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Abstract

Tertiary education is associated with newly found freedom, experimenting with drugs, multiple
sexual relations, pressure of schoolwork and many other life challenges with potential painful
consequences. With the advent of COVID-19, many uncertainties were raised in the student
body. This study sought to unveil the pervasiveness of depression during the 2nd wave of the
COVID-19 imposed lockdown in Social Science students of different ages, marital status and
academic year of study at Great Zimbabwe University, Zimbabwe. A quantitative, cross-
sectional design was adopted, riding on a stratified random sampling technique in recruiting
200 participants. An online Shona Symptoms Questionnaire (SSQ-14) was used to collect data.
Data was analysed using descriptive statistics using statistical package for social sciences
(SPSS) version 16.0. The study established a 37.5 % general prevalence of depression in the
student body. Furthermore, suicidal ideation was a cause for concern. The study recommended
the establishment of strong institutional mental health services accessible to the entire student
body.
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1. Introduction

Coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) is a public health emergency of international concern
which originated in China, in December 2019 and rapidly spread around the globe. (Zhu et al.,
2020). The virus swept the globe like veld fire and the number of confirmed cases increased
on daily basis. As the numbers continued to sour globally, the local arena felt the pinch. In
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December 2020, the government-imposed 2nd wave lockdown which commenced on the 5th
of January 2021 to flatten the Covid-19 curve. This lockdown prohibited non-essential
activities, social gatherings, intercity travel and educational institutions among other things
were to remain closed. This meant that tutorship was to happen virtually. Social distancing and
quarantining were implemented to prevent the spread of the virus.

Though quarantine proved an effective measure in mitigating the spread of COVID-19, it
spurred economic, social and mental health difficulties more pervasive than the epidemic itself.
(Wang, Pan, Wan, Tan, Xu, 2020; Maziti & Mujuru, 2020). In particular, high levels of stress,
anxiety and depression have been observed across populations, (Wang, Pan, Wan, Tan, Xu,
Ho, et al, 2020; Zhu, Chen, Ji, Xi, Fang & Li 2020). Similarly, Brooks et al., (2020) echoed
the negative impact of quarantine such as development of irritability, anger, insomnia, anxiety,
and depression. Depression in particular has been observed in various populations and tertiary
student have not been spared. Due to an abrupt shift from physical to virtual tutorship, tertiary
students could have been affected by the shift. The transition to online learning, lack of internet
infrastructure, economic challenges, fear of infection uncertainty about academic development
among others have been identified as risk factors. (Chirikov, Soria, Horgos & Jones-White,
2020). Kecojevic, Basch, Sullivan & Davi (2020) found that student mental health difficulties
were associated with employment losses, difficulties focusing on academic work and concern
about Covid-19 . Aristovnik, Kerzi¢, Ravselj, Tomazevi¢ and Umek, (2020) found that distance

learning and social isolation were high risk factors of depression among students.

2. Literature review

Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, higher rates of depression have been reported in tertiary
students as compared to the general population due to academic, interpersonal, and financial
stressors they face in a relatively short period of time. (Ahmed, Negash, Kerebih, Alemu &
Tesfaye,2020: Ibrahim, Kelly, Adams & Glazebrook, 2012). Several studies (Basheti, Mhaidat
, Mhaidat, 2021; Kaparounaki & Patsali, 2021; Huang & Zhao, 2020; Kav¢i¢ , Avsec , Zager
& Kocjan, 2020; Vijayaraghavan & Singhal, 2020) conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic
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also indicate that university students are the most vulnerable group during the pandemic.
Vidyadhara, Chakravarty, Kumar & Rahul (2020) corroborated the above claims in a mental
health survey of South Indian students which presented with disturbing levels of stress, anxiety,

and depression after a one-month quarantine period due to COVID-19 outbreak.

Despite this high prevalence, depression among students is frequently under-diagnosed and
help seeking behavior is very low. (Castaldelli-Maia, Martins & Bhugra, 2012). With the
disturbances and uncertainties caused by the pandemic, research evidence has been proffered
that students might sink into depression resulting in poor academic performance, suicidal
ideation, alcohol and substance misuse, missing greater number of classes, assignments,
examinations and dropping out from the University. (Ahmed, Negash, Kerbed, Alemu &
Tesfaye, 2020; Pillay, Ramlall & Burns, 2017; Othman, Ahmad, Morr & Ritvo, 2019;
Minchekar,2018; Salem, Allah & Said, 2016; Sivertsen, Hysing, Knapstad, Harvey, Reneflot,
Lonning, & Connor, 2019).

