difficulties with
maintaining their well-being and began to develop

adulthood mental disorders in adolescence [2]. Previous
research [1] reported that depressionhas been one of the
common mental disorders experienced by university
students because of the challenges encountered in
academic life, sleep quality, friendship satisfaction, and
that 36.4% of

university students in Malaysia experienced mild to severe

self-confidence. Nahas et al [3] found
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depressive symptoms before the COVID-19 pandemic.
Another study [4] conducted in New York City during the
pandemicrevealedthat 23% of university students suffered
from moderate depressive symptoms, followed by 15.3
moderate to severe depressive symptoms, and 12% severe
depressive symptoms. The high prevalence rate and
negative impact of depression have implied the need of
identifying coping resources for university students fo
improve their psychological well-being during this critical
period [5].

In additionto significant changesin university life due fo the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, Debowska et al [6]
suggested that the alarmingly high rate of university
students who experience depressive symptoms has raised
concernover their psychological well-being. Gaining socidl
support has become more challenging for university
students during the COVID-19 pandemic because of the
lockdown and movement control [5]. There are many
situational factors such as the loss of gatherings, physical
teachings in classes, and university activities caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic that caused an adverse impact on
the psychological well-being of university students [7].

Grey et al [8] reveadled that the risk of developing
depression was 63% lower when perceived social support
was adequate. As for undergraduate students, perceived
social support has also been identified as one of the
that
symptoms and improve their psychological domain of

valuable resources could reduce depressive
quality of life [?]. The study conducted by Alsubaie et al [?]
argued that perceived social support has served as a
protective factor for undergraduate students who are
vulnerable to developing depressive symptoms. It was
found that the perceived social support from family and
friends was a significant predictor that could improve the
quality of life among university undergraduate students
and reduce theirrisk of experiencing depressive symptoms.
University students who perceived a greater level of socidl
support also reported that they had better adaptation to

their university life [9].

Nahas et al [3] suggested that university students who
perceived to have a greater level of social support from
family, friends, and significant others would have
experienced a higher level of psychological well-being
during the COVID-19 pandemic.The presentresearchaims
to acknowledge and highlight the importance of
perceived social support to undergraduate students and

the mental health community in Malaysia so that it could

be emphasized as a coping resource that could possibly

help to reduce depressive symptoms among
undergraduate students and improve their psychological

well-being during future academic circumstances.

METHODS
I
The current study was designed to investigate the

significant role of perceived social support on

psychological well-being among depressed and non-
depressed university during the COVID-19
pandemic in Malaysia which was based on the pilot study

students

on students’ mental health among university students in
Malaysia [10].

To ensure ethical considerations were met, an ethical
approval letter was obtained from the UPSI Human
Research  Ethics Committee
UPSI/PPPI/PYK/ETIKA(M)/014(251))
recruitment of undergraduate students.

(approval  number:

prior to the online

A snowballing sampling method was used to recruit a
diverse sample of university students from different

universities in  Malaysia. Potential participants were
approached through various communication platforms,
including WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram, and email, and
were provided with a link to an online questionnaire on
Google Form.The inclusion criteriarequired participants to
be undergraduate students between the ages of 18 and
25 with a good understanding of the English language. The
stfudy was limited fo Malaysian university students only.
Partficipants to the Participant

Information Sheet and Informed Consent Sheet, which

were given access

provided detailedinformation about the research process,
including its nature, potential risks and benefits, and their
right to voluntary participation.

PARTICIPANTS

Participants were selected based by stratified random
sampling. They were recruited from different universifies or
colleges in Malaysia with ages ranging from 18-25. They
were informed about the research via phone, email,
Instagram, and Facebook. They were given the link to
assess to the ‘Participant InformationSheet’ and ‘Informed
Consent Sheet’ which include detailed information about
the research procedure, nature, risks, benefits, and their
consent to voluntary participation. Participants who scored
between 14 and 63, which indicates mild to severe
depressive symptoms, onthe BDI-Il Questionnaire [11] were
categorized as the depressed group, while participants
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whose scores did not demonstrate significant depressive
symptoms were categorized as the non-depressed group.

MEASUREMENT INSTRUMENTS

There were three measurement instruments used in the
current study. The Beck Depression Inventory-Il (BDI-Il) [11]
was used as a self-reportmeasure for the evaluation of the
severity of depression among university students across
Malaysia. The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social
Support (MSPSS) was used to measure the perceivedsocid
support of friends, family, and significant others among the
participants [12]. The 18-item Psychological Wellbeing
Scale (PWB) was selectedto assess the psychological well-

being of the participants [13,14].

