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Abstract 

 
This research paper analyzes how students at The University of 

Cambodia think about depression – the definition, the root causes, the 

group of people who are most vulnerable and the methods to overcome 

it. The research study used a qualitative approach, as it used a 

questionnaire for 150 participants from The University of Cambodia. 

After collecting and analyzing the data, the findings revealed that most 

of the students at The University of Cambodia understand what 

depression is, which is similar to existing literature. Moreover, it also 

showed that the students think family issues, work, studying and 

financial problem are the major causes of depression, and they also 

think that exercise, seeing a specialist and hanging out with friends are 

the most effective methods for depressed people to overcome it. 

 

I. Introduction 

 
1. Background of the study  

According Parekh R. (2017), depression is a common and serious medical 

illness that negatively affects how you feel, the way you think, and how you 

act. Depressive disorders are characterized by sadness, loss of interest or 

pleasure, feelings of guilt or low self-worth, disturbed sleep or appetite, 

feelings of tiredness, and poor concentration (World Health Organization, 

2017). Depression is common and a serious medical condition which can 

affect someone negatively in which they could lose interest in things they like. 

Depression is sometimes misunderstood by people as just normal stress, yet it 

is more than that.  

 

Based on the Mental Health America (2019), depression is more serious and 

long-lasting that stress, and it requires different kinds of treatment. Some 

people may get confused between stress and depression since most of them 

have never done research or read any research on depression. Depression has 

become a popular mental health issue in many countries, including Cambodia. 

Moreover, according to the World Health Organization (2011), gender 
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differences occur with depression and other mental problems, which has been 

documented in Cambodia. Based on the study conducted by Jegannathan & 

Gunnar in 2011 with 320 students at Takhmau, young women had higher rates 

of depression and anxiety than men. Thus, depression is not simple stress, but 

it is more than that, and different factors, including gender, jobs, family, and 

the environment can determine the tendency to suffer from depression. 

 

2. Problem statement  

Over the last decade, depression has become a very popular topic for media 

agencies, students, and experts as well as everyday Cambodians. One of the 

most important reasons is that the number of youths committing suicide keeps 

increasing every year in Cambodia. According to Ti (2018), the number of 

suicides increased from 513 in 2011 to 609 in 2013 and 749 in 2015 and 

reached 1857 in 2017, which equaled to 2.2% of total deaths. More 

surprisingly, almost half of those committed suicide because of mental ill-

health and depression. However, not many Cambodian people really 

understand about depression. Some get confused with stress, whereas some 

others do not even know about it. Due to this situation, a study about 

depression should be conducted and shared to more people as a possible way 

to increase the awareness of readers, especially Cambodian people, about 

depression, its causes, and solutions. 

 

3. Research questions  

We conducted a study about depression which specifically focused on the 

perspective of students at The University of Cambodia. To conclude this 

research paper, we have developed three main research questions as follows: 

 

1. What do The University of Cambodia students think about depression? 

2. Who is most likely suffering from depression? 

3. What are The University of Cambodia students' opinions on how to 

overcome depression? 

 

We conducted this research with several purposes. First, we wanted to see how 

students at The University of Cambodia think about depression and to see, to 

what extent, they know and understand about it. Second, we wanted to seek 

their opinion regarding how to help those people with depression and 

overcome it, and to see what their common methods are. Third, we wanted to 

study what are the root causes of depression, especially in the Cambodian 

context. Finally, we wished to figure out which group of people are most likely 
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suffering from depression, whether they are students, workers, businessmen, 

or etc., and which age range they are in. 

 

4. Significance of the study 

This research study will help to enhance the knowledge of the reader about 

depression in Cambodia. It will also serve as a supporting document for later 

studies that are related to this topic. Moreover, it may help to make Cambodian 

people to no longer confuse depression with stress and to increase their 

awareness of the seriousness of depression, its major causes, and helpful 

solutions. Further than that, it will help readers to understand clearly about the 

perspective of students at The University of Cambodia about depression, 

whether they really understand depression, and if yes, to what extent. 

 

5. Scope and limitations  

Due to the lack of resources and time, this research will focus on The 

University of Cambodia’s students only. It will use both primary and 

secondary data. More importantly, the sample size will be 150 in which 

students will be asked to participate in our survey. Regarding secondary data, 

this paper will mainly rely on the online documents that are available for us to 

read or download. Most of secondary data will be online-based than print-

based. 

