
 

 

Post-Secondary Education Student Mental Health: A Global Perspective 

Editors: Zangeneh, Nouroozifar & Chou 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 

 

 

Student Mental Health in Asia: Burden, Help-seeking Patterns, and 

Cultural Aspects 

 
Vikas Menon, Karthick Subramanian, Parthasarathy Ramamurthy 

 

ABSTRACT 

College and university students often suffer from common mental health problems including 

depression, anxiety, stress-related disorders, and burnout syndrome. Further, suicidal 

behaviours remain a significant cause of mortality among this group. They also suffer from 

various addictive disorders and cyber-psychiatric disorders like internet addiction, social media 

addiction, and online gaming disorder. While personality characteristics and family history are 

most strongly associated with developing mental illness among college and university students, 

various academic and curriculum-related factors, psychosocial factors, exposure to adverse life 

events, diet, and sleep habits are also related. For international students, acculturative stress, 

discrimination and social support appear to be key determinants of mental well-being. 

Compounding these issues are reluctance to seek formal mental health care and preference for 

informal consultations from family and friends. Stigma and concerns about confidentiality 

appear to be prominent barriers that prevent students from utilizing counselling services. On 

the intervention side, cognitive-behavioural strategies and mindfulness training have been 

widely used to improve the mental health of college and university students. Positive mental 

health interventions have shown initial promise in alleviating mental health issues for this 

group, including other programs incorporating physical activity and internet-based programs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Adolescence represents a period of dramatic social, economic, and emotional transition 

to young adulthood, which can be a burden on mental health. In addition to this, the period 

when youths enter postsecondary higher education is characterized by novel challenges such 

as new academic demands, making independent life decisions, and socializing with an entirely 

new group of people. Facing and adapting to these challenges can be a source of stress 

impacting the mental health of this group; indeed, evidence suggests that about 20-40% of 

postsecondary students consider their academic life as stressful, and in some cases this may be 

causally linked to developing a psychiatric illness (Nerdrum et al., 2009). 

Recent years have seen a growing research focus on student mental health, and it has 

been positioned as a major public issue. Many studies have pointed to an increase in mental 

health issues and service utilization patterns among postsecondary students across the world 

(Lipson et al., 2019; Wong et al., 2006). Several contributory factors have been identified, 

including lower levels of academic progress and self-efficacy, prior psychological and 

emotional difficulties in childhood, and economic reasons such as reduced income. Concerns 

have also been expressed regarding a lack of expansion of mental health support services for 

students commensurate with the expansion of academic facilities (Dobson et al., 2013). 

Another factor that may affect mental health in this group is acculturative stress. 

Acculturation refers to the cultural adaptation that takes place people when coming into contact 

with another culture, and this can cause stress. Sources of acculturative stress among students 

include culture shock, language difficulties, homesickness, racial prejudice and discrimination, 

and loss of the social support they had at home. While some of these stressors can affect 

domestic students (for example, one study showed that cultural and ethnic-related stressors 

were among the strongest predictors of perceived stress and academic performance among 

African American students (Greer, 2008), it follows that foreign students are likely to 
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experience higher levels of acculturative stress and, consequently, increased rates of 

psychological distress—and research has shown this to be the case (Ramanaidu, 1991). 

Asia represents a unique context within the global education systems. Beginning with 

educational models borrowed from the West, recent decades have seen significant reforms in 

many fields in Asian academia to meet the unique cultural demands of the local community 

(Lam & Lam, 2009; Maksutova, n.d.). Hence, there is reason to speculate that the prevalence 

and determinants of mental health issues among students in Asian colleges and universities 

may differ from those in the West. In this chapter, we briefly review these considerations, and 

discuss the cultural aspects, health seeking behaviours, and interventions for student mental 

health in the Asian context. Finally, we end with a look at the ongoing impact of the COVID-

19 pandemic on student mental health. 

 

EPIDEMIOLOGICAL ASPECTS 

 

Prevalence and Incidence of Psychological Distress and Mental Disorders 

Psychiatric Illness 

Most studies exploring student mental health problems in Asia are from China, the 

Indian subcontinent, and Southeast Asian countries. But there are also important findings from 

Arab nations and Turkey that have on the various factors influencing student mental health.  

Depression  

Studies have reported that depression is the most common psychiatric illness among medical 

undergraduates in China, followed by anxiety and suicidal ideations (W. Zeng et al., 2019). 

Major meta-analyses and systematic reviews from China and Arab nations report that the 

consolidated prevalence rates of depression is around 30% (ranging between 11% and 51.5%) 

(AlJaber, 2020; Cuttilan et al., 2016; Lei et al., 2016; Mao et al., 2019; W. Zeng et al., 2019). 
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In the Indian sub-continent, the prevalence rates range from 9% to 47%, though such findings 

do not include small-sample studies among individual countries of the region (Amarasuriya et 

al., 2015; Deb et al., 2016; Desai et al., 2021; Koly et al., 2021; Pokhrel et al., 2020). Most of 

the studies have found that a majority of students diagnosed with depression had mild to 

moderate severity (Table 1). 

Anxiety 

Major meta-analyses and systematic reviews report anxiety prevalence rates ranging 

between 21% to 27% in Asian students (Mao et al., 2019; W. Zeng et al., 2019), with higher 

rates in individual studies with smaller samples (35% to45%) (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008; Cheung 

et al., 2016; Gulec Oyekcin et al., 2017; Kronfol et al., 2018; Paudel et al., 2020; Pokhrel et al., 

2020; Tayefi et al., 2020; W. Zeng et al., 2019). Anxiety is often diagnosed as a comorbid 

condition along with depression among postsecondary students (Table 1). 

Stress-Related Disorders and Burnout 

Findings from various studies suggest that students are more vulnerable for acute stress 

reactions and long-term burnout issues compared to non-student population. The prevalence of 

stress-related disorders ranges from 20% to 50% in studies conducted across multiple Asian 

universities (Bayram & Bilgel, 2008; Cheung et al., 2016; Fares et al., 2016; Jaisoorya et al., 

2018; Nebhinani et al., 2021; Ohtsu et al., 2014; Paudel et al., 2020; S et al., 2018; W. Zeng et 

al., 2019). However higher prevalence rates were found in single-centre studies, exceeding 

90% (Gupta et al., 2015; Masri et al., 2019) (Table 1). 