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

The present study utilized Pearson correlation coefficients
to assess the bivariate relationships between perceived
social support and psychological well-being. An
independent t-test was carried out to examine if perceived
social support could significantly predict the psychologicd
well-being of university students between university
students who were in depression and non-depression
groups. The three subscales of perceived social support
which included peers, family, and significant other were
analyzed to see how well they predict the six subscales
(autonomy, positive relationship with others, environmental

mastery, self-acceptance, purpose in life, and personal

growth) of psychological well-being. The statistical analysis
was performedusing SPSS (version24.0) software. The data
were tested at a significant p<0.05 to examine both the
stfrength and functional relationship between the two
variables in both depressed and non-depressed groups.

RESULTS
I
Table 1 setsout that 244 participants were recruited for the
present study. Among the 244 parficipants, 132 (54.0%)
were females, and 112 (45.9%) were males. In respect of
race of participants, 70 (28.7%) were Malays, 132 (54.0%)
were Chinese, 40 (16.3%) were Indians, and 2 (0.8%) were
others. The marital status of participants was that 9 (3.6%)
were married, and 235 (96.3%) were single.

the
participants’ household income. According to Table 1, the
category of B40 (Bottom 40 with household income less
than RM4849) accounted for 156 (63.9%), followed by 82
(33.6%) M40 (Middle 40 with household income between
RM4850 and RM10959), and 6 (2.4%) T20 (Top 20 with
household income above RM10691). Thus, the present

Socioeconomic status was represented by

study’s results would be more representative of the
university students who came from the B40 socioeconomic
status in Malaysia.

TABLE 1: PARTICIPANTS’ SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS (N =244)

Variables
Sex Male
Female
Race Malay
Chinese
Indian
Others
Marital Status Single
Married
Socioeconomic Status B40 (Bottom 40)
M40 (Middle 40)
T20 (Top 20)

\| Percentages, %
112 459
132 540
70 28.7
132 54.0
40 16.3
2 0.8
235 96.3
9 3.6
156 63.9
82 33.6
6 2.4

Notes: N =244

A prevalence rate of 50.41% for university students in this
study in Malaysia was reported as experiencing significaont
depressive symptoms. The mean score of the depressed
group on the BDI-ll revealed that the severity of depression
among university studenfs in Malaysia fell under the

moderate range. There were 28 participants (11.47%) who
presented mild depressive symptoms, followed by 57
(23.36%) moderate, and 38 (15.57%) severe. There is a
stfrong positive significant positive correlation between
perceived social support and psychological well-being
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among the participants (r=0.769, p<0.05). The correlation
analysis indicates that the higher the perceived sociadl
support, the higher the psychological well-being among
university students with depressive symptoms.

As set out in Table 2, the stafistical results revealed that
perceived social support from friends was reported to be
highly significantly among the non-depressed group
(M=4.32, SD=0.57) than the depressed group (M=3.45,
SD=1.35) among the three subscales of MSPSS. The highest
significant difference was found in the perceived sociadl
support from significant others between the depressed
(M=2.87, SD=1.49) and the non-depressed group (M=5.61,
SD=1.12). Even though there was no statistically significant
difference in the perceived social support from a family
between depressed and non-depressed groups, the mean
score of perceivedsocial support from family was found to
be greater among the non-depressed group (M=4.90, SD
=0.57) than in the depressed group (M=2.79, SD=1.33).

Among the subscales of the PWB scale, the stafistical
findings have shown that personal growth had the highest
mean score (M=5.85, SD=0.76) among the non-depressed

group. The statistical differences in personal growth and
environmental mastery between depressed and non-
depressed groups are highly significant with a value of p<
0.001. In addition, other PWB subscales which include
positive relations with others, and purpose in life were also
observed fo have a significant difference between both
depressed and non-depressed groups. Self-acceptance
was reported to have the highest difference in the total
PWB scale between the depressed and the non-depressed
groups (M=2.66, 95% C1=2.41-2.91).

Based on Table 2 data, the statistical t-tests indicate that
the level of perceived social support among university
students in the non-depressed group is significantly higher
than those in the depressed group. The value of p<0.043 on
the total PWB scale was found to be significantly higher
among the non-depressed group than in the depressed
group. The mean score of the total PWB scale for the non-
depressed group was 5.29 £ 0.63 as opposed to 3.37 +0.76
for the depressed group. The t-tests suggest that university
sfudents in the non-depressed group reported having
significantly greater psychological well-being than peers
who experienced significant depressive sympfoms with a
value of p<0.05.