 

II. Literature Review 

 

1. Definition of depression 

Depression is a prevalent and serious mental disorder among adults, young 

adults and especially university students. It is associated with an increase in 

family problems, school failure and particularly in adolescents, suicide, 

substance abuse, financial problems, and absenteeism. Depression is a 

common disorder that impacts an individual’s ability to perform life activities, 

including those required by the workplace. According to the World Health 

Organization (2017), depressive disorders are characterized by sadness, a loss 

of interest or pleasure, feelings of guilt or low self-worth, disturbed sleep or 

appetite, feelings of tiredness, and poor concentration. More comprehensively, 

Parekh and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, in 2017 defined 

depression as a usual-but-serious medical illness that affects people’s feelings 

in a negative way, especially their thoughts and actions. He added that 

depression makes people sad, lose interest in what they really like once, lower 

their performances, and even lead to many emotional and physical problems. 
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2. The impact of depression on life  

Depression can be long lasting or recurrent, substantially impairing an 

individual’s ability to function at work or school or cope with daily life. At its 

most severe, depression can lead to suicide (World Health Organization, 

2017). The basic symptoms of depression can cause disturbances in sleep and 

appetite, poor memory and concentration, lack of motivation and self-care 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Moreover, according to Jo (2018), 

depression has impacts on people’s everyday life. She said, depression itself 

affects the way people eat, sleep, learn, study, perform in career as well as 

relationship, and it also affects everyone around like friend, family, co-worker, 

boyfriend, and girlfriend and so on. What is even worse is if it is not treated, 

people who suffer from depression might have co morbid disorders, such as 

alcohol and drug abuse or other addictions (Jo, 2018). Similarly, the 

Depression Alliance published a report of in-depth survey in 2008 saying that 

depression impacts people’s everyday life in three ways: an increased cost of 

healthcare, a low quality of life—intangible burden of depression and low 

productivity in working. 

 

3. University students and depression 

Mental health among university students has received more and more 

publicity. According to a survey (2010) on random people at a public 

university, 50 out of 100 people suffered from depression (D. Eisenberg et. al. 

2010). For student life, academic performance can be viewed as a direct 

parallel to workforce performance, with students belonging to a unique set of 

individuals whose ability to perform can be measured on criteria applied by 

an observer and by self-reporting. While the prevalence of depression for this 

group is high and preparation for entry into the workplace is critical for these 

individuals, this relationship has not been adequately investigated (Alketa, 

Hysenbegasi, Hass, and Rowland, 2005). Depression factors for university 

students are commonly about academic pressure, demanding workloads, 

worry about own health, financial concerns, exposure to patients’ suffering in 

the case of medical students, and student abuse and mistreatment (Jame et al., 

2018). Furthermore, Schwanz K. A. (2016) said depression in college students 

is associated with negative outcomes including substance abuse, co-occurring 

psychiatric problems, poor academic performance and suicide. University 

students who have depression sometimes have financial problems. (D. 

Eisenberg et. al. 2010) 
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4. Gender and depression 

Depression doesn't look the same in everyone; it also depends on the gender 

as well as age. Women suffer certain stressors more often than men and may 

be more vulnerable to develop depression in response to stress because of a 

number of factors (Nolen-Hoeksema S., 2001; Institute, n.d.). Women are 

about twice as likely as men to experience a lifetime episode of major 

depression, a finding often described as the most robust in all psychiatric 

epidemiology and also because of the biological, lifecycle, and hormonal 

factors (Cyranowski J. M.et al., 2000; Health, 2016). In adulthood, twice as 

many women as men are depressed, a pattern that holds in most nations (Hyde 

J. S. et al., 2008). Research by Van de Velde S, Bracke P. and Levecque K. 

(2010) shows a result indicate that women report higher levels of depression 

than men do in all countries, but there is significant cross-national variation in 

this gender gap. Not only the factor but also the symptoms, women with 

depression are more likely to feel sad, worthlessness, and guilty. In addition, 

many men with depression failed to seek help since they don't recognize their 

depression (Health, 2016). 

 

5. Causes of depression 

Depression among university students has been associated with various 

factors. According to Oppong Asante K. and Andoh-Arthur J. (2014) 

depression occurs more often with the following factors: being female, higher 

levels of study/age, lower socioeconomic status, stressful and traumatic 

events. Other factors that could be associated with depression is 

religiosity/spirituality, binge drinking, academic performance and the use of 

tobacco (Berry D. M., 2011, Othieno C. J., 2014). 

 

5.1. Socioeconomic status 

According to Conger R. D., Conger K. J. and Martin M. J. (2010) social class 

or socioeconomic status (SES) is related to satisfaction and stability in 

romantic unions, the quality of parent-child relationships, and a range of 

developmental outcomes for adults and children. Research done by Miech R. 