Suicidal Behaviour 

Students across academic disciplines report suicidal ideation, and sometimes 

consequently make attempts to end their lives. Across Asian nations, the prevalence of suicidal 

ideation ranges between 9% and 27%, with a mean of 15%. The prevalence of suicide attempts 
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among postsecondary students in Asia ranges between 2% and 14% (Eskin et al., 2019; Nath 

et al., 2012; Peltzer et al., 2017; Shen et al., 2021) (Table 2). 

Substance Abuse 

Large-scale multicentric studies from India, Nepal, and Iran have found a prevalence 

of around 21% for alcohol disorders and 6.1% for tobacco use disorders (Jaisoorya et al., 2018; 

Mansouri et al., 2020; Panthee et al., 2017; Taremian et al., 2018). The prevalence rates of 

substance abuse reported in smaller samples are also quite high ranging from 11% to 37% 

(Fujita & Maki, 2018; Hassan et al., 2019). However, these rates might have been 

underreported due to fears of stigma from revealing substance abuse problems.  

A recent meta-analysis from China found that 2.1% of postsecondary students had 

abused illicit drugs in their lifetime (Jia et al., 2018). Marijuana remained the most commonly 

used illicit drug among college students in Asia despite strong legal restrictions in most Asian 

regions (Panthee et al., 2017). Sedative and hypnotic drugs (i.e., sleeping pills) were used 

among 6.1% of postsecondary students in China(Jia et al., 2018) (Table 3). 

Eating Disorders 

A meta-analysis from China found a mean prevalence of eating disorders of around 2% 

among medical students (W. Zeng et al., 2019). However, as in other examples, single-centre 

studies reported much higher prevalence rates between 11% and 20% (Kronfol et al., 2018; 

Pengpid & Peltzer, 2018). 

Adverse Childhood Experiences 

Few studies in Asian setting have explored the prevalence of adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs) among postsecondary students who report mental health problems (table 

4). A study reported that male college students in Jordan had experienced most ACEs before 

the age of 14 years (Jumaian, 2001). Another multicentric study revealed household violence 
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and dysfunction were common ACEs of university students during their early years (Ho et al., 

2020) (Table 3). 

 

Cyber-Behaviours 

Given the extremely high internet penetration rate (IPR) in Southeast Asian nations, a 

significant proportion of young adults are exposed to the internet and its associated avenues. 

The Southeast Asian country with the highest IPR is at 97.5% in Brunei, followed by Malaysia 

(89%), and Singapore (87.7%) (SEA, n.d.). Expansion in the availability of new gadgets and 

improved access to the Web has led to even more internet use and consequently, more internet-

related behavioural disorders among postsecondary students in Asia.  

Internet Addiction 

Excessive smartphone usage has been associated with poor psychological well-being 

among university students (Tangmunkongvorakul et al., 2019), and typically involves 

prolonged hours spent online and using social media. Internet addiction (IA) is a behavioural 

addiction characterized by “excessive or poorly controlled preoccupations, urges or behaviours 

regarding computer use and internet access that lead to impairment or distress” (Shaw & Black, 

2008). A meta-analysis of studies in Southeast Asia found a prevalence of internet addiction 

among postsecondary students of 19.6% (Chia et al., 2020). China, the most populated country 

in Asia (and the world) has relatively higher IPR than other Asian nations, and another meta-

analytic literature review on Chinese university students revealed a prevalence of IA of 11.3% 

(L. Li et al., 2018). Internet addiction among youth is also reported to be quite high in other 

Southeast Asian nations like the Philippines and Hong Kong (Mak et al., 2014). Among 

postsecondary students of the Southeast Asian nations, the, prevalence rates of IA reported in 

the literature range between 1.2% and 34.3% (Balhara et al., 2018; Bhatt & Gaur, 2019; Haroon 

et al., 2018; Tenzin et al., 2018). The prevalence of “problematic internet use” (PIU; a less 
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severe internet use disorder below addiction) among youth of the Indian sub-continent ranged 

between 7.4% to 46.4% (Mamun et al., 2019; Pal Singh Balhara et al., 2019). 

Students in Southeast Asia have reported multiple harmful effects of prolonged internet 

use, such as chronic insomnia, daytime sleepiness, and eye strain with visual difficulties 

(Balhara et al., 2018). A study of Saudi medical students found that sometimes they feel 

withdrawal-like features, such as feeling depressed, moody or nervous when while offline 

(Taha et al., 2019) (Table 5). 

Internet Gaming Disorder 

A meta-analysis on the prevalence of internet gaming disorder (IGD) around the globe 

found rates that varied from 0.21% to 57.5% in the general population, 3.2% to 91% among 

clinical populations, and 50.4% to 79.3% among those undergoing intervention for IGD 

(Darvesh et al., 2020). The literature on student mental health in Asia in particular reveals a 

prevalence ranging between 1.5% and 19% (Chia et al., 2020; Salam et al., 2019; Tang et al., 

2018). A recent meta-analysis of studies on IGD within Southeast Asia revealed a pooled 

prevalence of 10.1% among students in various Southeast Asian countries (Chia et al., 2020). 

Though the IPR in Asian countries is less than that in Europe and the Americas, the 

burden of internet addiction and internet gaming disorder in Asia is nevertheless quite large. 

Within Asian nations, reported prevalence rates of IA and IGD vary significantly, suggesting 

that there can be significant local socio-cultural factors in developing internet-based behavioral 

addictions. Analyses of studies from Asian settings suggest that age, proportion of male versus 

female participants, country of study, ethnic factor and personality can be potential moderators 

for the between-country variations within Asia.  

