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Abstract: The study examined the determinants of depression among university students in Nigeria. Addi-
tionally, descriptive research design of survey type was used in this study. The population for this study com-
prised of all Nigeria undergraduate students. The sample for the study was 1,050 undergraduates. The instru-
ment used for this study was a self-constructed, structured close ended questionnaire. Findings revealed that
age and income were significant determinants of depression among university students in Nigeria while fam-
ily type is not. It was therefore recommended that the University management should strengthen mental
health services through health education to enable early detection and management of depression among stu-
dents.
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Introduction

Mental health is a vital branch of optimal health
based on the World Health Organization (WHO) def-
inition of health. This concept implies that mental
health extends beyond the absence of mental diseases
or disabilities. It is a state of well-being in which in-
dividuals recognize their abilities, are able to cope
with every-day stressors, and contribute to their com-
munity by working productively (WHO, 2018). De-
pression is one of the major mental illnesses preva-
lent in recent times and it is a common mental disor-
der. It is characterized by gloom, disinterest, guilt or
poor self-confidence, change in sleep or food pattern,
weariness, and poor attentiveness. The aforemen-
tioned are signals to approaching depression, which
affects over 350 million people worldwide (WHO,
2018).

Depression, like other mental illnesses, is routinely
disregarded or dismissed in most cultures globally,
particularly among adolescents in Africa. It is differ-
ent from short-lived emotional responses to chal-
lenges in everyday life and frequent mood fluctua-
tions. More especially, when it is long-lasting, and
with moderate or severe intensity, depression may
become a critical health condition. It makes a person
to suffer much and function poorly at their daily en-
gagements or transactions at school, at work, and also
within the family. At its worst, it pushes the patient
to commit suicide and about 800,000 people die by
committing suicide every year. Suicide ranks second
among the leading causes of death among15-29-year-
olds (WHO, 2018).

In recent years, depression rate has rapidly increased
among university students in Nigeria because many
parents are unable to meet their children’s financial
demands as a result of the country financial crises.
University students are a particular segment of soci-
ety who are at a vital developmental crossroads be-
tween adolescence and adulthood. University stu-
dents are challenged by regional shifts (Bernal-Mo-
rales et al., 2015), separated from family members
(Othman et al., 2019; Salem et al., 2016), academic
stress, and financial difficulties which are forcing the
students to develop new coping mechanisms (Bakar
& Awan, 2019; Negi et al, 2019).

Depression affects individual of different ages and
positions in life (Durga et al., 2021), and university
students are no exception. Depression is a severe
health issue (Ibrahim et al., 2013) and a common dis-
order among tertiary institution students. According
to studies conducted by college counseling centers

around the world, depression is a common health
problem among students of higher institutions of
learning. Furthermore, in another study on depression
among tertiary institution students, (Sarokhani et al.,
2013) found that depression is an inescapable prob-
lem that is on the rise in the tertiary community. The
study carried out on university students in Turkey
showed that ranged depression ranges from 10% to
40%.

Most Nigerian universities have embraced the no-tu-
ition-fee-no-examination policy, which has exacer-
bated the depression rate among university students
in recent years. In different nations of the world and
study populations, the prevalence of depression var-
ies. A cumulative of 33% was estimated as depres-
sion level among Iranian university students 35.7%
among students in Kenya (Othieno et al, 2014), and
32.2% among Nigerian students (Peltzer etal., 2013).
Conversely, a small number of studies in Ethiopia re-
ported 21.6% (low) prevalence of depression. Also,
several investigations on depression conducted
among different population groups in Ethiopia,
showed that 11% of persons with depression are as-
sociated with sociodemographic variables (Bitew,
2014).

Tertiary institutions in America, Europe, Asia, Africa
and other countries of the world have records of prev-
alence of depression, of which Nigeria is not an ex-
emption. However, studies shown that it is more
common in females than in males (lbrahim et al.,
2013; Collingwood, 2010). Some common triggers of
depression among higher institution students include
circumstances such as examination moments and
looking forward to the outcome of the examination;
financial burdens; changes in food intake and sleep
patterns; extra assigned work and academic pressure;
unsatisfactory transportation amenities; socio-cul-
tural differences and marginalization; absence of pro-
vision from friends and family; unsympathetic inter-
ference of academic activities; and campus miscon-
duct and violence (Jones et al., 2009).