A. and Shanahan M. J., (2000) shows a result of study indicate that greater 

attention to life-course specific stressors and processes-particularly those that 

operate in early adulthood and have long term consequences will lead to a 

fuller understanding of both social conditions and their lasting impact on 

health outcomes. According to Zimmerman F. J. and Katon W. (2005) while 

the growing concern with SES disparities is useful in focusing attention on 

inequality in health outcomes, it does not by itself provide clear insights into 

designing interventions to protect depressed individuals from the economic 
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damages that depression can sometimes bring. In conclusion the 

socioeconomic status can affect a person's mental health. 

 

5.2. Traumatic events 

According to Scarpa A. et al. (2002), a majority of the university students in 

one survey reported some experience with violence in their lifetime, and high 

levels of violence exposure are related to poor psychological adjustment in 

terms of heightened reports of depression, aggression, interpersonal problems 

associated with personality disorder, and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD) symptomatology. According to Goldney R. D. (2000), the results 

demonstrate the importance of both clinical depression and of significant 

traumatic events in association with suicidal ideation, with multivariate 

analyses delineating 46.9% population-attributable risk to clinical depression 

and 38.0% to the experiencing of one or more traumatic events. Traumatic 

exposure and distress from the traumatic exposure were found to fully mediate 

depressive symptoms and posttraumatic symptoms in the displaced students 

(Davis T. E. et al. 2010). This shows that traumatic events related to violence, 

suicidal ideation and exposure to traumatic events can cause a person to have 

depression. 

 

5.3. Stress 

Given that new college students who are entering their first year in a university 

setting also are beginning their transition to adulthood, they may be 

particularly vulnerable to the experience of stress and depressive 

symptomatology (Dyson R. and Renk K., 2006). According to Bayram N. and 

Bilgel N. (2008), the high rates of depression, anxiety and stress among 

university students have major implications, not only with psychological 

morbidity that will have adverse effects on students’ health, development, 

educational attainment and quality of life but also the deteriorating influence 

on their own families, institutions and even on other people’s lives. 

 

6. Ways to overcome depression 

Day V. McGrath P. J. and Wojtowicz M. (2013) suggested that guided self-

help programs are best conceptualized as part of a continuum of possible 

services. According to Hedman et al. (2011) the duration of internet-based 

cognitive behavior therapy (ICBT) is 15 weeks and throughout this period the 

patient had access to a therapist via an online secure messaging system. 

Through the self-help program and the therapy, it could help to the patient 

with depression to overcome it. According to Furnham A. (2000) the British 

rated professional help as more important for all problems, particularly for 
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depression. Depression is hard to take action that can help one feel better but 

however it does not mean it is impossible. Sometimes, thinking that you are 

depressed, and you try to do things that you like while you feel like you do not 

want to do are difficult to cope with. The things that help patients the most are 

the most difficult to act (Smith, Robinson, & Segal, 2018). 

 

Additionally, meeting a psychiatrist and taking medication could be the first 

line of treatment for the elimination of a severely depressed mood. For mild 

depression, antidepressant medications are not very often recommended as a 

first line treatment. However, the different of antidepressant medications work 

in different ways for different type of people.   

 

III. Research Methodology 

 

1. Research design 

We chose a qualitative approach to study the perspectives of UC students on 

depression. We decided to use a questionnaire which contained four parts – 

personal information (age, gender, etc), personal experiences, a 5-point rating 

scale and then open-ended questions. We used closed questions for three parts 

to make it easy for our respondents. We distributed the questionnaires to 150 

respondents randomly. Questionnaires are very cheap and everyone is able to 

access them. 

 

2. Data collection and sampling technique 

We used a confidence level of 90%, and estimated UC’s population to be 

3,000 students, so approximately 150 students must complete the 

questionnaire. We were seeking the perspectives of UC students who are 

earning their Bachelor’s Degree from different academic years, majors, and 

study-shifts. Moreover, it is not only in BA but also MBA and other general 

language course. Tangibly, we went to the library most of the time because 

we believed that there would be a lot of students who often present there 

during the break time and after class. Additionally, we also went straight to 

the classes on different floors and asked our friends to help us share the 

questionnaire to his or her classmates (snowball method). 

 

3. Data analysis 

The entire questionnaire was numbered from 1 to 150 and sorted by gender, 

college, and their point of view on depression. The closed-ended questions are 

generated in codebook of Microsoft Excel to analyze what do male and female 

students’ perspective on depressed people. In addition, for the open-ended 
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questions, we used the content analysis method to analyze the data, by typing 

all the answers from respondents to the Microsoft Excel as well and we 

categorized the answers to find out which one had most popular answer. 

