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Abstract

Background and Aims:

Since early stages of COVID-19 breakout, the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia has taken preventive measures
and initiated legislations to control the transmission
of COVID-19 and maintain welling of healthcare
system. This study was designed to assess the stress,
anxiety and depression during COVID-19 pandemic

among universities’ students in Saudi Arabia.

Methods:

This is a cross-sectional, involved online based dis-
tributed a self-demonstrated validated questionnaire,
which was adopted and validated mainly for the pur-
pose of this study. Sample size was calculated utilis-
ing Epi Info statistical program.

Results:

384 university students were included in this study,
of these (27.71%) have experienced stress, anxiety
was observed in (18.78%) of students and 21.85%
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have experienced depression during the COVID-19
outbreak. Significantly, students with aged between
18 and 22 years old, and health sciences student were
more likely to develop anxious and stress comparing

to other students, respectively.

Conclusion:

The university students experienced some types of
stress, anxiety and depression during the COVID-19
pandemic. Therefore, Further actions need to be tak-
en to determine the association the psychological
problems of this part of the community during and

after pandemic.

Keywords:
COVID-19, Pandemic, psychological impact, stu-

dents, Saudi Universities

Introduction:

In December 2019, the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) announced that a new
coronavirus was identified in China at
Wuhan, and known as a novel coronavi-
rus which caused a new type of respiratory
infection or severe acute respiratory syn-
drome SARS-2 '2, The emerged infection
was then named as Coronavirus Disease
2019 (COVID-19)°, which causes severe
acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus
2 (SARS-CoV-2) . The WHO defined
COVID-19 as a worldwide pandemic due

to worldwide spread ®. Then, Kingdom of

Saudi Arabia has taken specific regulations

and legislations including cities lockdown

to control and prevent the transmission of

COVID-19. The adherence of the public to
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home stay supposed to affect their psycho-
logical wellbeing °.

The COVID-19 is not merely affecting
physical dimensions but also poses psy-
chological dimension of health 7. There
are many psychological effects have been
reported during the pandemic 8. During
the beginning period of the COVID-19
outbreak, more than half of the respond-
ents had moderate-to-severe psychological
impact, and about one-third had moder-
ate-to-severe anxiety level °. Evidences
from literature indicate that the COV-
ID-19 outbreak has related to several psy-
chological issues, such as panic disorders,
and other neurotic disorders '°. COVID-19
psychological effects include anxiety, de-
pression, loneliness, stress, fear and, ex-

citement, or a combination of them !'.
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During the pandemic of COVID-19, the
Ministry of Health in Saudi Arabia stated
legislations to mitigate the spread of infec-
tion. The regulations include quarantine
and curfew '2. Those who were affected,
described it as an unpleasant experience,
which leads to separation, isolation and
sense of uncertainty . People of all ages
are susceptible to the ill effects of social
isolation like depression, anxiety, heart
diseases '*. Therefore, this study aimed to
assess stress, anxiety and depression dur-
ing COVID-19 pandemic among universi-

ties’ students in Saudi Arabia.

Methods:

Study Design: This is a cross-sectional on-
line survey conducted during the period of
April to June 2020 upon the period of cur-
few and lockdown of the Kingdom cities
as a preventive measure to control COV-
ID-19 aimed to assess the psychological
impact of home stay and cities lockdown
during COVID 19 pandemic among uni-
versities’ students in Saudi Arabia.
Subjects & recruitment: All university stu-
dents in Saudi Arabia were invited via dis-
tributing online questionnaire link, through
social media (Facebook, WhatsApp groups
and text messages) to participate in the
study assessing the psychological impact
due to the pandemic. The non-probability

sampling technique as convenience sam-

pling.

Sample size: The researchers used EPI
IFO STATISTICAL program'* to calculate
sample size, using total number of students
at Saudi universities, the confidence inter-
val of 95% with marginal error of 5% and
the calculated sample size was 384.

