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Abstract

This study explores psychological distress in first year students of CamEd

business school by researching levels of experienced psychological distress and the

influence of demographics and academic distress on these rates of distress. The

SRQ-20 and ASS where completed by 181 participants to measure psychological and

academic distress. Analysis shows that 59.1% of the sample is experiencing high

levels of psychological distress. Results further suggests that psychological distress is

related to perceived health and academic stress. There where no significant

differences in gender and other demographic variables which differs from studies

done outside Cambodia. Further research is needed to find possible cultural specific

variables influencing psychological distress in Cambodian students.
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Introduction

Estimates of the World Health Organisation (2017) shows that the global mental

health burden is increasing in the last decades. Depressive and anxiety disorders are

now among the leading causes of disability worldwide with prevalences of 4.4% and

3.9% of the total global population respectively (World Health Organisation, 2017).

The mental health and burden of disease of young people specifically is in need of

more attention (Gore et. al., 2011). Especially students in higher education are

experiencing high levels of psychological distress and are at higher risk of developing

mental health disorders in comparison with the global population (Stallman, 2010).

Prevalence rates of psychological distress among students vary among different

studies and used questionnaires. Rates go from 78% in the United Kingdom (National

Union of Students, 2013), to 67.4% in Australia (Kessler et. al., 2003), and rates of

53% in United States (Mosley et. al., 2008) and 30% in Canada (Adlaf et. al., 2007).

When looking at non western countries we find rates of 29.6% in Nigeria (Uwadiae &

Osasona, 2016), 34.8% in India (Jaisoorya et. al., 2017) and 56% in Malaysia (Salam

et. al. (2013). The rise of psychological distress in students comes with an increase in

severe psychological problems. The National Survey of Counselling Centre Directors

reports an increase in severe problems in students seeking help (Gallagher, Sysko &

Zhang, 2001). Students who are seeking help at counsellors are reporting more severe

psychological problems such as suicidiality, substance abuse, depression and anxiety

(Pledge et al., 1998, p. 397).

Psychological distress

Although psychological distress is a widely used construct in mental health

estimates the definition varies among studies and is often ill-defined (Drapeau et. al.,
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2012; Brown, 2016). Current research will use a narrow definition of psychological

distress as stated by Drapeau et.al. (2012) which emphasizes symptoms of anxiety and

depression as the main part of psychological distress: “A state of emotional symptoms

of depression and anxiety. These symptoms may be tied in with somatic symptoms

that are likely to vary across cultures”. By using this definition we include symptoms

from common mental health disorders and keep room for culture specific somatic

symptoms. This definition implies a overlap between psychological distress and

mental health disorders, but is has to be stated that there is no clear consensus on how

psychological distress relates to mental health disorders (Drapeau et. al., 2012).

Although there is growing evidence for a relationship from high levels of

psychological distress influencing to chance of getting a mental health disorder

(Payton, 2009).

Common factors of psychological distress in students

Known factors of psychological distress in students are gender and

socio-economic status. Overall female students report higher levels of psychological

distress then male students (Broughman et al., 2009; Metha et al., 2015). This is in

line with the higher rates of psychological distress (Drapeau et. al., 2012), anxiety and

depression found in woman in general when compared with rates within men (WHO,

2012). This is likely an effect of the tendency for women to deal with stress inwardly

(WHO, 2002), combined with a lower response rate in self reporting questionnaires

due to different gender roles. Men are less likely to disclose information about there

mental well-being (Davies et.al., 2000). Low social economic status is also associated

with mental health disorders and higher levels of psychological distress across most

ages (Meich et. al., 1999; Kessler, 1982). This effect on psychological distress can
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also be seen in student populations specific (Divaris et. al. 2013). The data about the

effect of rural or urban upbringing on psychological distress is heterogeneous.

Psychological distress in the general population is higher in rural area’s, most likely

because of low socio-economic status and poor mental health care (Basta et. al. 2009).

But other studies show a higher prevalence of common mental health disorders in

urban area’s (Kovess-Masféty et. al. 2005). A study on the demographics correlations

on psychological distress in students from India shows that urban residence is

positively correlated with psychological distress (Jaisoorya, et. al. 2017) but more

evidence of this effect is needed to make statements about the effect of SES on

psychological distress in students.