Zimbabwe is a country that has recently emerged from socio-economic challenges and against
this background, mental health has fallen down the priority list, as matters such as food
shortages and the HIV and AIDS scourge have taken precedence. (Mangezi & Chibanda,
2010). Hence, studies gauging the prevalence of depression among university students are
scarce. In light of the economic meltdown, coupled with multiple stressors brought by the
COVID-19 pandemic, Zimbabwe’s tertiary students are at higher risk of developing
depression. This study will become a springboard for implementation of sound mental health

services among the student body.
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3. Materials and Methods
3.1 Approach, design and sampling

The study adopted a quantitative approach focusing on the collection of data that is measurable
and countable (Franklin, 2012). The approach was essential on the assessment of the level of
depression due to its emphasis on collecting numerical data. A cross-sectional survey design
was used as the study only focused on the prevalence of depression among students without
studying influencing the variables. The Yamane formula was used to determine the sample
size and stratified random sampling was used to recruit 200 participants (aged 18 years and
above) from the Faculty of Social Sciences, with each academic year represented. The Shona

Symptoms Questionnaire (SSQ-14) was used to collect data.
3.2 Research procedure and research instruments

Permission was sought and granted by the Registrar's office and a written proof was obtained
before data collection commenced. Data was collected using an online Shona Symptoms
Questionnaire (SSQ-14). SSQ-14 is a depression screening instrument adapted from the Beck
Depression Inventory (BDI). If one scores 8 and above, it becomes significant. And if one
scores less than 8, then one is just experiencing ‘normal’ problems of living. Its validity and

reliability are well established as many studies have used it in Zimbabwe.
3.3 Data analysis and interpretation

Data was analyzed using descriptive statistics which allows to summarize information using
frequencies and cross-tabulations. The statistical package for social sciences (SPSS) version

16.0 was used.

3.4 Ethical considerations

The rights and privileges of the participants were upheld in this study. An online administered
consent form allowed one to proceed after consenting, confidentiality and anonymity were

addressed as background and purpose of the study were availed to them. Voluntary
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participation and right to withdraw at any time were addressed. Anonymity and confidentiality
were importantly considered as information as such information is sensitive information. Due
to sensitivity of information and potential for ‘red flags’, the study had the university clinic

with counselors, nurses and psychologists on standby.

4 Findings and Discussion

The reporting of the results must be clearly linked to the research objectives and research
hypotheses where appropriate. This section may be divided by subheadings. It should provide
a concise and precise description of the experimental results, their interpretation, as well as the
experimental conclusions that can be drawn.

The 200 administered SSQ 14 got a 100% response rate enabling the researcher to obtain a
magnitude of depression among GZU students based on that sample size. The obtained results

are discussed below.
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Depressed
Depression Cumulative
Frequency Percent Valid Percent  |Percent
Valid |Yes
75 375 375 375
No
125 62.5 62.5 100.0
Total
200 100.0 100.0

Source: Survey data

Out of a sample of 200 students who participated in the study, less than half (37.5%) of them

have symptoms of depression. They scored 8 ‘yeses’ and above on the questionnaire, excluding

question 5 and 11 which are termed red flags assessing suicidal thoughts and hallucinations.
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While the majority of the respondents (62.5%) scored below the SSQ-14 cut-off point of 8
‘yeses. The majority have substantial problems of living which may predispose them to
depression any time. Having almost 40% of respondents who scored significantly for

depression is very worrisome.

Table 2. Gender and depression.
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Gender * depressed Cross tabulation
Count Depression
Yes No Total
Gender Male 21 40 61
Female |54 85 139
Total 75 125 200

Source: Survey data

The study results show that out of the 75 students who tested positive for depression symptoms,
more female (54) than male (21) students tested positive on depression symptoms. However,
the sample was not had more female students than males. Therefore, this study has proved that

depression is more prevalent in female students than males.

Table 3. Marital status and depression
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Marital status * depressed Cross tabulation
Count Depression
Yes No Total
Marital status Single 64 110 174
Married 11 15 26
Total 75 125 200

Source: Survey data

The above table shows the relationship between marital status and depression. The results show
that out of the pool of the depressed students, the majority of them are singe (64) as compared
to the married ones (11). Therefore, the study is highlighting an important discovery that being
single predispose the student body to situations that if shared in a marital union, the burden
could be lighter. It could mean that being married is a protective factor to development of
depressive symptoms. Therefore, marital status has an influence on the presence of depressive

symptoms in student population.

Table 4. Depression and academic year of study
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Study year * depressed Cross tabulation
Count Depression
Total
Yes No

Study year |first year 18 45 63

second year 24 35 59

fourth year 33 45 78
Total 75 125 200

Source: Survey data

The above table shows the relationship between academic level and depressive symptoms. Out
of the 75 students who presented with depressive symptoms, the results show that, depressive
symptoms prevalence rises as one climb up the academic ladder. The majority of the students
who presented with depressive symptoms were fourth year students (33), followed by 2" year
students (24) and the least prevalence was observed in the 1% year students (18). The
intimations shows that depression affects students depending on the level of study with first
years having a lower prevalence than second years and fourth years having the highest
prevalence of depression. However, students on work related learning (WRL) were not

considered in this study.

Table 5. Age and depression among students
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Age * depressed Cross tabulation

Depression
Count
Yes No Total
Age 18-23 60 100 160
24-29 15 25 40
Total 75 125 200

Source: Survey data

The table above presented the relationship between age and depressive symptoms. Out of the

lot of students who exhibited significant depressive symptoms, majority of them were those in

the lower age ranges (18-23 years). A lower number of depressed students was found to be in

the upper age range (24-29). As shown above, younger students in this study are more prone

to depression than older students.

