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Introduction

In recent decades, there has been a considerable increase in the number of
students worldwide pursuing higher education. To adapt to the complex
needs of the contemporary workplace, universities around the world are
putting considerable effort into producing highly skilled graduates (Possa,
2006). With the rapid growth of job demands, university education has
become very competitive, so students have to face more complex and
challenging situations throughout their university years, putting some of
them at risk of mental health issues.

Citing the National Institute of Mental Health of the United States, Pan (2017)
noted that “mental health issues are a growing concern among college and
university students worldwide, with depression, anxiety, and stress being the
most common psychological issues”(p. 1). Nevertheless, this is not the new
world’s phenomenon because there has been a massive rise in the number of
university students who have experienced severe mental health problems
since the 1990s (Kirsch et al., 2015). In Cambodia, this has become an
emerging issue in recent years. The increasing number of Cambodian

university students with psychological difficulties has been a growing concern
compared to those in other countries (see Pan, 2017). Against this backdrop,

this article will discuss the causes of mental health issues on university
students globally and in Cambodia. This will be followed by some
recommendations to promote mental health awareness in Cambodia.
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Defining mental health issues or illnesses

Mental health issues or mental illnesses are defined differently based on
different contexts. According to Cambridge Dictionary (n.d.), mental illness is

“an illness that affects the mind.” The Department of Health in Australia
(2007) defines mental illness as “a health problem that significantly affects
how a person feels, thinks, behaves, and interacts with other people. It is

diagnosed according to standardized criteria.” Similarly, the American

Psychiatric Association (2018) defines mental illnesses as “health conditions

involving changes in emotion, thinking or behavior (or a combination of
these).”

Common mental health issues facing university students

Psychological issues such as depression, anxiety, and stress are common
among undergraduate students worldwide (Mahmoud et al., 2012; Pan, 2017).

Of the three common mental health issues, stress and anxiety are the most
prevalent among college students (Gao et al., 2020; Kirsch et al., 2015; Pedrelli

et al., 2015), while depression is the leading cause of disability, followed by

suicide which affects people between 15-29 years of age more than other age
groups (World Health Organization [WHO], n.d.). Other less common
mentally related illnesses are mood disorder, eating disorder, sleeping

disorder (insomnia), bipolar disorder, and schizophrenia.

® Stress, in general, refers to the emotional and physical tensions or reactions
responding to the pressure of a situation or event. Stress, based on the
academic perspective, “is the body’s response to academic-related
demands that exceed adaptive capabilities of students” (Alsulami et al.,

2018, p. 159). It has both positive and negative effects based on the number
of environmental threats and challenges individuals face. A low level of
stress can increase productivity; in contrast, a large amount of stress can
lead to many problems such as anxiety, depression, high blood pressure,
heart disease, heart attacks, stroke, and obesity.

® Anxiety is a state of worry or nervousness about a future situation or event
associated with a negative feeling. According to Gale and Oakley-Browne

(2000), anxiety disorder is excessive worry and tension which prolongs for
more than five months, together with symptoms such as avoidance and
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muscle tension. Headaches, sleeping issues, and loneliness can also be
considered symptoms of anxiety. An increased anxiety level can cause loss
of motivation and self-esteem, depression, suicidal thoughts, and self-
injury, among others.

® Depression is defined as “a mental illness in which a person is unhappy
and anxious (worried and nervous) for long periods and cannot have a
normal life during these periods” (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). It is

referred to as “a common mental disorder that presents with depressed
mood, loss of interest or pleasure, decreased energy, feelings of guilt or
low self-worth, disturbed sleep or appetite, and poor concentration”
(Marcus et al., 2012, p. 6). A high level of depression can lead to suicidal

ideation or suicide and cause heart attack, stroke, cancer, diabetes, kidney
disease, and so on.