 

IV. Findings and Data Analysis 

 

1. Findings 

The questionnaire paper was categorized into three sections. Section I of the 

survey was designed to gather the general personal information of the 

participants’ background such as their gender, college, study term as well as 

their hometown. Section II was designed to gather the general information 

about depression from the participants’ perspectives. Section III was about the 

open-ended questions that were designed to seek for more specific information 

about depression, basically about participants’ ideas on their understanding on 

the definition of depression and their personal recommendation regarding 

solutions to overcome depression. 

 

Based on the data we have collected, among our total 150 respondents, there 

were 101 female respondents, 46 male respondents and the rest preferred to 

not mention it. Regarding the college, there were 43 students from the School 

of Foreign Languages, 49 students from The Tony Fernandes School of 

Business, 36 students from the College of Social Sciences and 17 students 

from other colleges. Among those, there were 27 students who studied 

between term 1 to 3, 30 between term 4 to 6, 56 between terms 7 to 9, 18 

between terms 10 to 11 and the other 5 students are from other terms. 

Moreover, among 150 participants, there are 68 respondents had their 

hometown in Phnom Penh and 79 respondents had their hometown in different 

provinces, whereas 3 others wished to not give us the information. 

 

According to the results, we had found that most of our participants had heard 

about depression while only 8% said they didn't. Comparing all the responses, 

we see that most of them had known about depression through the news while 

only 4% of our participants said that they had done the research. In question 

3, respondents could choose more than one answer and the data showed that 

62% of students said studying is one among other factors caused depression, 

while 8% of respondents said that genetics is the smallest reason to have 

depression. 
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In question 6, 24% of 

students said friends 

are the best listeners 

when one is 

depressed, while their 

partner scored lower. 

Then, in question 7 

exercise was the most 

popular answer from 

our respondents on 

how to overcome 

depression and the 

least popular was 

meditation. In 

question 8 which asked 

about how participants 

think of people with 

depression, our respondents chose that depressed people are people who need 

help. 

 

 

 
Figure 2: What do you think about people with depression? 
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Figure 1: Who is most likely to suffer from 
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Table 1: Results of the questionnaire 

 

 

In section III of the questionnaire, there were two questions included in the 

questionnaire paper. Concerning question 1, there were 35.3% of students who 

said depression is a mental illness, and only a small percentage of people 

thought depressed people are attention seeker. However, 13.3% of students 

said they had no idea what depression is.  

 

Regarding question 2, 38.5% of students said they would encourage and 

motivate their friends who have depression, while around 21.7% of students 

said they would be their friends’ listener. Furthermore, 10.2% of students said 

they would advise their friends to go and see a specialist, and 16.2% other 

would try to call their friends and hang out with them. Lastly, 13.2% of 

students said they would do something else besides encouraging, motivating, 

listening, and hanging out. 

Q. Statement 

Scale 

 
Avg. 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

9 
Depression is a serious 

mental illness. 
2% 3% 10% 38% 47% 4.24 

10 
Depression patients are 

psychopaths. 
6% 17% 37% 37% 3% 3.13 

11 Depression is easy to cure. 16% 36% 24% 17% 6% 2.61 

12 
Stress is the same as 

depression. 
21% 31% 25% 17% 6% 2.55 

13 
Women are most likely 

suffering with depression. 
3% 15% 37% 34% 11% 3.35 

14 
Depression can happen at 

every age. 
4% 14% 20% 43% 19% 3.57 

15 
Depressed patients needed 

help. 
1% 1% 8% 37% 54% 4.41 
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Figure 3: Students' perception on how they are going to help their friends 

overcome depression 

 

Based on the data collected from the participants’ responses to question 8 in 

section II and question 1 in section III of questionnaire, it shows that most of 

students think that depression is a mental illness. Depressed people are those 

who have mental difficulties and who prefer to stay alone and do not want to 

seek for solution.  

 

As shown in Figure 4, 35.3% of students thought depression is a mental 

illness, and the other 21.3% and 18% of students thought it is a killer since 

there are many people commit suicide because of depression, and a mental 

breakdown. Moreover, they think that people with depression are those who 

are really in need of help from others as shown on the response of the 

participants on question 8 in section II. Therefore, we can answer to our first 

research question that most students at The University of Cambodia think that 

depression is a mental illness which can kill many people who cannot 

overcome it and reach to the point that they want to commit suicide or end 

their lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

38.55%

21.68%

10.24%
16.26% 13.25%

0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

If someone close to you had 
depression, what would you do to 

help them?