TABLE 2: MEAN SCORE (£SD) OF MSPSS AND PWB SUBSCALES FOR DEPRESSED AND NON -DEPRESSED UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

Subscales Non-Depressed
Group (n=121)

Friends 432+0.57
Family 490+ 1.27
Significant Other 561+1.12
Autonomy 532+0.91
Environmental Mastery 5.06+0.94
Personal Growth 585%0.76
Positive Relations with 5.47 +0.89
Ofthers

Purpose in Life 4.55+0.83
Self-Acceptance 5481091
Total MSPSS 543+0.79
Total PWB 529 +0.63

Depressed t(df) p-value
Group (n=123)

3.45+1.35 6.54 (164.49) <0.001*
2.79+1.33 12.68 (241.80) <0.751
2.87 £1.49 16.19 (226.75) <0.023
3.83+1.02 12.05 (239.99) <0.497
3.34+0.68 16.42 (219.21) <0.001*
3.70+£1.21 16.56 (205.40) <0.001*
291+1.13 19.63 (231.02) <0.086
3.60+0.81 9.01 (241.59) <0.535
2.83+1.06 21.06 (237.41) <0.204
3.04%+1.13 19.16 (217.87) <0.001*
3.37+0.76 21.39 (234.98) <0.043

*p-value is statistically significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

DISCUSSION

I
The maladaptive adjustment could cause significant
impact on university students’ psychological well-being,
especiallywhen they did not find appropriate resources to

mitigate their psychological adjustments during the COVID-
19 pandemic [15]. Rudenstine et al [4] reported increased
severity and prevalence of depression among university
stfudents after the pandemic started. Of 244 university
students recruited to complete the online questionnaires
across Malaysia, the current study found a prevalence rate
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of 50.41% of university students who experienced mild,
moderate, and severe symptoms. Before the pandemic
started, a previous local study by Nahas et al [3] reported
a prevalence rate of 36.4% of university students who
demonstrated significant depressive symptoms. The
present study has shown that the prevalence rate of
depression among university students in Malaysia has
increased significantly from 36.4 % to 50.41% aofter the
pandemic occurred. The significant increase in the
prevalence rate of depression has given warning signs fo
the mental health community with regards to the need of
exploring available and accessible psychological
resources for university students who are currently struggling
with depressive symptoms during the COVID-19 pandemic

in Malaysia.

Perceived social support has been explored in recent

studies regarding its effect on the prediction of
psychological well-being among university students with
depressive symptoms during the COVID-19 pandemic
[5.16]. It was reported by Yu et al [5] that 71.2% of university
students reported a moderate level of perceived socid
support (p<0.001) and experienced reduced depressive
symptoms. Similar findings were reported in the present
research that perceived social support was reported to
have a significantimpacton the psychological well-being
of university students (p<0.001). The present study also
that non-depressed had
significantly better perceived social support (M=5.43,

SD=0.79) and psychological well-being (M=5.29, SD=0.63)

found university students

than university students with significant depressive
symptoms (M=3.04, SD=1.13; M=3.37, SD=0.76). The
statistical evidence supports the predicting role of

perceived social support on the psychological well-being
of university students.

In comparison with perceived social support from family
and significant other, the perceived social support from
friends was reported to be the highest (M=3.45, SD=1.35,
p<0.001) with
depressive symptoms, and these statistical findings could

among university students significant
indicate that these university students reported that they
perceivedthe mostsocial support from their friends during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The present study found that the
perceived social support from friends was positively
associated with the PWB scale(r=0.733) and negatively
associated with depressive symptoms (p<0.001). loannou
et al [17] also reported a negative association between
perceived social support from friends (b=-0.214, p= 0.002)

and depressive symptoms. Social support from friends

could be more predictive of university students’ depressive
symptoms and psychological well-being because they
were in the transitional stage in which they moved away
from houses and shared more personal experiences with
their peers [9]. However, itisimportant to highlight that both
non-depressed and depressed university students
perceived moderate social support from friends, this could
indicate that most university students sfill felt supported by

the social support provided by their peers.

University students who experienced significant depressive
symptomsreported least on their perceivedsocial support
from family (M=2.79, SD=1.33)
depressed peers (M=4.90, SD=1.27). The current research
found that there is no significant difference in the

compared with non-

perceived social support from the family between these
two groups (p<0.751). The low score of perceived socid
support on family for these university students could be
explained by the possible effects of the pandemic. Some
university students might experience distress due to family
conflicts, loss of financial income in the family, or loss of
family members [18]. Nevertheless, consistent with past
research [17] which indicated a significant association
between perceived social support from family and
depressive symptoms (b=-0.214, p=0.002), the present study
found that university students who perceived greater social
support from family were found to report reduced
depressive symptoms. The present research highlights the
findings from previousresearch [?,17] that perceivedsocidl
support from friends and family should be considered the
first source of social support for university students with
depressive symptoms due to the close proximity, especidlly
during the difficult period of the pandemic.