Causes of mental health issues among university students

While some students can go through their university journey with enjoyable
and rewarding experiences, others have been desperately struggling with
monumental challenges predisposing them to mental health issues. Inevitably,
they will face difficult situations and stressful times which arise throughout
their university life. In addition to dealing with academic pressure and financial
worries, some students have to cope with challenging work and family
responsibilities (Pedrelli et al., 2015). Consequently, a significant percentage of

university students diagnosed with psychological difficulties, such as stress,
anxiety, and depression, is a growing concern, suggesting a global health issue.

At university, stress is one of the most common mental problems. According to

the American College Health Association (2006, as cited in Alsulami et al.,
2018), out of the 97,357 college students completing the survey, 32% of them
had academic stress, resulting in course dropout and poor academic
performance. The survey also revealed that academic stressors faced by a
majority of students were posed by oral presentations, academic overload, low
time management, lack of commitments, and inadequate time to take
examinations. Sometimes, stress also appears among first-year university
students when they leave their home for the first time to attend university
(Alsulami et al., 2018), and they need to take responsibility for their own ways

of living. Although the level of stress may be different, depending on the
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academic majors that students are studying, research has shown that stress is
common among university students. For example, Kumaraswamy (2013)

claimed that “medical students experience more stress” than students

studying other majors (p. 136). Alsulami et al.’s (2018) study indicated that
academic stress is prevalent among university students. Likewise, Mahmoud
et al.’s (2012) study of 508 undergraduates showed that 24% of them were
diagnosed with stress. Many other researchers also argue that stress is a

common mental issue that students encounter during their university life
(Bhujade, 2017; Misra & Castillo, 2004).

Aside from stress, anxiety is another leading cause of mental health issues
among university students. A study by Kirsch et al. (2015) showed that 26%

among 540 university students (58% female), 96% of the sample were
undergraduates, had anxiety disorders. A similar study with 508 sample
students found that 27% were anxious (Mahmoud et al.,, 2012). Some

university students tend to use addictive substances, such as alcohol and
drugs, to alleviate negative emotions or anxiety, but doing this can make their
anxiety even worse (Kirsch et al., 2015). As stated, anxiety is somehow posed

by a high-stress level when it stays with them for an extended period of time.

The last common mental health issue is depression. The same study by
Mahmoud et al. (2012) showed that 29% of 508 university students were
depressed. Surprisingly, Kirsch et al.’s (2015) study on a similar sample

number of university students found that 70% reported being diagnosed with
depression. This finding is twice as high as that of Mahmoud et al.’s (2012)
study. The study by Kirsch et al. (2015) also revealed that suicidal ideation is a

significant concern because 55% of students reported that they used to
experience suicidal thoughts, 12% had attempted at least once in the past.
Levels of depression and suicide differ depending on their academic majors,
university regulations, and social impacts. For example, Kirsch et al. (2015)

noted that depressive and suicidal students were higher in prestigious
universities (e.g., Massachusetts Institute of Technology). According to
National Mental Health Association and The Jed Foundation (2002, as cited in
Taub & Thompson, 2013), approximately 1,088 university students in the

United States die by suicide each year, making it the second major cause of
death among university students.
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Research on mental health issues facing Cambodian university students

In recent years, mental health issues among Cambodian university students
have emerged as a major problem. However, research investigating this

phenomenon is still limited, making this issue less known to many (Pan,
2017).

Despite this, there are a few studies that have shed light on mental health
issues in Cambodia. Pan’s (2017) study on 529 Cambodian university

students, randomly selected from three public (56.4%) and private (43.6%)
universities in Phnom Penh, showed that students used to experience stress
(37.5%), anxiety (54.2%), and depression (44.6%). The psychological problems
among Cambodian university students were higher than university students
in some countries, such as Chile, China, Turkey, and Malaysia (Pan, 2017).
While the causes of their depression, anxiety and stress were shared by other
university students elsewhere, Cambodian university students mainly
experienced challenges related to high expectations of academic achievement,
financial responsibility, social life changes, exposure to diversity and new
environments, and worries about life after graduation (Pan, 2017). Another

study by Cornet (2017) revealed that mental health issues were growing

among Cambodian university students. Specifically, the study found that
59.1% of 181 Cambodian first-year students at CamEd Business School
experienced a high level of psychological distress.