Social Media Addiction 

Individual studies from Asian settings reveal a prevalence rate of social media addiction 

between 33% and49% (Hosen et al., 2021; Koc & Gulyagci, 2013; Y. L. Lee et al., 2016; Tang 
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et al., 2018). Regarding specifically students within Southeast Asia, a meta-analyses covering 

all such epidemiological studies found a pooled prevalence of social media addiction of just 

5.9% (Chia et al., 2020), irrespective of their discipline of study. Cross-national comparisons 

show that Asian students demonstrated high levels of online social networking addiction(Tang 

et al., 2018) (Table 6). 

 

Factors Associated with Psychiatric Morbidity 

College and university students begin encountering stressors immediately at the start of 

their postsecondary academic career. The abrupt shift from life at home with parents to a life 

of independence with multiple responsibilities naturally produces stress and contributes to 

burnout amongst these students.  

 

Depression, Anxiety, and Stress 

Depression tends to be more frequent among students with increased academic 

pressure, among those who spent longer time in classroom and academic activities inside the 

school premises, and in those with low grades (AlJaber, 2020; Mao et al., 2019). A 

systematic review of Saudi medical students found high rates of depression, especially for 

first-year students (AlJaber, 2020). Low socio-economic status and financial hardships in 

family have also been found to be linked with depression among students (Kronfol et al., 

2018; Pan et al., 2016), as well as insomnia, substance use comorbidity, reduced physical 

activity, and lack of leisure activities (Cheung et al., 2016; Kono et al., 2015; L. Li et al., 

2020; Mao et al., 2019; W. Zeng et al., 2019). Experiencing multiple negative life events and 

poor perceived mental well-being have led to onset of depressive episodes among 

postsecondary students (Amarasuriya et al., 2015; W. Zeng et al., 2019). One important 

factor in recent times is the excessive usage of digital devices such as smartphones, and social 
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media accordingly. Excess smartphone usage and social media involvement were associated 

with elevated rates of depression in a study of university students in Bangladesh (Koly et al., 

2021). 

Studies have revealed that most postsecondary students report academic-related 

factors to be their main source of stress. Academic factors related to curriculum burden and 

examination stress were the most frequent reasons cited by students for suffering from stress-

related disorders (Cheung et al., 2016; Gupta et al., 2015; Yang et al., 2014). Stress-related 

disorders were particularly associated with a lack of alone time amongst Hong Kong nursing 

students in one study (Cheung et al., 2016). Another found that courses having a long 

duration, confusing curriculum, and/or additional workload were main contributors of stress 

and burnout among Nepalese medical and dental students (Bali et al., 2020). Such issues call 

for more efficient and student-friendly curricula in Asian universities (Pokhrel et al., 2020).  

Imbalanced diet has also been found to affect the stress levels of students (Cheung et 

al., 2016), as well as depression and anxiety. In a study of female Iranian students, those who 

had less dietary zinc intake were predisposed to suffer from mood disorders (Hajianfar et al., 

2021). Environmental factors like air pollution have also been associated with increased 

burden of mental health problems on college and university campuses (Sui et al., 2018; Zu et 

al., 2020). 

 

Suicidal Behaviour 

Postsecondary students who report suicidal ideations and those who have made 

attempts to end their lives tend to have certain risk factors. Female gender, alcohol use, history 

of any form of abuse, academic stress, family-related stress, relationship-related stress were 

found to be associated with suicidal ideations among Indian medical students (Desai et al., 

2021). Reporting ADHD-like symptoms was found to be associated with higher risk of suicide 

attempts in a study of Chinese medical students (Shen et al., 2021). And having a history of 
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parental neglect and/or previous psychiatric disorder indicated greater risk of suicide attempts 

among medical students in Pakistan (Osama et al., 2014). 

At the same time, having friends and intimate relationships has been reported to be a 

protective factor against suicidal behaviour among Indian medical students (Desai et al., 2021). 

Further research is needed to isolate more protective factors and positive mental health aspects 

that can help suicide prevention among postsecondary students.  

 

Substance Abuse 

Various factors seem to govern the onset, evolution, and outcome of substance abuse 

among postsecondary students in Asia. A meta-analysis of mainland Chinese students found 

that those with higher grades were at higher risk of initiating illicit drug use (Jia et al., 2018). 

In other studies in various Asian regions, the onset was characterized by “initiation with 

peers/peer pressure” in many students (Hassan et al., 2019; Jaisoorya et al., 2018; Panthee et 

al., 2017; Taremian et al., 2018). Certain psychological reported to promote substance abuse 

in a study of Iranian students included “positive attitudes towards substance, witnessing family 

members’ positive attitudes towards substance, and having low levels of religious beliefs” 

(Taremian et al., 2018). And in a study of Japanese dental students, poor sleep quality, lack of 

physical activity, and prolonged use of electronic gadgets were associated with greater risk of 

substance use, especially smoking nicotine (Fujita & Maki, 2018). 

 

Eating Disorders 

A study of Southeast Asian university students found that having a wealthier socio-

economic background, living in a middle-income country, altered body weight perceptions, 

depression, and pathological forms of internet use were risk factors for developing eating 

disorders (Pengpid & Peltzer, 2018). 
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Internet Addiction & Problematic Internet Use 

Various demographic and academic factors are associated with the high rates of IA and 

PIU among Asian students. A meta-analysis from China found that being male, pursuing higher 

grades, and having grown up in from an urban environment were significantly associated with 

IA (L. Li et al., 2018). Other studies have found anxiety, depression, family history of mental 

illness, suicidal ideations, and suicide attempts to be positively associated with internet 

addiction among postsecondary students in Asia (Pal Singh Balhara et al., 2019; Shen et al., 

2020; Tsai et al., 2009; Wan Ismail et al., 2020). In addition, a study of Iranian medical students 

found that quality of life tended to be poor among those with internet addiction (Fatehi et al., 

2016). 

 

Social Media Addiction 

The association between social media usage and mental health seems to be 

bidirectional, especially among the youth. Excessive social media usage has been linked with 

greater risk of depression, insomnia, impaired attention/concentration, impaired visual 

functioning, and somatic pain symptoms among Asian postsecondary students (Hosen et al., 

2021; Tang et al., 2018). Conversely, a Turkish study found that having a weekly time 

commitment, harboring social motives, poor mental health status (e.g., severe depression 

and/or anxiety), and insomnia were highly predictive of social media addiction (specifically 

Facebook) (Koc & Gulyagci, 2013). 