Academic Stress

Next to common influencers on psychological distress in students we see a close

correlation with stress caused by university it self (Verger, et.al., 2009). When

comparing students with non students of the same age we see that students report

higher levels of psychological distress then their counterparts (Brown, 2006). A

longitudinal study done by Bewick et al. (2010) shows that students psychological

distress levels are starting to elevate when they start university and these levels stay

elevated during following university years. Distress levels typically peaks in freshman

years and gradually decreases during the following years (Baker & Nidorf, 1964;

Bewick et al., 2010). The underlying cause for this effect may be found in the effect

of academic stress on psychological distress. Academic stress has proven to have

strong influence on levels of anxiety (Misra & McKean, 2000) and levels of

psychological distress (Abiola et. al. 2015). A study by Yumba (2008) found that of

all the common stress sources students experience, academic stress is rated as the
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most stressful. As with psychological stress, academic stress levels peak at the first

year of university and women report higher levels of academic stress then men (Misra

& McKean, 2000; Yumba, 2008). Academic stressors which are experienced as the

most stressful are studying for/taking examinations, assignment writings and amount

of workload in short periods of time (Abouserie, 1994; Zeidner, 1992; Yumba, 2008).

Impact of Psychological Distress

Psychological distress can have profound negative impact on students academic

life. In a survey done in 2014 under American college students 33% of the students

reported to feel so depressed in the last year that it impaired their academic

functioning (ACHC, 2014). High levels of psychological distress are known to impair

healthy functioning and without adequate coping, prolonged high level of distress

during students college years higher the chance of burn-out and other mental, as well

physical, impairments later on in adulthood (Seyle, 1975; Riley, 2004)

Academic achievements are also negative influenced by psychological distress

(Samouei et.al., 2015). This is likely caused by difficulties paying attention and

focusing due to distress, which both are influential in achieving academic success

(Shankar & Park, 2016). Higher levels of distress also lower self efficacy which is an

incremental part of academic performance (Yusuf, 2011). It comes as no surprise that

at least 5% of college drop-outs come from psychiatric disorders alone (Kessler, et. al.,

1995) with a probably higher influence from psychological distress.

Psychological Distress in Cambodian students

The growth of common mental health disorders is the highest in the South East

Asia region (World Health Organisation, 2017). Especially the estimated mental



Running Head: PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS AND ACADEMIC STRESS IN
FIRST YEAR STUDENTS OF CAMED BUSINESS SCHOOL

6

health burden in Cambodia is staggering high. A survey done by the RUPP (2012)

found estimated prevalences for mental health related problems in Cambodia up to

80% for mood related disorders and up to 86% for symptoms of trauma related

disorders. The worldwide estimates are significantly lower with prevalences of

respectively 9.6% and 15%. Mental health related studies on students of Cambodia

are scarce. A recent study done by Pan (2017) is the first study focusing on mental

health of Cambodian students. It found anxiety and depression symptoms in 44% of

their sample, which is high when compared with other Asian countries but slightly

lower then prevalences found in America and the United Kingdom (Pan, 2017). The

study didn’t found significant predictors in socio-demographic variables, which

differs from studies done in other (western) countries. Which can point to specific

variables influencing psychological distress in Cambodian students.

Aim of this study

Seeing Cambodia’s turbulent past and current signs of a high mental health

burden, the lack of research on mental well-being focused on Cambodia is shocking.

The severe lack of research is even more noticeable when we look at research on

Cambodian students. Meanwhile worldwide estimates about mental health problems

in students are rising ever so high and are getting increased attention by researchers

and higher education facilities.

This study aims to explore students psychological distress levels in Cambodian

first year students studying at CamEd Business school. It will explore correlations

between psychological distress and socio-demographic factors and it will look at

experienced academic distress and its relationship with psychological distress.
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This research will try achieve this by answering the following questions:

1: What is the prevalence of psychological distress?

2: Is there significant influence from gender, number of enrolled schools, perceived

wealth and perceived health on psychological distress?

3: What is the prevalence of academic stress?

4: Is there a relationship between psychological and academic stress?
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Methods

Participants

The participants of this study are 181 first year students from CamEd Business

school located in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. The average age of the students was 18.7

years (SD = 0.86). The majority of the students were female (63%). The participants

were informed about the study and instructed as dictated by the questionnaires. See

table 1 for a summary of other socio-demographic characteristics.