A more extensive study with 1,359 university students, randomly selected
from two public universities in Phnom Penh and Battambong, found that
more than 50% of the participants were identified with depressive disorders
(Ngin et al., 2018). The causes behind these issues included unhealthy eating

habits, negative thoughts about body shape, general health status, and lack of
physical activeness. Ngin et al. (2018, p. 1) added that “Depressive symptoms

also remained significantly associated with adverse childhood experiences
including physical violence, psychological abuse, and lack of general and
medical care by family during childhood.”
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Suggestions to promote mental health awareness among Cambodian
university students

To promote mental health awareness among university students, the
Cambodian Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sport (MoEYS) should
consider incorporating mental health education into one of the high school
subjects to allow students to study at least one semester so that they can
develop knowledge and skills needed to prepare themselves to avoid mental
health issues when studying at university.

As a directly involved party, Cambodian universities should pay more
attention to support and promote mental health awareness for university
students because currently most universities do not have mental health
counseling services on campus. Thus, universities should establish on-campus
counseling service centers or mental health treatment programs to provide
mental health treatment and support to students diagnosed with mental
health problems. Cambodian universities should also conduct regular surveys
on students’ mental health and take appropriate actions. Additionally,
universities should cooperate with MoEYS, non-governmental organizations
(NGO:s), university partners, and related parties to raise this issue and find the
necessary support for students.

There are several organizations that provide support on mental health issues,
such as Khmer-Russian Friendship Hospital, Bamboo Center, The Beekeeper
Phnom Penh, and PenhJet Counselling Services, among others. Among these,
Transcultural Psychological Organization (TPO) Cambodia, established in
1995, has been working for many years to alleviate Cambodian people's
psychological and mental health issues. It has helped many people to enhance
their understanding of mental health issues. Even though these NGOs are
working actively to raise understanding of this problem, cooperation across
concerned stakeholders is still lacking. Thus, relevant NGOs should be
encouraged to introduce projects or initiatives that would raise mental health
awareness among university students as well as young adults.

For students, they need to have high self-discipline and adopt self-protective

measures during their university years. They should be flexible to be exposed
to diversity, manage their time effectively, do regular exercise, eat healthy food,
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get enough sleep, and avoid substance use such as alcohol, drugs, energy
drinks, and cigarettes. Furthermore, they should seek counseling services at
their universities if such services are available, ask for assistance, or consult
experts, friends, or family members if they experience any mental health
issues.

Conclusion

Mental health issues, particularly stress, anxiety, and depression, among
university students have increased over recent years. Although it is not an
unknown issue, there has been limited research into it, and the issue seems to
be overlooked in Cambodian context. Thus, Cambodian universities should
take this issue more seriously and work with all stakeholders to tackle it as
soon as possible. At the government level, MoEYS should consider
incorporating mental health education into the high school curriculum.
MOoEYS should also encourage and cooperate with all stakeholders to provide
university students with academic and mental health support. Moreover, it is
vital that more research into university students” mental health be conducted
to understand the issues better and seek practical solutions to address them.
Simultaneously, university students themselves should learn -effective
strategies that can be used to ameliorate the effects of mental health issues.

The Author

Phearun Chhoeurm is a former intern at the Cambodian Education Forum. He
is also a senior student pursuing a bachelor’s degree in English for Professional
Communication at the Department of English, Royal University of Phnom Penh
and in Tourism Management at the Tony Fernandes School of Business, the

University of Cambodia. Email: chhoeurmphearun1997@gmail.com.
References

Alsulami, S., Al Omar, Z., Binnwejim, M. S., Alhamdan, F., Aldrees, A., Al-
Bawardi, A., ... & Alhabeeb, M. (2018). Perception of academic stress
among health science preparatory program students in two Saudi

universities. Advances in Medical Education and Practice, 9, 159.
https:/ /dx.doi.org/10.2147 %2FAMEP.S5143151

© Cambodian Education Forum | www.cefcambodia.com 66


http://www.cefcambodia.com/
mailto:chhoeurmphearun1997@gmail.com
https://dx.doi.org/10.2147%2FAMEP.S143151

Cambodian Journal of Educational Research (2021)
Vol. 1, No. 1, pp. 60-68.