Other major factors contributing to the increased risk
of depression among university students include so-
cio-demographic factors (such as age, sex, educa-
tional status, and lower socioeconomic status); stress-
ful and devastating memories; gender-related vio-
lence; addictive and health-risk behaviors; an ab-
sence of monitoring; and poor academic result (Ah-
med et al., 2020; Teh et al., 2015). Furthermore, stud-
ies of Adhikari et al. (2017) and Durga et al. (2021)
revealed that students with low socioeconomic status
are more likely to be depressed, this affirmed the
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findings of a study conducted in Malaysia, where the
prevalence of moderate to severe depression among
undergraduate students in Malaysia ranges ranged
from 13.9% to 29.3%. In that study, a link has been
discovered between social life and depression, lower
socioeconomic position is linked to major depressive
illness, and students with lower total family income
each month may have difficulty meeting day-to-day
expenses, contributing to depression's triggering var-
iables.

Depression has influences on individuals and the
country as a whole owing to disrupted daily life
(Sager, 2020), particularly among university stu-
dents. Students describe their feelings while in a de-
pressed condition in ways such as loneliness, loss of
appetite, and often times they are infuriated. One of
the most common feelings expressed by most stu-
dents is a strong desire to commit suicide while de-
pressed. The intensity, rate of occurrence, and dura-
tion of symptoms, on the other hand, differ from per-
son to person.

The study by Durga et al. (2021) affirmed that, age is
associated with depression and that the female is
more likely to be depressed than their male counter-
part. Studies have also shown that family types have
strong relationship with depression. The result of a
recent systematic review confirmed that children
from polygamous marriages experience physical and
emotional abuse associated with parental neglect and
abuse which are signs of depression (Rose-Chen &
Siti, 2021; Bahari et al., 2021; Habibullah et al.,
2021).

The reviewed literature revealed that a strong desire
exists among researchers to reduce the global rate of
depression. Furthermore, just a few research concern-
ing the frequency of depression and its associate fac-
tors among students in many Nigerian universities
have been conducted. As a result, it is obvious from
the past studies that little or no effort has been made
to investigate the key etiological factors of depression
among undergraduates in Nigerian tertiary institu-
tions. Hence, this study was deposed to identify the
determinants of depression among undergraduates in
Nigerian Universities. The researchers intend to find
out if age, family income and family type has no sig-
nificant difference with the prevalence of depression
among undergraduates in Nigerian universities.

Research Questions

1. Will age have a significant difference with the
prevalence of depression among undergraduates in
Nigerian universities?

2. Will family income have a significant difference
with the prevalence of depression among undergrad-
uates in Nigerian universities?

3. Will family type have a significant difference with
the prevalence of depression among undergraduates
in Nigerian universities?

Methodology
Design

Descriptive research design of survey type was used
in this study.

Participants

The population for this study comprised of all under-
graduate students in Nigeria universities. Five gov-
ernment owned Nigerian universities were randomly
selected. Volunteering sampling technique was used
to select 2,543 students. However, 1,493 out of the
sample size who did not show or experience any signs
of depression were excluded from the study. Hence,
1,050 respondents who showed signs of depression
were used as the sample for this study.

Instrument

The instrument used for this study is a self-con-
structed, structured close ended questionnaire de-
signed to obtain and adequate, reliable and relevant
information from the respondents. The questionnaire
comprised two sections; section A consisted of ques-
tion items on the demography of the respondents
which included age, gender, level of family income
and family type while section B of the questionnaire
comprised of 10 question-item on depression which
was defined based on the criterion variables of mood,
concentration/decision making, appetite, sleep, hope-
lessness, guilt and worthlessness. The instrument was
compared with the American Psychiatric Associa-
tion’ Diagnostic Interview Schedule (DIS) on De-
pression (close ended question type). The yes /no in-
ventory scale was used.

In order to determine the validity of the instrument,
the correlation coefficient value obtained between the
results of our measurement and the results of the cri-
terion measurement (DIS) is 0.85 (high), thereby giv-
ing a good indication that the instrument measured
what it intends to measure.