12 

 

Figure 4: Students’ perception on definition of depression 

 

In addition, based on the data collected from question 4 in section II, we see 

that students are the group of people who are likely to suffer from depression, 

according to the perception of students at The University of Cambodia since 

it has the highest percentage, 31%, among all other groups. Then, the second 

group of people who are most like to have depression is the other, followed 

by the third one is single parent, 11%, as described. Among all the responses, 

the background or the place where the respondents come from should be also 

taken into consideration because it can affect how the perspective of the 

participants. However, based on the analysis, there is only a little difference 

between the respondents came from Phnom Penh and the respondents who 

came from the province, as shown in Figure 5.  

 
Figure 5: Who is most likely to suffer from depression by hometown 
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One more important thing, after calculating and analyzing this data, we also 

see that there is no gender difference concerning this perspective because the 

percentage of male and female respondents answered to this question are quite 

similar. There are only a small number of differences, around 0% to 4% 

difference as shown in Figure 6. Thus, in response to research question 2, we 

can conclude that top group of people who are likely to suffer from depression 

the most is student group, and there is no gender difference on this perspective. 

Figure 6: Gender difference on the perception of who is most likely to suffer 

from depression 

 

Regarding the factors that lead to depression, most of students believed that 

family issues, studying, working and financial problems are the top four 

factors leading to depression. 19% of participants think that family issues are 

the major cause, followed by studying at 16%, working at 15% and financial 

problems at 15%, as highlighted in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7: Students' perception on causes of depression 

 

Based on the data collected in response to question 7 in section II, we can see 

that most of respondents answered many similar methods to overcome 

depression, but the top three methods they said are doing exercise, asking help 

from a specialist and hanging out with friends. Among the seven choices, 

exercise accounted up to 22% of the whole pie chart while asking help from a 

specialist and hanging out with friends accounted 20.4% and 19.6% 

respectively, as shown in Figure 10.  

 

Therefore, in response to research question 3, we can conclude that students 

at The University of Cambodia think that exercise, seeing a specialist and 

hanging out with friends are the most effective methods for people who have 

depression to overcome it. 
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Figure 8: Students' perception on the best method to overcome depression 

 

V. Discussion 

 

The purpose of this research study was to explore the perspective of UC 

students toward depression regarding the definition of depression, the causes 

of depression, and how to overcome it. Throughout the analysis, our 

respondents answered that it is a serious mental illness and a silent killer, 

which it is like the Department of Health and Human Service’s research in 

2017.  We can conclude that UC students understand the definition of 

depression clearly. Moreover, even though our respondents are mostly female, 

the results did not have any differences regarding their understanding on 

depression.  

 

For the causes of depression, our findings show that 30% of UC students 

answered the causes of depression are from studying (15%) and financial 

problems (15%) which it is also very similar to the previous research from (D. 

Eisenberg et. al. 2010). However, our findings showed that family issues had 

the highest percentages.  

 

Additionally, according to our findings, UC students did not clearly state who 

is most likely to suffer from depression by gender because the highest 

percentage is neutral (37%) but from what we have read, it clearly stated that 

women or females are more likely to suffer from depression. On the other 

hand, their responses were highly focusing on students, which had the highest 

percentage among all choices in the questionnaire (31%). This can be 

interpreted that UC students has very similar ideas to the previous research 
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regarding question ‘who is most likely to suffer from depression?’ which has 

been stated in our literature review, part ‘University student and Depression’. 

(Jame et al., 2018) 

 

However, it was very surprising with the part ‘How to overcome depression’. 

Most of our respondents answered ‘Exercise’ (22%) which is similar to other 

research findings on how to overcome depression. One article (Your life, Your 

Voices, n.d.) from our literature review showed that exercise regularly is the 

first majority and the best way to cope with depression.  

 

To sum up, we were able to confidentially conclude that 90% of The 

University of Cambodia students understand depression - not only what 

depression is but also the factors that cause depression, along with how to 

overcome it. But our findings contrast previous research that said women are 

more likely to suffer from depression than men due to their hormones and life 

cycle (Cyranowski J. M.et al., 2000; Health, 2016). 

 

VI. Recommendations 

Even though the results are reasonable to generalize, it was conducted in only 

two short months with a relatively small sample size and only at The 

University of Cambodia. We are not confident enough to say that other 

universities or other sectors may understand and respond the same way as our 

school did. Nevertheless, this research would probably helpful and be the first 

guide for junior researchers who may interested in such a sensitive topic in 

Cambodia as we were and will be interested in conducting research on this 

topic further with a bigger sample size or throughout the whole country to 

receive more accurate information regarding understanding depression. 
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