Findings from the Asian literature suggests that awareness and education programs 

regarding internet-related addictions are needed to curb the rising epidemic of social media 

addiction among Asian students.  
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Gender Differences 

Studies have established that a considerable proportion of postsecondary students suffer 

from common mental health problems, and that various psychosocial and cultural influences 

lead to gender differences in the mental health of postsecondary students.  

Global literature reveals that women were more likely to encounter depression when 

compared to men due to various biological, psychological, and socio-cultural reasons (Albert, 

2015; Kuehner, 2017). It is also true for Asia where studies have found that female 

postsecondary students were more prone for depression than their male counterparts (Alharbi 

et al., 2018; AlJaber, 2020; Hamaideh, 2012; Jaisoorya et al., 2018; Koly et al., 2021; Kronfol 

et al., 2018; Madhan et al., 2012; Mahroon et al., 2018; Mao et al., 2019; Ohtsu et al., 2014). 

A study of Singaporean adolescents found that girls reported greater worries about their “self” 

and had more severe emotional distress than boys (Yeo et al., 2007). Female students reported 

higher levels of distress in conflict and pressure situations, and greater emotional reactions to 

stressors in a Jordanian study (Hamaideh, 2012). Suicidal ideations and suicide attempts have 

also been more frequently reported by female students than their male counterparts in Asian 

Muslim countries and in China (Eskin et al., 2019; Z.-Z. Li et al., 2014). 

On the contrary, a recent meta-analysis from China revealed no gender differences in 

the prevalence of depression among Chinese medical students.(W. Zeng et al., 2019) 

Furthermore, another multicentric study, also with Chinese medical students, reported that 

males actually had more risk of depression than females.(Pan et al., 2016) One possible reason 

for this is that environmental factors such as air pollution have led to frequent mental health 

issues more in male students than female students in China (Zu et al., 2020). But it is not just 

in China; a study of university students in Thailand also found that female students reported 

better psychological well-being than males.(Tangmunkongvorakul et al., 2019)  
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And among students with substance abuse problems, the majority were male in studies 

in India, Japan, and China.(Fujita & Maki, 2018; Jaisoorya et al., 2018; Newman et al., 2017) 

Regarding internet-related behaviours, studies from the Asian continent indicated that most 

internet users were males (L. Li et al., 2018; Tsai et al., 2009). However, some studies, 

especially from the Arab nations, have found internet addiction to be more frequent among 

girls than boys (Haroon et al., 2018; Taha et al., 2019). 

Finally, in a study on positive mental health in Singaporean students, girls demonstrated 

more positive attitudes towards education, displayed better friendship skills, and reported of 

having stronger relationships with their parents than males (Yeo et al., 2007). 

 

Positive Mental Health/Resilience 

One of the main reasons behind the prevalence of mental illness among Asian youth is 

that their socio-cultural milieu does not adequately foster in them the resilience necessary to 

endure failure or rejection. Faulty modes of dealing with problems and poor coping strategies 

are the ensuing ill-effects of such a lapse.  

Resilience is a facet of positive mental health, that is useful in self-healing and 

providing the ability to bounce back, helping individuals to overcome obstacles and promote 

self-recovery (J. J. Liu et al., 2017). Studies focusing on such constructs among students in 

Asia are relatively rare, but those that have been done have found a positive relationship 

between resilience and overall mental well-being among Asian postsecondary students (Chow 

& Choi, 2019; Zhao et al., 2016). 

Focusing on compassion towards both oneself and others has been noted to yield good 

benefits in Asian postsecondary students. For example, showing self-compassion has been 

found to improve the subjective well-being of Korean university students (Shin & Lim, 2019), 

while caring toward peers has proved beneficial to the subjective well-being of Chinese 

medical and nursing students (Zhao et al., 2016), and emotional connection (e.g., sharing 
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personal problems) with close peers has been found to be associated with positive mental well-

being among Indian students (Deb et al., 2016), In addition, having good self-esteem and 

feeling satisfied with school life have been found to positively influence the mental well-being 

of Turkish nursing students (Karaca et al., 2019), and optimism about the future was found to 

be a protective factor against depression in Chinese university students (L. Li et al., 2020). 

Physical exercise has also been found beneficial for postsecondary students. It was 

found to associate with positive mental health among Indian students in one study, (Deb et al., 

2016), and another found a positive relationship between physical activity and perceived well-

being among Japanese university students (Kono et al., 2015). These findings suggest that 

behavioural interventions to promote physical activity among postsecondary students could 

prove beneficial for their mental health and well-being. 

 

CULTURAL ASPECTS  

Acculturation 

Globalisation has facilitated a significant increase in migration to other countries for 

the purpose of pursuing education. Many universities encourage international students to enrol 

because it enhances their revenues, and provides wider exposure to their students through 

diversity on campus. The United States, United Kingdom, China, Canada, and Australia are 

the countries that receive the most international students, with most immigrant students coming 

from India and China.  

These international students face a host of challenges including language difficulty, 

separation from family and friends, and financial instability. Differences in the way the 

academic programs are implemented and evaluated in the host countries require the students to 

adapt to changing expectations, and cultural differences and culture shock can accentuate these 

difficulties. International students can develop acculturative stress due to the difficulty in 
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adapting to the host culture. Depressive symptoms, anxiety symptoms and perceived stress are 

common among such students, and they are at increased risk of alcohol abuse and other 

behavioural disorders. However, not all report the acculturation process to be stressful; many 

demonstrate effective coping skills and resilience in dealing with it. For example, in a study of 

international students in the United States, smooth acculturation strongly correlated with 

confidence in their English-language competence (Y. K. Kim & Cronley, 2020). Many 

universities have programs to ease the adaptation process of the students thereby reducing the 

negative impact of acculturative stress.  