American Psychiatric Association. (2018). What is mental illness?
https:/ /www.psychiatry.org/ patients-families / what-is-mental-illness

Bhujade, V. M. (2017). Depression, anxiety and academic stress among college
students: A brief review. Indian Journal of Health and Wellbeing, 8(7), 748-
751.
https:/ /search.proquest.com/openview /62b3afd412639d502f219859b188
a281/1?pg-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2032134

Cambridge Dictionary. (n.d.). Depression. In Cambridge Dictionary.

https:/ /dictionary.cambridge.org/ dictionary /english /depression

Cambridge Dictionary. (n.d.). Mental illness. In Cambridge Dictionary.
https:/ /dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english /mental-illness

Cornet, A. (2017). Psychological Distress and Academic stress in first year students
of CamEd Business School. CamEd Business School. https://cam-
ed.com/image/web doc/Psychological Distress and Academic stress

in_first vear students of CamEd Business school.pdf
Department of Health. (2007). What is mental illness?
https:/ /www1.health.gov.au/internet/publications/publishing.nsf/Co

ntent/mental-pubs-w-whatmen-toc~mental-pubs-w-whatmen-what
Gale, C., & Oakley-Browne, M. (2000). Anxiety disorder. BM]J, 321(7270), 1204-
1207. https:/ /doi.org/10.1136/bm;.321.7270.1204
Gao, W., Ping, S., & Liu, X. (2020). Gender differences in depression, anxiety,

and stress among college students: a longitudinal study from China.
Journal of Affective Disorders, 263, 292-300.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2019.11.121

Kirsch, D. J., Doerfler, L. A., & Truong, D. (2015). Mental health issues among
college students: Who gets referred for psychopharmacology
evaluation?. Journal of American College Health, 63(1), 50-56.
https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2014.960423

Kitzrow, M. A. (2003). The mental health needs of today's college students:
Challenges and recommendations. Journal of Student Affairs Research and
Practice, 41(1), 167-181. https:/ /doi.org/10.2202/1949-6605.1310

Kumaraswamy, N. (2013). Academic stress, anxiety and depression among

college students: A brief review. International Review of Social Sciences and
Humanities, 5(1), 135-143.
https://www.academia.edu/4262192 /International Review_of Social S

ciences and HumanitiesAcademic Stress Anxiety and Depression am

ong College Students A Brief Review

© Cambodian Education Forum | www.cefcambodia.com 67


http://www.cefcambodia.com/
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/what-is-mental-illness
https://search.proquest.com/openview/62b3afd412639d502f219859b188a281/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2032134
https://search.proquest.com/openview/62b3afd412639d502f219859b188a281/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2032134
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/depression
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/mental-illness
https://cam-ed.com/image/web_doc/Psychological_Distress_and_Academic_stress_in_first_year_students_of_CamEd_Business_school.pdf
https://cam-ed.com/image/web_doc/Psychological_Distress_and_Academic_stress_in_first_year_students_of_CamEd_Business_school.pdf
https://cam-ed.com/image/web_doc/Psychological_Distress_and_Academic_stress_in_first_year_students_of_CamEd_Business_school.pdf
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/publications/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-pubs-w-whatmen-toc~mental-pubs-w-whatmen-what
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/publications/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-pubs-w-whatmen-toc~mental-pubs-w-whatmen-what
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.321.7270.1204
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2019.11.121
https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2014.960423
https://doi.org/10.2202/1949-6605.1310
https://www.academia.edu/4262192/International_Review_of_Social_Sciences_and_HumanitiesAcademic_Stress_Anxiety_and_Depression_among_College_Students_A_Brief_Review
https://www.academia.edu/4262192/International_Review_of_Social_Sciences_and_HumanitiesAcademic_Stress_Anxiety_and_Depression_among_College_Students_A_Brief_Review
https://www.academia.edu/4262192/International_Review_of_Social_Sciences_and_HumanitiesAcademic_Stress_Anxiety_and_Depression_among_College_Students_A_Brief_Review