Table 1. Socio-Demographic Characteristics Participants

Frequency
(n = 181)

Percentage

Gender
Female
Male

114
67

63.0%
37.0%

Nationality
Cambodian
Others

181
0

100.0%
0.0%

Schools enrolled
1
2
More then 2

117
50
14

64.6%
27.6%
7.7%

Background
Urban
Rural

127
54

70.2%
29.8%

Religion
Buddhist
Hindu
Muslim
Christian
Others

175
0
0
1
5

96.7%
0.0%
0.0%
0.6%
2.8%

Perceived Health
Very Poor
Poor
Fair
Good
Excellent

1
8
68
96
8

0.6%
4.4%
37.6%
53.0%
4.4%

Perceived Wealth
Poor
Normal
Sufficient

3
149
29

1.7%
82.3%
16%
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Measures

Demographic Variables. Demographic characteristics were measured with a

brief demographic questionnaire. Participants were asked to fill in items covering:

gender, nationality, number of enrolled schools, rural or urban background, religion

and perceived health (table.1).

Psychological Distress. In order to measure mental distress this study uses the

English version of the Self-Report Questionnaire 20 items (SRQ-20). The SRQ-20 is

a 20 item self report questionnaire developed by Harding et al. (1980). It is designed

to measure non-specific psychological distress and is formally recommended by

WHO. The questionnaire has good validity and reliability (WHO, 1994) and is

reliable in identifying mental distress correctly (Chipimo & Fylkesnes. 2010). The

SRQ-20 has been found reliable for measuring psychological distress in different

cultures, especially from low to middle income countries (Harpham et al., 2003;

Richardson et al., 2010; van der Westhuizen et al., 2016).

This study uses the English version since there is no validated Khmer version

available and the participants level of English is proficient enough to answer this

questionnaire. This study uses a cut-off point of 7/8 which is validated in a range of

low to middle income countries (Harpham et al., 2003). In this case a score of 7 or

lower means that a mental disorder is not probable where a score of 8 or higher means

a probable case. Although it has to be stressed that this questionnaire only covers

mental distress related to anxiety and depression symptoms and not mental health

disorders as described in the IDC-10 (WHO, 1994).
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Academic Stress. In order to measure academic stress this research uses the

Academic Stress Scale (ASS). The academic stress scale consists of 40 items and was

originally created by Kim (1970). Each item has five alternatives varying from the

response ‘No Stress’ to ‘Extreme Stress’. Each response carries a score of ‘1’, ‘2’, ‘3’,

‘4’ and ‘5’ respectively. The items are classified into five domains containing 8

questions each:

a. Personal Inadequacy

b. Fear of Failure

c. Interpersonal difficulties with teachers

d. Teacher pupil relationship / Teaching methods

e. Inadequate study facilities
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Results

Reliability and general data. The SRQ-20 is used to measure psychological

distress. For the assessment of academic distress the ASS is used. The scores on the

ASS can be divided into the categories: Personal Inadequacy, Fear of Failure,

Interpersonal difficulties with teachers, Teacher pupil relationship/Teaching methods

and Inadequate study facilities. The questionnaires and there subcategories are tested

for reliability by using Cronbach’s Alpha. The SRQ-20 shows an acceptable internal

consistency off .771 and the ASS a good internal consistency of .903. These scores

and further general data of the used questionnaires can be found in Table 2.

1. What is the prevalence of psychological distress?

The average score on SRQ-20 was 8.54 (SD = 3.89). Psychological distress has a

prevalence of 59.1% according the SRQ-20 when using the proposed cut-off point of

7/8. When using a higher cut-off point of 10/11 there is a prevalence of 32.6 %.

Meaning that 32.6 till 59.1% of the participants are in such ranges of psychological

distress that a mental health disorder is probable.

Table 2. Reliability and means SRQ-20 and ASS

Mean
(n = 181)

SD
Cronbach’s
Alpha

Items Scale

SRQ-20
ASS Total
A. Personal Inadequacy
B. Fear of Failure
C. Interpersonal difficulties with
teachers
D. Teacher pupil
relationship/Teaching methods
E. Inadequate study facilities

8.54
63.47
14.42
14.48
10.88

12.19

11.49

3.89
21.44
5.62
5.35
5.64

4.58

4.60

.771

.903
20
40
8
8
8

8

8

0 - 1
1 - 5
1 - 5
1 - 5
1 - 5

1 - 5

1 - 5
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2. Is there significant influence from gender, number of enrolled schools,

perceived wealth and perceived health on psychological distress?