Most research on international student mental health focuses on those in Western 

nations like the USA, UK and Canada, but there are also international students in Asia. Students 

from mainland China studying in Hong Kong have also been found to experience acculturative 

stress, with the top reasons identified as including language barriers, prejudice and 

discrimination, cultural differences, and issues related to transport, food, and accommodation 

(Bhowmik et al., 2018). In a study of international students in mainland China, acculturative 

stress was more commonly seen among those who were not adequately prepared, belonged to 

organized religions, or were married, and African and Asian international students reported 

greater stress than those from other regions.(Yu et al., 2014) 

Acculturation is an important determinant of mental health for immigrant students. 

Understanding the factors contributing to acculturative stress and instituting remedial measures 

can help them better cope with the changes and thereby improve their physical and mental 

health.  

 

Discrimination 

International students often experience significant levels of discrimination that can 

adversely impact their learning experience, acculturation, and mental well-being. Several 

factors predicting perceived discrimination have been identified by researchers. A study of 
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international students in the United States found that years of residence and race/ethnicity were 

associated with level of perceived discrimination among international students. As expected, 

being from Europe predicted lower levels of perceived discrimination than other regions of the 

world (Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007). Similarly, another study focusing on Indian international 

students found that in addition to acculturation barriers, Indian students who study in the US 

face barriers related to racism, especially for men and/or undergraduates (Aggarwal & Çiftçi, 

2020). 

In a study of White American college students, their degree of intercultural contact with 

Asian or Asian American students was shown to be associated with more positive attitudes 

toward this ethnic group as well as their awareness of racial discrimination (Dinh et al., 2008). 

 

Social Support 

The level of social support an international student has can influence their experience 

in the host culture and modify the ways they adapt to stressors. According to a study by Shu et 

al. (2020), different support systems may be required for instrumental (i.e., task-oriented) and 

socio-emotional (i.e., relationship-oriented) support. The study found that the presence of host 

nationals in an international student’s support system promoted better cross-cultural 

adjustment.(Shu et al., 2020) In another study with international students from India, the 

belongingness aspect of social support was predictive of mental health, among other factors 

(Atri et al., 2006). 

 

Help Seeking Attitudes, Patterns, and Barriers to Service Utilization 

The importance of student mental health is becoming increasingly recognised by the 

universities across the world, and many have accordingly taken steps to provide mental health 

support and services to their students. Utilisation of these services depends on students’ help-

seeking attitudes and stigma. Several studies have assessed the help-seeking attitudes and 
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barriers to healthcare-seeking among Asian postsecondary students, and a few have compared 

these attributes between Asian students and their Western counterparts. 

A study comparing perceptions of mental illness and mental health services between 

college students in Vietnam and the United States found that there were significant differences. 

Vietnamese participants tended to believe that individuals with mental illness need to be kept 

out from the community as they were dangerous, while the American students perceived mental 

illnesses to be similar to other illnesses. There was a low likelihood of Vietnamese students 

seeking formal help because they preferred seeking help from family and friends (Kamimura 

et al., 2018). 

In another study, Chinese and Australian university students who had experienced 

suicidal ideation reported remarkably similar attitudes about seeking professional help for it 

(Han et al., 2018). Self-reliance was a potentially important barrier to help-seeking in these 

participants, whereas suicide literacy, suicide stigma and social support did not seem to have 

an influence on their help-seeking intentions. They did differ in that relying on informal support 

from family and friends was identified as a critical barrier to help-seeking in the Chinese 

students, while high costs of mental health services was for the Australian students (Han et al., 

2018). 

Another study found a gender difference in Chinese college students’ mental health and 

help-seeking, where males reported more mental health problems in their first year of study, 

and females reported more and increasing help-seeking behaviour over the following four 

years. While number of mental health problems experienced and help-seeking behaviours 

among the students were positively associated, the relationship was not linear but an inverter 

U-shaped curve, where sought help when they experienced either relatively few or quite a lot 

of mental health issues (F. Liu et al., 2017). 
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Despite relatively easy access to mental healthcare services for medical students, there 

were several barriers found to prevent them from seeking treatment in three Indian studies 

(Menon et al., 2015; Arun et al., 2021; Grover et al., 2015). One found that the most common 

were stigma, confidentiality issues, lack of awareness about where to seek help, and fear of 

unwanted intervention (Menon et al., 2015). Another found that students with psychiatric 

disorders perceived more barriers to seek treatment than those without psychiatric disorders 

(Arun et al., 2021). In the third, despite reporting moderate to severe stress that was adversely 

affecting their physical and mental health, only about 13% had sought professional help due to 

barriers such as the stigma of being labelled as mentally ill, being labelled as weak, and lack 

of time (Grover et al., 2019). 

 

Summary 

Culture can play a major role in how students perceive and address mental health 

problems. Overall, help-seeking attitudes and behaviours for mental health among Asian 

postsecondary students is less than optimal and this area offers scope for effective 

interventions. Addressing the identified barriers by promoting a culture of help-seeking and 

reducing stigma can make meaningful improvements in Asian students’ mental health. 

 

INTERVENTIONS FOR HEALTH PROMOTION 

Making mental health services available to students and encouraging their use is one 

clear opportunity for improving student mental health. Another approach involves proactive 

non-pharmacological interventions to promote their mental health, and several such 

interventions have been studied for their efficacy.  

In the studies reviewed below, such interventions were most commonly delivered as 

daily sessions for several days or as weekly sessions over several weeks, and administered in 

a group format with active participation from the students, using methods including lectures, 
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group discussions and role-playing. Cognitive strategies, relaxation training, breathing 

exercises and mindfulness training were the most widely used techniques evaluated in these 

studies, as well as some examples of physical activity and spirituality-based interventions.     

 

Cognitive Strategies 

Several studies on interventions for improving student mental health have evaluated 

cognitive strategies administered along with communication and interpersonal skills training 

and relaxation training (Hamdan-Mansour et al., 2009; S. Kim et al., 2016, 2018). The 

cognitive strategies most commonly used in these studies were cognitive restructuring, self-

awareness, emotion regulation and problem-solving strategies. The interventions studied 

included the Integrated Stress Management Program, a modified form of the Teaching Kids to 

Cope program, and the Williams LifeSkills Training program. When these interventions were 

administered to postsecondary students over several sessions, there were significant reductions 

in psychological stress, depression, and anxiety, as well as improvements in coping strategies 

and self-esteem (Hamdan-Mansour et al., 2009; S. Kim et al., 2016, 2018). Cognitive-

behavioural therapy has also been shown to be effective among colleges students with internet 

addiction (J. Liu et al., 2017). 