Data Collection tools: The developed
online questionnaire consists two parts,
which involving 33 items (partl: 12 as de-
mographic information and part 2: 21 for
the scale of psychological impact). The
first part consists of demographic charac-
teristics of students, including sex, age,
university, marital status, educational lev-
el, and other COVID-19 questions. The
second part consists of twenty-one items
evaluated psychological impact of COV-
ID- 19 on university students were assessed
by English version of Depression, Anxiety
and Stress Scale- 21 items (DASS-21)".
The questionnaire was tested among 20
students to ensure its accurate validity and
consistency and to ensure that the ques-
tions are reliable. The used scale consists
of 21 items including three main parts for
stress, anxiety and depression.

Data Analysis: Data processing and anal-
ysis were carried out using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences software
(version 20.0). The chi-square test and
Fisher’s exact test were used for the com-

parison, as appropriate. Outcomes were
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presented in tables and figures. A p-value
of 0.05 was considered statistically signifi-
cant for all statistical tests.

Ethical approval:

The permission was obtained by email
from the ethical committee of Al Ghad In-
ternational Colleges, Jeddah Branch, Saudi
Arabia (copy of the ethical approval can be
provided upon request). Written informed
consent was waived, as there was no po-

tential harm intended to the participants.

Results:

Of 384 university students participated in
this study; female consists (59.6%) and
male (40.4%), further information on de-

mographics information included in Table

I. The ages of students ranged between 18
and 22 years old (50.5 %). In addition, the
students studied bachelor’s degree consist
97.7 % of the whole participants, whilst
2.4 % enrolled in postgraduate degrees.
The results showed that 27.71% of stu-
dents have experienced stress, 18.78%
have anxiety and 21.85% of them have
depression, while 31.66% did not show
any psychological symptoms. It also re-
veals that majority of the students (9.1 %)
exposed directly for close contacts with
COVID-19 infected person, 22.1% of stu-
dents have not exposed to confirmed cases
indirectly. 14.1% did not expose to fomites
of suspected COVID-19.

Figure (1) shows the severity for stress,

Table 1: Demographic characteristics 6f the participants (n = 384)

Variable Sample (n = 384) Percentage (%)
Gender Male 155 40.4
Female 229 59.6
Age 18 — 22 years 194 50.5
23 — 27 years 120 313
More than 28 years 70 18.2
Educational status Bachelors student 375 97.7
Masters student 3 0.8
doctorate student 6 1.6
Educational field Medical field 293 76.3
Human Sciences 10 2.6
Administration sciences 26 6.8
Arts 0 0.0
Others 55 14.3
Employment status employed 91 23.7
unemployed 293 76.3
Marital status single 300 78.1
Married 72 18.8
Divorced 12 3.1
Widowed 0 0.0
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Variable Sample (n =384) Percentage (%)
Household size One person 13 34
Two persons 17 4.4
Three to five persons 160 41.7
More than sex person 194 50.5
Do you smoke? Yes 285 74.2
No 99 25.8
Do you have any chronic No 335 87.2
diseases? Asthma 19 4.9
Cancer 0 0.0
Cardiac diseases 0 0.0
Diabetes 1 0.3
Hepatitis 0 0.0
Hypertension 10 2.6
Peptic ulcer 6 1.6
Crohn disease 0 0.0
Rheumatoid arthritis 0 0.0
Others 13 34

anxiety, and depression. The stress levels mal level of anxiety, while (10.4%) have
distributed from the normal level (66.1%) extremely. It shows that more than half
to extremely severe (1.8%). The anxiety (59.9%) have no depression while (4%)

(55.2%) of study subjects represented nor- have extremely severe depression.

Figure 1: The level of severity for depression, stress and anxiety among university students
The level of severity for depression, stress and

anxiety among university students
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Table (2) shows the comparison between cance difference between the demographic

demographic variables and the level of variables and stress levels, p value is more

stress, which shows no statistical signifi-

than 0.05.