Cambodian Journal of Educational Research (2021)
Vol. 1, No. 1, pp. 60-68.

Mahmoud, J. S. R., Staten, R. T., Hall, L. A., & Lennie, T. A. (2012). The
relationship among young adult college students” depression, anxiety,
stress, demographics, life satisfaction, and coping styles. Issues in Mental
Health Nursing, 33(3), 149-156.
https://doi.org/10.3109/01612840.2011.632708

Marcus, M., Yasamy, M. T., van Ommeren, M. V., Chisholm, D., & Saxena, S.
(2012). Depression: A global public health concern. The World Health
Organization.

https:/ /www.who.int/mental health/management/depression/who p

aper depression wfmh 2012.pdf

Misra, R., & Castillo, L. G. (2004). Academic stress among college students:
Comparison of American and international students. International Journal
of Stress Management, 11(2), 132. https://doi.org/10.1037/1072-
5245.11.2.132

Ngin, C., Pal, K, Tuot, S., Chhoun, P,, Yi, R,, & Yi, S. (2018). Social and
behavioural factors associated with depressive symptoms among

university students in Cambodia: a cross-sectional study. BM]J Open, 8(9),
e019918. http://dx.doi.org/10.1136 /bmjopen-2017-019918
Pan, A. (2017). The mental health and well-being of college students in Cambodia.
California State University, Long Beach.
https:/ /search.proquest.com/openview /dec6788a19ed493d167d41{6095
934fa/1?pg-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
Pedrelli, P., Nyer, M., Yeung, A., Zulauf, C., & Wilens, T. (2015). College
students: mental health problems and treatment considerations. Academic
Psychiatry, 39(5), 503-511. https:/ /doi.org/10.1007 /s40596-014-0205-9
Possa, G. (2006). Europe's universities in response to Europe's
challenges. Higher Education in Europe, 31(4), 355-357.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03797720701302907
Taub, D. J., & Thompson, J. (2013). College student suicide. New Directions for
Student Services, 2013(141), 5-14. https:/ /doi.org/10.1002/ss.20036
Transcultural Psychological Organization (TPO) Cambodia. About us.

https:/ /tpocambodia.org/tpo-about/

World Bank. (n.d.). Higher education quality and capacity improvement project.
https:/ /projects.worldbank.org/en/ projects-operations/ project-
detail /P106605?lang=en
World Health  Organization. (n.d.). Mental  health:  Overview.
https:/ /www.who.int/health-topics/ mental-health#tab=tab_1

© Cambodian Education Forum | www.cefcambodia.com 68


http://www.cefcambodia.com/
https://doi.org/10.3109/01612840.2011.632708
https://www.who.int/mental_health/management/depression/who_paper_depression_wfmh_2012.pdf
https://www.who.int/mental_health/management/depression/who_paper_depression_wfmh_2012.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/1072-5245.11.2.132
https://doi.org/10.1037/1072-5245.11.2.132
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-019918
https://search.proquest.com/openview/dec6788a19ed493d167d41f6095934fa/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
https://search.proquest.com/openview/dec6788a19ed493d167d41f6095934fa/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-014-0205-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/03797720701302907
https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.20036
https://tpocambodia.org/tpo-about/
https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/project-detail/P106605?lang=en
https://projects.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/project-detail/P106605?lang=en
https://www.who.int/health-topics/mental-health#tab=tab_1