Studies of cognitive strategies have also incorporated relaxation and breathing exercises 

as part of the intervention program. For example, one study of Malaysian pharmacy students 

found relaxation therapy and systematic desensitisation to be effective in reducing test anxiety 

and psychological distress, improving motivation, and improving grades (Rajiah & Saravanan, 

2014). 

Thus, cognitive intervention strategies have potential for improving the mental health 

of Asian postsecondary students. 
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Mindfulness 

Mindfulness, defined as the awareness that arises through “paying attention in a 

particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally,” is a method with a 

long history of association with Buddhism and other religions based in Asia. It has also been 

used by mental health professionals to alleviate psychological distress for decades (Hofmann 

& Gomez, 2017). Mindfulness-training aims to achieve a state of restful alertness that allows 

a high degree of awareness of body, breathing and external environment, quieting the mind by 

allowing invasive thoughts to pass through consciousness while paying attention to breathing 

and bodily sensations. Body scans using “internal eyes,” background music, and airy voice are 

other typical components of mindfulness-based training (Chen et al., 2013).  

Several studies have established the efficacy of mindfulness-based meditation 

programs for alleviating mental distress, depression, anxiety, and stress, and improving the 

self-efficacy of Asian postsecondary students (Chen et al., 2013; Phang et al., 2015; Song & 

Lindquist, 2015). Mindfulness training has also been shown to improve the biological 

parameters associated with stress in a study with Chinese university students, where cortisol 

levels were lower after acute stress in students who participated in the training (Fan et al., 

2014). Thus, mindfulness-based interventions can be a useful tool for improving the mental 

health of Asian postsecondary students.  

 

Physical Activity 

The mental health benefits of regular physical activity have been well-established, and 

a few have looked at its role specifically for improving the mental health of Asian 

postsecondary students. A Taiwanese study of nursing students found that those with moderate 

or severe levels of stress benefitted from an eight week health promotion program that involved 

group physical activities like jogging or exercise in the gym, and the participants held positive 

views of peer support and physical activity afterwards.(Hsieh, 2011) And in a meta-analysis of 



 

 
 

687 

East Asian studies, sports interventions to improve internet addiction was found to be effective, 

particularly in reducing  withdrawal symptoms (J. Liu et al., 2017). Thus, encouraging physical 

activity in students through interventions can benefit the mental health of Asian postsecondary 

students.  

 

Spirituality 

Religiosity and spirituality are also associated with the mental well-being of 

postsecondary students, and this could provide a novel avenue for promoting their mental 

health promotion. In a study of female nursing students in Taiwan, a spiritual learning program 

that included lectures, discussion, reflection, and spiritual practices was shown to have a 

beneficial effect on spiritual health, clinical practice stress , and final test scores (Hsiao et al., 

2012). The authors argue that spiritual interventions may alter the perception of participants to 

view stressors as meaningful events that are connected to individual life purposes.  

 

Internet-Based Programs 

Internet-based programs have rarely been used to address psychological stress and 

mental health issues in postsecondary students in Asia. One study did evaluate an online 

cognitive-behavioural therapy for female Taiwanese nursing students, and found it produced a 

small but significant reduction in anxiety and depression  similar to that in the expressive 

writing group, and superior to wait-list controls (T.-Y. Lee et al., 2019). Internet-based 

programs can be less resource-intensive, more student-friendly and more convenient options 

for students to improve their mental health, so more research should be done in this area to 

demonstrate their effectiveness.  
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Summary 

Overall, there is a good evidence base supporting the use of cognitive-behavioural 

strategies, mindfulness training and physical activity programs to improve student mental 

health in college and university campuses in Asia.  

 

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH 

The global COVID-19 pandemic has added a new layer to the issue of student mental 

health in Asia, and around the world. Two Asian survey studies, one Malaysian (Sundarasen 

et al., 2020) and the other from Jordan (Seetan et al., 2021), both of which examined 

psychological distress among university students since the onset of the pandemic are reviewed 

in this section. Findings were inconsistent between them; the range of participants with 

psychological distress ranged from 30% in the Malaysian study (Sundarasen et al., 2020) to 

more than85% in the Jordanian study (Seetan et al., 2021). Being female , 18 to 25 years old, 

having a pre-university level of education, management studies, and poor social support were 

predictors of psychological distress among the Malaysian group, while remote teaching, 

academic uncertainty, and financial constraints were reported as their main stressors 

(Sundarasen et al., 2020). In the Jordanian study, activities like cooking, baking, and indulging 

in hobbies were the preferred methods to deal with stress and improve well-being (Seetan et 

al., 2021). Both the studies were cross-sectional in design, and the pandemic is still active two-

years later, so its long-term impact on students is not yet fully understood. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Interest in the mental health and well-being of Asian university students has clearly 

grown in the last few decades. The landscape of psychiatric morbidity in this group is 

dominated by depression, anxiety, stress-related disorders, substance use disorders, and 
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suicidal behaviour, though there is also a considerable burden of other conditions such as eating 

disorders and internet addiction. Academic factors were the most common determinants of 

psychiatric morbidity; other determinants included financial strife, poor social support and 

excessive use of smartphones and social media. Most students with perceived psychological 

difficulties were hesitant to seek formal or professional help and preferred informal 

consultations with peers, family, and friends. Emerging evidence suggests that interventions 

aimed at promoting mindfulness and cognitive-behavioural principles hold promise in 

improving mental health and well-being for Asian postsecondary students. 
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Table 1 

Prevalence of depression, anxiety and stress-related disorders among college / university students in Asian settings (Findings from meta-

analyses, systematic reviews, multicentric & large population studies). 