The test-retest method was used to determine the re-
liability of the questionnaire by administering the in-
strument twice within two-weeks interval on a group
of students who are not part of the study. The scores
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from the administration were correlated using Pear-
son product moment correlation and a value of 0.76
was obtained

Data collection

The instrument was administered using Google forms
until the desired sample size from each Faculties were
reached. This allowed for a respondent to answer the
questionnaire only once. Data was retrieved and col-
lated by exporting into Microsoft Excel version 16
for screening and data cleaning.

Statistical analysis

All study variables were computed with Statistical
Package for Social Science software version 25,
(SPSS Inc., Chicago, lllinois, USA). Data collected
for the study were analyzed using both descriptive
and inferential statistics of standard deviation, mean
score, graphs and ANOVA. The differences between
the groups were considered significant if p-values
were smaller than 0.05.

Ethical considerations

Ethical consideration is of importance to this study
and was conserved. Approval was obtained from the

Research Ethics Committee of Adekunle Ajasin Uni-
versity, AkungbaAkoko with reference number
IPHAAUA/12/1903. More so, verbal and/or written
consents were obtained from the study participants.
The study participants were requested to sign a con-
sent form contained on each questionnaire. Confiden-
tiality of information was ensured during data analy-
sis and discussion of results as contained in the con-
sent form.

Results and Discussion

Fig. 1: frequency distribution of depression symp-
toms

1493

1050
have signs of no signs of
depression depression

Table 1. Differences between age of study respondents on the prevalence of depression

. Standard Sum of .
Age (in years) Mean N Deviation squares Df  Mean square F Sig.
16-20 6.67 225 + 2.276
21-25 6.78 625 + 2.122  Between Groups  148.503 4 49.501 9.924 0.000
26-30 6.28 160 +2.342 Within Groups ~ 5167.650 1045 4.988
31 and above 4.67 30 +3.356 5316.154 1049

p <0.05; p < 0.01; p < 0.001, tested using ANOVA (N = 1,040)

Table 2. Post Hoc analysis showing differences between age of study respondents on the prevalence of depression

Age Mean Difference Sig.
21-25 -0.109 1.000
16-20 26-30 0.385 0.573
31 and above 2.000* 0.000
16-20 0.109 1.000
21-25 26-30 0.495 0.075
31 and above 2.109* 0.000
16-20 -0.385 0.573
26-30 21-25 -0.495 0.075
31 and above 1.615* 0.002
16-20 -2.000* 0.000
31 and above 21-25 -2.109* 0.000
26-30 -1.615* 0.002

*The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
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Table 3. Post Hoc analysis showing Differences between Family Income of study respondents on the Prevalence of

Depression
Familylncome Mean Difference Sig.
21,000 - 50,000 -0.163 1.000
51,000 - 100,000 0.770* 0.002
below 20,000 101,000 - 200,000 0.642 0.059
200,000 and above -0.061 1.000
below 20,000 0.163 1.000
51,000 - 100,000 0.933* 0.000
21,000 - 50,000 101,000 - 200,000 0.805* 0.006
200,000 and above 0.103 1.000
below 20,000 -0.770* 0.002
21,000 - 50,000 -0.933* 0.000
51,000 - 100,000 101,000 - 200,000 0.128 1.000
200,000 and above -0.830* 0.001
below 20,000 -0.642 0.059
21,000 - 50,000 -0.805* 0.006
101,000 - 200,000 51,000 - 100,000 0.128 1.000
200,000 and above -0.702* 0.034
below 20,000 0.061 1.000
21,000 - 50,000 -0.103 1.000
200,000 and above 51,000 - 100,000 0.830* 0.001
101,000 - 200,000 0.702* 0.034
*The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
Table 4. Differences between Family Income of study respondents on the Prevalence of Depression
Standard Sum of Mean
Family type Mean N deviation squares Df Square F Sig.
Monogamous  6.62 635 £ 2.193 0.541
Polygamous 6.70 265 + 2.249 Between Groups 11.014 3 3.671 0.719 ns,
Separate 6.38 80 + 2.776 Within Groups 5339.962 1046 5.105
Widow 6.36 70 + 2.240 Total 5350.976 1049

p <0.05; p < 0.01; p < 0.001, tested using ANOVA test (N = 1,050)

Discussion

Figure 1 explains frequency distribution of depres-
sion symptoms. Out of 2,543 respondents that were
recruited for this study, 1,050 experienced or had
signs of depression while 1,493 did not.