Gender. An independent T-Test was conducted to compare psychological

distress between males and females. There was no significant difference (p=.725) in

psychological distress between males (M=8.28, SD=3.86) and females (M=8.69,

SD=3.91). These results suggests that experienced levels of psychological distress is

not different between gender.

Background. An independent T-Test was conducted to compare psychological

distress between people from Rural and Urban background. There was no significant

difference (p=.098) in psychological distress between Rural (M=9.11 SD=3.57) and

females (M=8.30, SD=4.00). These results suggests that experienced levels of

psychological distress is not different when comparing people from Rural and Urban

backgrounds (Table 3).

Table 3. Independent T-Tests difference of PD between genders and background

Psychological Distress n Mean sd t Sig.

Gender

Male
Female

67
114

8.28
8.69

3.86
3.91

-.683 .725

Background

Rural
Urban

54
127

9.11
8.30

3.57
4.00

1.29 .098
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Numbers of schools. An one way anova was conducted to look at the effect of

number of enrolled schools on psychological distress. There was no significant

influence (F=1.54, p=.218) from number of schools on psychological distress. These

results suggests that students with different amounts of enrolled schools experience

the same amounts of psychological distress.

Perceived Wealth. An one way anova was conducted to look at the effect of

number of perceived wealth on psychological distress. There was no significant

influence (F=.680, p=.508) from perceived wealth on psychological distress. These

results suggests that students with different amounts of enrolled schools experience

the same amounts of psychological distress.

Perceived Health. An one way anova was conducted to look at the effect of

number of perceived health on psychological distress. There is a significant influence

(F=3.095, p=.017) from perceived health on psychological distress. These results

suggests that perceived health in students is related to levels of psychological distress

they experience(Table 4).

Table 4. One way Anova relationship between demographics variables and PD

Psychological Distress SS df MS F Sig.

Number of schools

Between Groups
Within Groups

46.18
2672.76

2
178

23.09
15.02

1.54 .218

Perceived Wealth
Between Groups
Within Groups

20.63
2698.31

2
178

10.31
15.16

.680 .508

Perceived Health
Between Groups
Within Groups

178.69
2540.25

4
176

44.67
14.43

3.095 *.017

*P < .05
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3. What is the prevalence of academic stress?

When looking at experienced academic distress we see a relatively low total

average score of 63.47 (SD=21.4) with a total score range of 0 - 160. Scores per

subcategories are: Personal Inadequacy 14.42 (SD=5.62), Fear of Failure 14.48

(SD=5.35), Interpersonal difficulties with teachers 10.88 (5.64), Teacher pupil

relationship/Teaching methods 12.19 (SD=4.58) and Inadequate study facilities 11.49

(SD=4.60). All subcategories have a total score range of 0 - 32 (Table 2). Students

experience slightly more stress from Personal Inadequacy and Fear of failure when

compared with the other subcategories.

4. Is there a relationship between psychological and academic stress?

An scatter plot is conducted to see if there is linear relationship between

psychological distress and academic stress (graph 1).

Graph 1: Scatter plot Psychological distress and Academic stress
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Since a linear relationship is visible a Pearson's correlation was conducted to

further assess the relationship between Psychological distress and Academic stress.

There was a small positive correlation between Psychological distress and Academic

stress, r(179) = .295, p < .0005, with Academic stress explaining 9% of the variation

in Psychological distress (Table 5).

Table 5. Correlation between PD and ASS

Academic Stress

Psychological
Distress

.295*

*p <.0005
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Discussion

This study suggests that a large percentage of first year students are experiencing

psychological distress. It shows that 59.1% of the participants in this study are

experiencing such high levels that it makes them at risk for having a common mental

health disorder. These levels of distress still are lower then found in the UK and

Australia (National Union of Students, 2013; Kessler et. al., 2003), but higher when

compared with students from countries as Canada, Nigeria and India (Adlaf et. al.,

2007; Uwadiae & Osasona, 2016; Jaisoorya et. al., 2017). When compared with the

study of Pan (2017), done in Cambodia, levels of psychological distress found in this

current study are slightly higher. Since the current study used a questionnaire that

isn’t validated for Cambodia specifically and is measuring self-reported psychological

distress, results don’t say that 59.1% of the participants have a mental disorder.

Although it clearly points to a high level of distress in this studies sample.