S.No. 
Author Year Region(s) Study design 

Student 

population 

Sample 

size 
DEP ANX 

ST/BO/ 

Poor MH 
SI ED 

1 Lei et al. (Lei 

et al., 2016) 

2016 China Meta-analysis College/ 

University 

32694 24%         

2 Zeng et al. 

(W. Zeng et 

al., 2019) 

2019 China Meta-analysis Medical  30817 29% 21%   11% 2% 

3 Mao et al. 

(Mao et al., 

2019) 

2019 China Systematic 

review 

Medical  35160 32.74% 27.22%       

4 Cuttilan et al. 

(Cuttilan et 

al., 2016) 

2016 Asia Systematic 

review 

Medical  10147 11%         

5 Fares et al. 

(Fares et al., 

2016) 

2016 South Asia Review Medical   21672     47.9% (10 

studies 

during 

1988-2015) 

    

6 AlJaber 

(AlJaber, 

2020) 

2020 Saudi 

Arabia 

Review Medical  NA 51.5%         

7 Pan et al. (Pan 

et al., 2016) 

2016 China Multicentric 

(33 

universities), 

Cross-sectional 

Medical  9010 19.9%     

8 Jaisoorya et 

al. (Jaisoorya 

et al., 2018) 

2017 India Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

5784     35%     
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9 Kronfol et al. 

(Kronfol et 

al., 2018) 

2018 Qatar and 

Lebanon 

Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University  

1841 34.6% 36.10%     20.4% 

10 Shamsuddin 

et al. 

(Shamsuddin 

et al., 2013) 

2013 Malaysia Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

506 27.5% 

(moderate

); 9.7% 

(severe) 

34% 

(moderate); 

29% 

(Severe) 

18.6% 

(Moderate)

; 5.1% 

(severe) 

  

11 Alharbi et al. 

(Alharbi et 

al., 2018) 

2018 Saudi 

Arabia 

Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical 2562 83.4%     

12 Zeng et al. (Y. 

Zeng et al., 

2019) 

2019 China Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

Vocational 

college 

nursing  

554 28.7% 41.7% 20.2%   

13 Paudel et al. 

(Paudel et al., 

2020) 

2020 Nepal Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

681 38.2% 46.9% 24%   

14 Li et al. (L. Li 

et al., 2020) 

2020 Macau, 

Hong 

Kong, 

,mainland 

China 

Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

2312 28.9% 

(Highest 

in Hong 

Kong) 

      

15 Koly et al. 

(Koly et al., 

2021) 

2021 Bangladesh Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

400 47.3%       

16 Ohtsu et al. 

(Ohtsu et al., 

2014) 

2014 Japan Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical  1619     43%   

17 Gupta et al. 

(Gupta et al., 

2015, p. 201) 

2015 India Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical  81     91%    
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18 Deb et al. 

(Deb et al., 

2016) 

2016 India Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

717 Moderate 

(37.7%), 

Severe 

(13.1%), 

Extremely 

severe 

(2.4%) 

       

19 Bhat et al. (S 

et al., 2018) 

2018 India Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University  

4839     29% 13.6%  

20 Mahroon et 

al. (Mahroon 

et al., 2018) 

2018 Bahrain Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical  350 35.4%       

21 Cheung et al. 

(Cheung et 

al., 2016) 

2016 Hong 

Kong 

Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

Nursing  661 35.8% 37.3% 41%   

22 Nebhinani et 

al. (Nebhinani 

et al., 2021) 

2021 India Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical 100     30%    

23 Desai et al. 

(Desai et al., 

2021) 

2021 India Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical 506 14%     9%  

24 Tayefi et al. 

(Tayefi et al., 

2020) 

2020 Iran Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical & 

health 

sciences  

560 11% 28.7%      

25 Kono et al. 

(Kono et al., 

2015) 

2015 Japan Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

726 43.1%        

26 Masri et al. 

(Masri et al., 

2019) 

2019 Jordan Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical 479     91%    

Notes. DEP-Depression, ANX-Anxiety, ST/BO/Poor MH- Stress, Burnout, MH-Poor Mental Health, SI-Suicidal Ideations, ED-Eating Disorder,  
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Table 2 

Prevalence of suicidal behavior among college / university students in Asian settings (Findings from meta-analyses, systematic reviews, 

multicentric & large population studies). 

S.N

o. 
Author Year Region(s) Study design 

Student 

population 

Sample 

size 
SI SA 

1 Li et al. (Z.-Z. 

Li et al., 

2014) 

2014 China Meta-analysis College/ 

University 

160339 11%  

2 Nath et al. 

(Nath et al., 

2012) 

2012 India Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

1817 11.7% 4% 

3 Kharsati & 

Bhola 

(Kharsati & 

Bhola, 2015) 

2015 India Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

470   31.2% 

4 Peltzer & 

Pengpid 

(Peltzer et al., 

2017) 

2017 ASEAN 

countries*  

Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

4675 12% 2.4% 

5 Eskin et al. 

(Eskin et al., 

2019) 

2019 12 Muslim 

countries 

of Asia 

Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

students 

8417 22% 8.6% 

6 Shen et al. 

(Shen et al., 

2021) 

2021 China Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical 

students 

5693 27.5% 14.8% 

SI-Suicidal Ideations, SA-Suicide Attempt, *ASEAN Countries include Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and 

Vietnam. 
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Table 3 

Prevalence of substance use disorder among college / university students in Asian settings (Findings from meta-analyses, systematic reviews, 

multicentric & large population studies) 

 
Author Year Region(s) Study design Student population 

Sample 

size 

AUD Pooled 

prevalence 

TUD Pooled 

prevalence 

Illicit drug 

use 

Sedative/ 

hypnotic use 

 Jia et al. (Jia 

et al., 2018) 

2018 China Systematic 

Review 

College/University  269292  --  -- 2.1% 6.10% 

 Taremian et 

al. 

(Taremian 

et al., 2018) 

2018 Iran Multicentric 

(30 universities), 

Cross-sectional 

College/University  7330 7.9% 19.9% 2.6%  -- 

 Jaisoorya et 

al. 