Table 2: Comparison of demographic variables, and the level of stress on university students

Variable Sample normal mild moderate sever Extremely | p
(n=2384) sever
F % F % F % F % F| % | F %
Gender Male 155 | 40.36 | 107 | 27.86 | 20 | 521 |20 | 5.21 1.56 | 2 | 0.52 |0.500
Female 229 | 59.64 | 147 | 3828 | 25| 6.51 35| 9.1 |17 443 | 5 | 1.30
Age 18 — 22 Years 194 | 50.52 | 123 | 32.03 |22 | 573 | 31| 807 |15]|391| 3 | 0.78 | 0.467
2327 Years | 120 | 31.25 | 83 | 21.61 | 16 | 4.17 | 13| 3.39 1.04 | 4 | 1.04
More Than28 | 70 | 1823 | 48 | 1250 | 7 | 1.82 | 11 | 2.86 1.04 | 0 | 0.00
Years
Educational Bachelors 375 | 97.66 | 246 | 64.06 | 44 | 11.46 | 55| 1432 |23 ({599 | 7 | 1.82 [ 0913
status Student
Masters Student | 3 0.78 0.78 | 0 | 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Doctorate 6 1.56 5 1.30 | 1 | 0.26 0.00 0.00 0.00
Student
Educational Medical Field | 293 | 76.30 | 199 | 51.82 | 25| 6.51 | 45| 11.72 | 18 | 4.69 1.56 [ 0.013
field Human Sciences | 10 | 2.60 | 4 | 1.04 052 [ 1] 026 |3 ]078 0.00
Administration | 26 6.77 | 17 | 4.43 156 | 2| 052 | 1 |0.26 0.00
Sciences
Others 55 | 1432 | 34 | 885 |12 3.13 | 7| 1.82 | 1 [ 026 1 | 0.26
Employment Employed 91 | 2370 | 58 [ 15.10 | 14| 3.65 | 12| 3.13 | 5 |1.30| 2 | 0.52 | 0.787
status Unemployed | 293 | 76.30 | 196 | 51.04 | 31 | 8.07 | 43| 11.20 [ 18 | 469 | 5 | 1.30
Marital Single 300 | 78.13 | 195 | 50.78 | 37 | 9.64 |43 | 11.20 |20 | 521 | 5 | 1.30 | 0.946
status Married 72 | 1875 | 50 | 13.02| 7 | 1.82 [ 10| 2.60 078 2 | 052
Divorced 12 3.13 9 | 234 |1 |026| 2| 052 0.00| 0 | 0.00

Table (3) presents the association between
demographic variables and the level of
anxiety. There was statistically significant
difference between age and anxiety where

age group between 18-22 years are signif-

icantly anxious, (p = 0.001), there is also
statistically significant difference between
marital status & anxiety level, where sin-

gles are most affected, (p = 0.001).

Table 3: Comparison of demographic variables, and the level of anxiety on university students

Variable Sample normal mild moderate sever Extremely p
(n=2384) sever
F % F % F % | F % F| % | F %
Gender Male 1554036 | 94 (2448 | 10 | 2.60 26| 6.77 | 7 | 1.82 | 18 | 4.69 0.181
Female 229 | 59.64 | 118 [30.73 | 26 | 6.77 | 54 | 14.06 | 9 | 2.34 | 22| 5.73
Age 18—22Years | 194 | 50.52 | 108 |28.13| 9 |2.34|42|1094| 9 |234|26| 6.77
2327 Years | 120 | 31.25 | 67 |17.45| 10 | 2.60 |26 | 6.77 | 7 | 1.82 | 10 | 2.60 0.001
More Than28 | 70 | 1823 | 37 | 9.64 | 17 | 443 |12 | 3.13 | 0 | 0.00 | 4 | 1.04
Years
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Variable Sample normal mild moderate sever Extremely P
(n=384) sever

F % F % F % | F % F| % | F %
Educational Bachelors 375 | 97.66 | 205 | 53.39| 35 | 9.11 | 79 | 20.57 | 16 | 4.17 | 40 | 10.42