There are some factors in this study that are probably influencing these score on

psychological distress. First of all, as stated earlier, it is know that distress in students

is at its peak during the first year of university with rates getting less in the years after

(Bewick et al., 2010). This effect comes from the developmental transition students

from this age make into (young) adulthood combined with adjusting to a new

(academic) environment, leaving their home and old support systems and the

challenge of making a new peer network (Sher et.al., 1970). Secondly, students filled

in the questionnaires close to the exams of their second semester and exams are a

known source of extra distress in most students (Abouserie, 1994). Which probably

has influenced the experienced psychological distress.

When looking at the relationship between demographic variables and experienced

psychological distress, the only significant differences in psychological distress were
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found in perceived health. Where psychological distress is higher in students who

perceive there health as not good. Other demographic variables didn’t give any

significant differences in experienced psychological distress, while studies done in

other countries shows being female and having a low SES is connected with higher

levels of psychological distress. However these findings are similar as the results of

the study of Pan (2017) which also didn’t find significant differences in distress

within gender and SES in Cambodian students. This can point to cultural differences

where other variables may influence (psychological) distress in Cambodian students

then in students from western countries. More research on students is necessary to

further explore predictors of stress in Cambodian students.

Academic stress accounts for 9% of the variance in psychological distress, which

can be seen as a low correlation. Most academic stress came from fear of failing

examinations and high workload (covered in the category fear of failure). This is

consistent with other studies that identified these same sources of academic stress as

most influential (Abouserie, 1994; Zeidner, 1992; Yumba, 2008).

Limitations

This study has some limitations. Comparisons of levels of distress from this study

with global rates should be approached carefully since most studies are using different

measurements for psychological distress. Moreover the definition of psychological

distress is not defined well and differs from study to study.

Participants of this study are all first year students studying on CamEd Business

school which is located in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. This sample is not a
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representation of the full Cambodian students population and these findings should be

interpreted accordingly.

Conclusion

The first studies done on psychological distress in Cambodian students, like the

present one, shows that Cambodian (first year) students are experiencing similar high

levels of psychological distress as their global counterparts. Higher education

facilities are increasingly paying attention to this phenomenon in order to apply

preventive measures and to provide support for their student population by educating

teachers and providing counselling. Meanwhile mental health facilities (in and outside

higher education) in Cambodia remain scarce.

The lack of facilities is accompanied with a gap in research about psychological

distress in Cambodian students. Many studies done on psychological distress are

focused on students of western countries and this study shows evidence for culture

specific variables influencing distress in Cambodian students. More research is

needed to identify predictive and protective variables of psychological distress

specified for the Cambodian student population. More insight in these variables will

give schools, teachers and counsellors the chance to identify psychological distress in

students earlier and will give more techniques to support their students specified on

their characteristics.

Mental health programs as counselling are important for addressing psychological

distress. Besides increasing mental and physical well-being, supporting students with

high psychological distress has proven to reduce the amount of drop-outs, increase

academic performance and to create better behaviour in classrooms (Wirth-Bond,
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Coyne & Adams, 1991; Mullis & Otwell, 1997). Therefore, Cambodian universities

have the opportunity to improve the performance and the mental health of their

students and thereby the chance to improve the well-being of Cambodia’s next

generation.
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Appendices

SRQ-20

YES NO
SRQ Item

1. Do you often have headaches?

2. Is your appetite poor?

3. Do you sleep badly?

4. Are you easily frightened?

5. Do your hands shake?

6. Do you feel nervous, tense or worried?

7. Is your digestion poor?

8. Do you have trouble thinking clearly?

9. Do you feel unhappy?

10. Do you cry more than usual?

11. Do you find it difficult to enjoy your daily activities?

12. Do you find it difficult to make decisions?

13. Is your daily work suffering?

14. Are you unable to play a useful part in life?

15. Have you lost interest in things?

16. Do you feel that you are a worthless person?

17. Has the thought of ending your life been on your
mind

18. Do you feel tired all the time?

19. Are you easily tired

20. Do you have uncomfortable feelings in your
stomach?
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SRQ-20 Total Score (total of yes)
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Academic Stress Scale



Running Head: PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS AND ACADEMIC STRESS IN
FIRST YEAR STUDENTS OF CAMED BUSINESS SCHOOL

29



Running Head: PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS AND ACADEMIC STRESS IN
FIRST YEAR STUDENTS OF CAMED BUSINESS SCHOOL

30