Table 6. Suicidal ideations among students
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Suicidal thoughts |Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid Yes 25 125 12.5 12,5
No 175 87.5 87.5 100.0
Total 200 100.0 100.0

Source: Survey data

The SSQ-14 has two critical questions that constitute ‘red flags.” These include suicidal
ideation and hallucinations. Some students who had never shown depressive symptoms could
present with red flags. The results of this study shows that a substantial percentage (12.5%)

had suicidal ideation. Although the percentage is small, suicidal ideation is an emergency.

The main objective of the study was to find the prevalence of depression among tertiary
students during the 2nd wave of the Covid 19 pandemic. The study found that prevalence of
depression among Great Zimbabwe University School of Social Sciences students was 37.5 %.
This figure is consistent with the prevalence rates reported among university students in the
United States of America (31.7%.), Middle East (33.8%) and India (10.7%). (Basheti, Mhaidat,
Mhaidat, 2021; Fruehwirth, Biswas, Perreira, 2021; Yadav, Baral et al., 2021). This prevalence
is higher than prevalence of depression reported in the general population during the pandemic
and prior to the pandemic. This substantiate that the pandemic increased mental health
difficulties across populations. However, the prevalence of depression in this study was higher
than depression rates reported from other countries. This can be a result of financial challenges
faced by students in Zimbabwe especially during the pandemic, the study was carried when the
country was experiencing serious economic recession due to the pandemic and most students

were having challenges to pay their tuition, to connect to the internet, work for extra cash and
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were uncertain about academic development, and future career prospects. These factors might
have spurred depression symptomatology.

The study also indicated that students between the age of 18 and 23 had higher prevalence of
depression than higher age groups. One possible explanation for this pattern of results is that
this age range falls under a sensitive period within which mood disorders might manifest (Mall
et al., 2018) and this is also critical transitory period in which they are going from adolescence
to adulthood; a period with unique pressures and requirements such as marriage pressure,
planning for the future and maintaining good grades. With disruptions and uncertainties in
academic and personal lives brought by COVID-19, this age group was more likely to be
depressed. The study also found that females were susceptible to depression than male students.
This is consistent with Fruehwirth, Biswas and Perreira (2021) who also found higher levels of
depression among female students. This variation might be attributed to the fact that females
have higher vulnerability to psychosocial distress than men. Contrary to this study finding,
Sarokhani et al., (2013) found no differences in depression between genders.

The study also found significant differences in the magnitude of depression among first years
and their counter parts, with first years having a lower percentage than second years and fourth
years having the highest percentage of depressed students. The findings are in contrast with
Mortier, Taljaard, Roos, Stein and Lochner, (2018) who found that first year students were
more vulnerable to depression than their counterparts. Possible reasons why the Zimbabwean
sample had such a trend could be among a plethora of factors. Chief among them could be that
during the final years of study, students become more worried about job prospects especially
facing the piercing sting of COVID-19. Furthermore, lack of opportunities and uncertainties
about future could have predisposed final year students to depression. Considering economic
recession experienced by the nation during the pandemic coupled with unemployment rate in

Zimbabwe, it’s not surprising that final years are more susceptible to depression.

The study also found that a substantial percentage of respondents reported having suicidal
thoughts. This figure is consistent with the Midlands state University study which also found

an almost same percentage (13.75%) of students reporting suicidal ideation. (Mutambara,
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2016). Considering the high prevalence of depression in the chosen sample, presence of suicide
ideation is expected since depression is usually accompanied by suicidal thoughts, attempted
suicide and suicide. Despite, low prevalence of suicide ideation in the chosen sample, this
must not be taken lightly any cognition surrounding suicide is predictive of later suicide
attempts and death by suicide (Sivertsen et al., 2019).

5 Conclusions

The study has shown that a significant number of students at Great Zimbabwe University are
depressed (37.5%). The percentage showing depressed symptoms is close to half of the student
population. This is a big number warranting serious intervention. This could translate to mean
that tertiary institutions have become centers of mental health crises. Furthermore, this implies
that many university students are experiencing substantial life problems that are triggers of
depression and if interventions are not rendered to them early, the percentages of depressed
students are likely to rise above the obtained percentage in this current study. The high
prevalence rate of depression in older and final year students serve as evidence that as one is
approaching the completion period, academic demands get high and pressing that if nothing is
done to mediate the stressors then the students are highly susceptible to depression. Female
students presented with high depression symptoms than their male counterparts implying the
higher vulnerability of women to depression than men.

6 Recommendations

The study recommends the following:
e Awareness campaigns to sensitize the student body on the depression and its dangers.
e Increase assessment of depression to all students both on admission as first year student
and on their exit into the world of work.
e The establishment of strong institutional mental health services accessible to the entire
student body such as peer counselling clubs and employing mental health specialists to
facilitate coping with life challenges.

e Gender sensitive initiatives to deal with high depression rates in female students.
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