status Student
Masters Student | 3 | 078 | 2 | 052 | 1 [026[ 0] 000 0 [000] 0 | 000 |0.7163
Doctorate 6 | 156 | 5 [ 130] 0 |o00o| 1]026]07]000]0] 000
Student
Educational | Medical Field | 293 | 76.30 | 162 [42.19 | 23 | 5.99 | 60 | 15.63 | 13 | 3.39 | 35 | 9.11
field Human Sciences | 10 | 2.60 | 4 | 1.04 | 1 {0262 052 | 1 |026] 2 | 052
Administration | 26 | 677 | 17 | 443 | 2 [052] 5 | 130 1026 1] 026 | 0352
Sciences
Others s5 | 1432 29 | 755 | 10 [2.60 [ 13| 339 | 1 [026] 2 | 0.52
Employment | Employed | 91 | 23.70 | 48 |12.50| 12 [ 3.13 |20 | 521 | 3 |0.78 | 8 | 2.08
status Unemployed | 293 | 76.30 | 164 |42.71 | 24 [ 625 | 60 [ 1563 ] 13 [ 339 [ 32| 833 0631
Marital Single 300 | 78.13 | 163 [42.45| 19 | 4.95 | 68 | 17.71 | 14 | 3.65 | 36 | 9.38
status Married 72 | 1875 | 44 | 1146 13 339 [ 11| 286 | 0 [0.00| 4 | 1.04 | 0.001
Divorced 1203135 130 4 [104]1]026]2]052]0]000

Table (4) reflects the relationships between nificant difference between marital status
demographic variables and the level of de- and depression level, (p = 0.001).

pression. There was only statistically sig-

Table 4: Comparison of demographic variables, and the level of Depression on university students

Depression
Variable Sample normal mild moderate sever Extreme- p
(n=384) ly sever
F % F % F % F % |F| % | F| %
Gender Male 155 | 40.36 | 97 | 2526| 15 | 391 [ 25| 651 |12]3.13| 6 | 1.56 | 0.204
Female 229 | 59.64 | 133 | 34.64 | 36 | 938 [ 38| 990 | 9 | 2.34 | 13| 3.39
Age 18 — 22 Years 194 | 50.52 | 107 | 27.86 | 25 | 6.51 [ 38| 990 | 13| 3.39 | 11 | 2.86 | 0.088

23 — 27 Years 120 | 3125 | 71 | 1849 | 20 | 521 [ 15| 391 | 6 | 1.56 | 8 | 2.08
More Than 28 70 | 1823 | 52 | 13.54| 6 1.56 [ 10 | 2.60 | 2 | 0.52 | O | 0.00

Years
Educational Bachelors 375 | 97.66 | 222 | 57.81 | 50 [13.02| 63 | 16.41 |21 5.47 | 19| 4.95 | 0.828
status Student
Masters Student | 3 | 0.78 | 3 | 078 | 0 | 0.00 | 0 | 000 | 0 [000]| 0 [0.00
Doctorate 6 | 156 | 5 130 1 [026]0]000][0]000]0]0.00
Student
Educational | Medical Field | 293 | 76.30 | 174 | 4531 | 43 [ 1120 | 46 | 11.98 | 15| 3.91 | 15| 3.91 | 0.297
field Human Sciences | 10 | 260 | 5 [ 130 | 1 026 |2 ] 052 ] 00002 |052
Administration | 26 | 677 | 16 | 417 | 0 [ 000 |6 | 156 ] 2]052] 2 |05
Sciences
Others 55 (143235 | 911 | 7 | 182 |9 | 2344|104/ 0000
Employment Employed 91 [ 2370 | 64 | 1667 ] 10 | 260 | 9 | 234 | 5 [ 130 3 | 0.78 | 0.631
status Unemployed | 293 | 76.30 | 166 | 43.23 | 41 [ 10.68 | 54 | 14.06 | 16| 4.17 | 16 | 4.17
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Depression
Variable Sample normal mild moderate sever Extreme- p
(n=384) ly sever
F % F % F % F % F| % | F| %
Marital status Single 300 | 78.13 | 163 | 42.45| 19 | 495 | 68 | 17.71 | 14 | 3.65 | 36 | 9.38 | 0.001
Married 72 | 1875 | 44 | 11.46| 13 | 3.39 | 11 | 2.86 0.00 1.04
Divorced 12 3.13 5 1.30 | 4 1.04 | 1 | 0.26 0.52 0.00

Discussion:

The psychological impact of COVID-19
pandemic is huge which has negatively
affected all countries including Saudi Ara-
bia, and there have been several cases of
anxiety and depression. The long-term and
short-term psychological effects are re-
ported during pandemics '® 7,

The study showed that (27.71%) of uni-
versity students have experienced stress,
18.78% have experienced anxiety and
(21.85%) have experienced depression
due to COVID-19 outbreak. This psycho-
logical effects related to COVID-19 might
have been linked to the emergence of new
virus and its consequences which may de-
lay their studies and graduation '”. These
findings are similar to other studies where
most of published articles reported unde-
sirable psychological effects due to cities
lockdown and curfew, afraid of infection,
inadequate protected supplies, lack of
knowledge, and loss of jobs or finances'®.
The evidences advise that the restricted
people significantly reported high levels
of anxiety, anger, confusion, and stress

1819 Furthermore, it was reported that the

prolonged afraid may cause stress which
consequently elevate the blood pressure,
increase risks for diabetes and worsen
high cholesterol levels ?. Then, this was
also reported for other infectious diseas-
es quarantine, since the effect may be ex-
tended to be tremendous impact on people
mental and psychological wellbeing?'. In a
review of the evidences on the psycholog-
ical effect of pandemics and quarantine re-
ported that the psychological effect could
be long-lasting and short-lasting '*. The
application of unplanned strict quaran-
tine measures in China has kept people in
homes and affected their lives, which trig-
gers many psychological problems, such
as panic disorder, anxiety and depression'’.
In one study by Bhat et al 2020 shows that
majority of the participants (67.5%) be-
lieve continuous lockdown could affect the
mental health of the people . Hawryluck
et al. studied 129 quarantined people dur-
ing SARS-CoV-1 epidemic in 2003 who
found that high prevalence of psycholog-
ical distress *.

The students in the age group between 18-

22 years and those who are singles were
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significantly anxious and medical colleges
students were the most affected group by
stress, in a study by Zhou et al, 2020 in
China, showed that females are the mostly
affected by anxiety and depression . For-
tunately, the Saudi government has pro-
vided psychological health consultation
and services through various channels, day
and night including hotlines and outpa-
tients . This study suggested to consider
the psychological impact on the university
students and its associated factors. Similar
to finding from this study, it was report-
ed that certain groups are more vulnera-
ble to psychological problems; including
younger people, and those with low edu-
cational levels . Another study in China
by Cao et al 2020 reported that (24.9%) of
college students have reported anxiety due
to COVID-19 epidemic. However, having
an infected relative with COVID-19 was
not correlated to experiencing anxiety. The
COVID-19-anxiety triggers among Chi-
nese college students include economic
factors, change in daily-life, and academ-
ic delays. The psychological health of the
students is significantly influenced when
confronted with community health crises®.
The findings of our study indicate that the
psychological health of young people is
very important all times, not only during
pandemics of spread of diseases. Attention

should be focused on the behaviour chang-

es or initiation of depressive or anxiety
symptoms among university students. Ge-
netic and external environmental factors
are believed to be involved in the start of
depression °. Because, many students had
anxiety and depression, some did not agree
to participate in the current study through
online survey. In a local survey in China
assessing the psychological effects during
COVID-19 epidemic, showed that (35%)
of the people experienced psychological
problems ',

For the purpose of this study, researchers
were aimed to recruit as much as possi-
ble students from different Saudi univer-
sities, but, due to limited access through
social media, the authors were not able
to distribute the online questionnaire to
all universities’ students in Saudi Arabia,
in addition, risk of refuse to participate in
this study seems to be high not all students
have access to respond to the online ques-
tionnaire. Another limitation is the critical
time for data collection during curfew and
quarantine. Future study must cover larger
sample and involves young adults not reg-
istered at university. The authors were not
able to used randomized sampling, so they
used convenience sampling method to in-
clude the completed responses received

during the period of data collection.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, there is an evidence of psy-
chological problems among universities’
students in Saudi Arabia during COV-
ID-19 pandemic including stress anxiety
and depression. Furthermore, students of
age between 18-22 years and those singles
were found to be significantly at high risk
for developing anxiety, whilst stress was
significantly higher among medical field

students.
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