Furthermore, perceived social support from significant
other was found to be the greatest for non-depressed
university students (M=5.61, SD=2.87) compared to friends
and family. This indicates that most non-depressed
university students perceived significantly higher socidl
support from their significant other which led to their
positive psychological well-being. Even though loannou et
al [17] did not suggest that perceived social support from
significant others predicts depressive symptoms (b=-0.080,
p=0.238), the current study of current study reported
opposite findings (p<0.023)
another past study [19]. Aydin et al [19] argued that

that was consistent with

perceived social support from significant others had a
significant effect (p=0.025) on nursing undergraduate
stfudents because of theirlonger fime spent with significont
others). The present research found that perceived socid
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support from significant others among depressed peers was
significantly lower (M = 2.87, SD = 1.49) compared to their
non-depressed peers (M = 5.6, SD = 1.12). The low score
could be explained by factors such as social isolation,
absence of significant other, loss of significant other, and
lack of physical and emotional infimacy with significont
other due to the pandemic [19].

In Malaysia, professional psychological therapy services
are primarily available to private university students, while
government universities provide counseling services that
may not adequately address severe mental health issues.
As aresult,some students mayneed to turn to costly private
professional services as an alternative. Thus, more peer
support and online psychoeducation on support therapy
should be offered because social support from friends,
family, and significant others would often come cost-free
[7]1. The presentresearchsuggests strong evidence that the
negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
severity of depressive symptoms and psychological well-
being among university students could be buffered with the
protective effect of perceived social support.

Unlike the past study [17] that reported similar findings on
the role of perceivedsocial support on psychological well-
being had an overrepresentation of female university
students as sample data (78% of females), the current
research recruited a more representative sample of
university students with 48.59% males and 50.41% of females
university students. The present study did not explore the
effect of gender on the level of perceived social support
and psychological well-being of university students with
significant depressive symptoms because past researches
[17.20] reported no significant difference between males
and females on these variables. However, it would be
beneficial to study if perceived social support differed
between males and females with depressive symptoms.

The current research was conducted using online self-
reported questionnaires and the possibility of participants
making response bias might concern the quality of the
researchresults. However, the biases have been managed
by using a questionnaire with high reliability and validity. For
instance, the reverse scoring included in the PWB scale
would challenge the parficipants to read through the
questions carefully before they chose their responses
[13,14].

Past studies [3,4] revealed that university students who
resided in urban areas were more likely fo experience

depressive symptoms due to stressful environments. The
identify the
participants even though it was found that the majority of

present research did not location of
the university students were represented by populations
whose household income was under the category of B40
(Bottom 40). Hence, it would be valuable for future
research to include a demographic characteristic of
urbanization as one criterion to assess the severity of
depressive symptoms, perceived social support, and
psychological well-being of university students residing in

urban and rural areas.

On the other hand, Ramli et al [18] indicated that university
students classified as the B40 population faced difficulties
with online academic learning due to limitations of internet
accessin rural areas. Although internet access could be a
challenge for these university students, Ramli et al [18]
discussed that academicians and lecturers had been
developing different teaching methods such as engaging
in frequent messages and phone calls for effective online
learning. Even though most university students are returning
to physical classes after the pandemic, Ramli et al [18]
highlighted  that  the
communication provided by lecturers were the most

personal  attention and
important factors that helped university students feel
supported. Hence, the role of perceived social support
emphasizedin the current study could be supported as an
effective intervention for reducing depressive symptoms
and improving the psychological well-being of university

students during the endemic or any future pandemics.

should be
highlighted and promoted because of its approachability
the COVID-19
pandemic, it would be beneficial for future research to

Even though perceived social support

as a psychological resource during
study the pathways of how perceived social support was
accounted for the university students’ psychological well-
being. Wilson et al [21] emphasized that perceived sociadl
support was a catalyst for promoting psychological well-
being, but the pathways manifested by perceived socid
support should be explored in order to discover its
bidirectional relations with other constructs. Similar research
should be replicated to explore how pathways such as
mindfulness, savoring, self-compassion, and other
constructs could have a significant association with
perceived social support. Future research on the topic
would help the mental health community fo understand
better the multiple factors that contribute to the positive

association of perceivedsocial support and psychological
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