Table 1 showed that there was a significant difference
between age and prevalence of depression that was
found among undergraduates in the study area (F =
9.924, p < 0.001) with effect size of 0.28, indicating
a large effect. Post Hoc tests were conducted using
Bonferroni test. The comparison revealed significant
variations within the categories of age group. Based
on the means shown in Table 2, respondents who
were 21-25 years of age are more likely to experience
depression (6.78), followed by respondents who were
16-20 years old (6.67), while, respondents who were

above 30 years of age had a lesser chance of becom-
ing depressed. This finding agrees with another
cross-sectional study done on Jimma University stu-
dents in Ethiopia (Ahmed et al., 2020) concluding
that age is one of the factors contributing to the in-
creased risk of depression among university students
around the world. The finding is also in line with the
findings of a study on university students in Nepal
(Durga et al.,2021) affirming that age is associated
with depression.

Table 3 shows differences between family income on
prevalence of depression. A significant difference be-
tween family income on prevalence of depression
was found among undergraduates in the study area (F
=8.385, p<0.001) with effect size of 0.31, indicating
a large effect. Post Hoc tests were conducted using
Bonferroni test. Based on the mean shown in Table
3, respondents who earned between 21,000 to 50,000
naira were more likely to experience depression
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(7.02), followed by respondents who earned above
200,000 naira (6.92), followed by respondents who
earned below 20,000 naira in one month, while re-
spondents who earned between 51,000 to 200,000
naira had a lesser chance of becoming depressed.
This finding supports the findings of Adhikari et al.
(2017). In that study, the investigators affirmed that
students with low socioeconomic status are more
likely to be depressed. Also, the finding is in line with
the findings of a study in Ethiopia (Ahmed et al.,
2020) and another study in Nepal (Teh et al., 2015).
The findings of those two international studies con-
firmed that one of the major factors contributing to
the increased risk of depression among university stu-
dents include lower socioeconomic status of the par-
ents. Students with low socioeconomic status are
more likely to be depressed, according to a study con-
ducted in Malaysia, where the prevalence of moder-
ate to severe depression among undergraduate stu-
dents in Malaysia ranges ranged from 13.9% to
29.3% (Durga et al.,2021). In that study, a link has
been discovered between social life and depression,
lower socioeconomic position is linked to major de-
pressive illness, and students with lower total family
income each month may have difficulty meeting day-
to-day expenses, contributing to depression's trigger-
ing variables.

In this study (Table 4), it was found that there was no
significant difference between family type on preva-
lence of depression among undergraduates in the
study area. This finding contradicts the findings of
studies done in Malaysia and Nigeria (Bahari et al.,
2021; Habibullah et al., 2021; Rose-Chen & Siti,
2021) confirming that children from polygamous
marriages have experienced physical and emotional
abuse associated with parental neglect and abuse
which are signs of depression. The reason for the dif-
ference inthe study might be as a result of culture and
the region in which the study was carried out. The
overall prevalence of depression was high in this
study where age and family income except for family
types have significant relationship with prevalence of
depression among the study population.

Implications

As we have demonstrated, the data that the uni-
versities already routinely collected enables for
the accurate identification of students who are
more likely to experience depression. With the
help of this information, students who are most

at risk for depression may receive tailored sup-
port, and the health of all students could be reg-
ularly checked.

Limitations

The readers are warned against over generalization of
the study findings because the study has two major
limitations:

-The study was carried out in some universities in the
southern part of Nigeria. The representation of stu-
dents for other universities in Nigeria is doubtful.

-The diagnosis for depression in this study was purely
based on a self-constructed, structured close ended
questionnaire designed by the researchers. In the ab-
sence of a face-to-face psychiatric interview, the va-
lidity of having the clinical diagnosis of depression is
doubtful.

Summary

The factors of age and family income were identified
as factors that cause depression among undergraduate
students in this study. We suggest that the school au-
thority should also strengthen mental health services
through health education to enable early detection
while management of depression among students,
and risk factors should be carefully monitored.
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