(Jaisoorya 

et al., 2018) 

2018 India Multicentric 

(58 colleges), 

Cross-sectional 

College/University  5784 21.4%  --  --  -- 

 Panthee et 

al. (Panthee 

et al., 2017) 

2017 Nepal Multicentric 

(3 universities), 

Cross-sectional 

College/University  407 26% 21.6% 8.8%  -- 

 Mansouri et 

al. 

(Mansouri 

et al., 2020) 

2020 Iran Large-scale, 

Cross-sectional 

Iranian university 

students admitted in 

2012-13 

82806   -- 6%  --  -- 

 Fuijita & 

Maki (Fujita 

& Maki, 

2018) 

2018 Japan Single centre, 

Cross-sectional 

Dental  453  -- 11.5%  --  -- 

 Hassan et 

al. (Hassan 

et al., 2019) 

2019 Bangladesh Cross-sectional College/University  416  -- 37% --   -- 

Notes. AUD-Alcohol Use Disorder, TUD-Tobacco Use Disorder 
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Table 4 

Prevalence of Eating Disorders & Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) among college / university students in Asian settings (Findings from 

meta-analyses, systematic reviews, multicentric & large population studies). 

S.N

o. 
Author Year Region(s) Study design 

Student 

population 

Sample 

size 
ED ACE 

1 Tran et al. 

(Tran et al., 

2015) 

2015 Vietnam Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

Medical 

students 

2099   76% 

2 Pengpid & 

Peltzer 

(Pengpid & 

Peltzer, 2018) 

2018 ASEAN 

countries*  

Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional  

College/ 

University 

students 

3148 11.5%   

3 Ho et al. (Ho 

et al., 2020) 

2020  Hong 

Kong, 

China, 

Taiwan, 

Japan 

Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/ 

University 

students 

1346   Class 2: 

Household 

Violence 

(20.6%). 

Class 3: 

Household 

Dysfunction 

(3.4%). 

ED-Eating Disorder, ACE-Adverse Childhood Experiences, *ASEAN Countries include Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, 

Thailand, and Vietnam. 
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Table 5 

Prevalence of internet addiction among college / university students in Asian settings (Findings from meta-analyses, systematic reviews, 

multicentric & large population studies) 

. Author Year Region(s) Study design Student population Sample 

size 

IA Pooled 

Prevalence 

IA 

Prevalence 

Range 

PIU 

Pooled 

prevalence 

PIU 

Prevalence 

range 

 Chia et al. (Chia et 

al., 2020) 

2020 Southeast Asia Meta-analysis Adolescents 16012 19.6% 6.6% to 

45.4% 

 --  -- 

 Li et al. (L. Li et 

al., 2018) 

2018 China Meta-analysis College/University  122454 11.3% 10.1% to 

12.5% 

 --  -- 

 Balhara et al. 

(Balhara et al., 

2018) 

2018 Southeast Asia Review College/University  16649  -- 0 to 47.4%   7.4% to 

46.4%  

 Balhara et al. (Pal 

Singh Balhara et 

al., 2019) 

2019 Bangladesh, 

Croatia, India, 

Nepal, Turkey, 

Serbia, Vietnam, 

and United Arab 

Emirates (UAE). 

Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/University  2643  --  -- 8.4%  -- 

 Shen et al. (Shen et 

al., 2020) 

2020 China Multicentric, 

Cross-sectional 

College/University  8098 7.7%  --  --  -- 

 Tang et al. (Tang et 

al., 2018) 

2018 Singapore, Hong 

Kong /Macau, 

China, South 

Korea, Taiwan, 

Japan 

Cross-sectional College/University  8067 8.9%  --  --  -- 

 Mak et al. (Mak et 

al., 2014) 

2014 China, Hong 

Kong, Japan, 

South Korea, 

Malaysia, the 

Philippines 

Cross-sectional College/University 5366 16.8% (Highest 

in Philippines) 

 --  --  -- 
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 Tenzin et al. 

(Tenzin et al., 

2018) 

2018 Bhutan  Cross-sectional First and Final 

year College 

823 34.3%  --  --  -- 

 Taha et al. (Taha et 

al., 2019) 

2019 Saudi Arabia Cross-sectional Medical 209 12.4%  --  --  -- 

 Haroon et al. 

(Haroon et al., 

2018) 

2018 Pakistan Cross-sectional Medical 148 7.86%  --  --  -- 

 Sayyah & 

Khanafereh(Sayyah 

& Khanafereh, 

2019) 

2019 Iran Cross-sectional Medical 302 47.4% mild, 

38.1% moderate, 

and 12.9% 

severe 

 --  --  -- 

 Gedam et al. 

(Gedam et al., 

2016) 

2016 India Cross-sectional Medical vs. Dental  Medical = 

249,  

Dental = 

348 

Severe IA in 

Dental students = 

2.3%; Severe IA 

in Medical 

students = 1.2% 

 --  --  -- 

 Mamun et al. 

(Mamun et al., 

2019) 

2019 Bangladesh Cross-sectional College/University  405  --   32.6%   

 Tsai et al. (Tsai et 

al., 2009) 

2009 Taiwan Cross-sectional College/University  680 17.9%  --  --  -- 

 Bhatt & Gaur 

(Bhatt & Gaur, 

2019) 

2019 India Cross-sectional Dental 320 23%  --  --  -- 

Notes. IA – Internet Addiction, PIU – Problematic Internet Usage 
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Table 6 

Prevalence of social media addiction among college / university students in Asian settings (Findings from meta-analyses, systematic reviews, 

multicentric & large population studies) 

Author Year Region(s) Study design Student population Sample size Pooled prevalence 

Tang et al. (Tang 

et al., 2018) 

2018 Singapore, Hong Kong /Macau, 

China, South Korea, Taiwan, Japan 

Cross-national 

comparison, Cross-

sectional 

College/University 8067 33.1% 

Hosen et al. 

(Hosen et al., 

2021) 

2021 Bangladesh Cross-sectional College/University  2658 47.3% 

Lee et al. (Y. L. 

Lee et al., 2016) 

2016 Malaysia Cross-sectional Dental 188 33.2% 

  

Koc & Gulyagci 

(Koc & Gulyagci, 

2013) 

2013 Turkey Cross-sectional Technical teaching 

college 

447 49.6% 
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