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INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVES

The study aimed to determine the frequency of depression among medical
students and to identify the different risk factors associated with depression.
METHODOLOGY

A cross-sectional study was conducted among medical students at a private
medical college in Karachi. The study was initiated after approval was taken
from the ethical committee. Consent was taken before the data collection
after explaining the details of the study. Students were selected for this study
as per inclusion criteria. They were provided with the PHQ-9 questionnaire
in which they were inquired about the factors for depression. The total
students with depression positive were presented by their frequencies with a
95% confidence interval.

RESULTS

Three hundred seventy medical students participated, and 207 (56%) tested
positive for depression. Notably, depression was more prevalent among final -
year students, with 80% affected. Additionally, the severity of depression
gradually increased with advancing medical years, reaching the highest level
in the final year, where 61 students (80%) reported significant depression.
The most frequent causes of depression were living away from home and
facing the challenges of a demanding curriculum.

CONCLUSION

The study findings revealed a higher likelihood of depression among medical
students, particularly in their final year. This vulnerability was exacerbated
by the stress associated with extensive coursework and peer pressure to
achieve excellent exam grades.

KEYWORDS: Depression, Medicine, Mental Health

contribute to functional impairment.® If this problem is
not timely treated or addressed, so can lead to cognitive

Depression is one of the most common and frequent
occurring mental health problems in medical students
globally. The prevalence of depression in the Middle
East is 31.8%, North America 30.3%, Asia 30.1%,
South America 26.8%, and Europe 20%." The estimated
frequency of depression or its symptoms among
medical undergraduates ranged from 1.4% to 73.5%. In
Pakistan, the prevalence of this disease ranges from 22
% to 60%.” Depression is a significant health problem
among university students, of which one-third are
affected. The World Health Organization defined health
as "a complete physical, mental and social wellbeing
and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity".
This implies that not only the physical but mental
health of a person is equally important. As we know
that students are the most vulnerable population who
faces stress and a wide range of psychological
difficulties like anxiety and depression, which can

problems, lack of social wellbeing and personality
disorders.*’ Because of the negative impact of this
depression and stress on one's personality, it is essential
that it should be diagnosed timely so that appropriate
treatment should be provided.® The teaching
environment of medical colleges and universities is
very demanding because of frequent assessments,
assignments, presentations and projects and tough
competition in getting the good grades creates a
negative impact on their physical health and
psychosocial well- being.”* All over the world, the
psychological health of medical students is of high
concern. They are a more prone population to
depression and anxiety. Many other factors can also
contribute to depression, such as tough curriculum and
academics, competency among peers, problems
reaching their desired specialities, and the transition
phase from being a school student to almost being a
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physician play an important role.”'® There are also
other factors which can contribute to depression, which
include expectations from parents and teachers who
trained them to become qualified doctors.'"'? Past
studies also revealed that besides other factors
contributing to depression, enough good quality
nighttime sleep is also essential for improving long-
term learning, better cognitive and psychomotor
performance and physical and mental health, which is
found to be less in medical students."> Therefore, sleep
deprivation in medical students can make them more at
risk of depressive and anxiety disorders. This study
aims to determine the prevalence of depression among

medical students in Pakistan and to identify the possible
causes of depression in our study population. The

strength of this study lies in collecting samples from all
the medical years.

METHODOLOGY

It was a cross-sectional study conducted among medical
students at a private medical college in Karachi within a
period of 1 month. The investigation commenced after
the ethical approval was taken from the ethical
committee. Consent was taken before the data
collection after explaining the details of the study. The
sample size was calculated using Raosoft calculator,
taking a 95% confidence interval and a 5% margin of
error. The required sample size was found to be 370.
Students who fulfilled the inclusion criteria were
selected, and a simple random sampling technique was
used. They were provided with the PHQ-9
questionnaire and another questionnaire in which they
were inquired about the factors for depression. This
PHQ-9 questionnaire has been widely used to make a
provisional diagnosis of current depression. In this
nine-item questionnaire, the total score can range from
0 to 27. Scores of 5, 10, 15, and 20 were considered
cut-points of mild, moderate, moderately severe, and
severe depression, respectively.'”> Male and female
medical students aged 18-25 years were included in this
study. Participants with known psychiatric illnesses and
on treatment for depression were excluded. For data
analysis, SPSS version 23.0 will be used.

RESULTS

Depression
Negative
44%

Depression Positive
56%

Figure 1: Frequency of Depression among the Medical Students

Table 1: Frequency of Depression among Different Years of
Medical Students

Depression Positive | Depression Negative
1* Year Students | 24 34
2" Year Students | 36 27
3" Year Students | 40 34
4" Year Students | 46 27
5" Year Students | 61 15
Table 2: Depression in Medical Students According To PHQ
Scale
Depression among Mild Moderate | Severe
the Medical Students
I Year 12(50 %) 05(21%) 07(29%)
29Y ear 10(28%) 12(33 %) 14(39%)
3" Y ear 06(15%) 20(50%) 14(35%)
4" Y ear 06(13%) 18(39%) 22(48%)
5" Y ear 05(8.1%) 20(33%) 36(59%)
90
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Hostilites 39% Tough Low scores in Language Peer Pressure
Curriculum 23% Exams 19% problems 14% 4.8%

Figure 2: Frequency of Depression among the Medical Students
DISCUSSION

In our study, 370 subjects were included, among which
207 (56%) were found to have depression according to
PHQ-9 questionnaire, as shown in Figure 1. The results
of our study were consistent with those done in the past
among medical college students by Alim et al. in
Bangladesh, but were inconsistent with another study
done in Bangladesh by Islam et al., 69.5%, lower rates
of depression 43% are also reported in Saudi Arabia in
a study done by Kulsoom and  Afsar."'*" In this
study, we have also assessed the prevalence of
depression in different medical years shown in Table 1.
As shown in the table, the prevalence is 32 % in the
first year, 48% in 2™ year, and it then gradually rises in
the subsequent years, being highest in the final year at
80%. This can be attributed to multiple factors as the
first three years of medical are mainly preclinical, so
they include subjects of basic sciences, but as the year
progresses, as third-year clinical teaching is also started
so the students find difficulty in coping with the
curriculum so can be the reason of worsening of
symptoms. Our study’s results are similar to those of
Hansell MW, Ungerleider RM et al., Rosal MC,
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Ockene IS, Dyrbye LN, Wittlin NM.'*!'*?° The severity
of depression was also assessed according to PHQ -9 in
different medical years, and as shown in Table 2, in 1*
year, the frequency of mild depression was high (50%).
However, as the years progressed, the frequency of
moderate to severe depression rises severe depression
being 48% in 4™ year and 59% in the final year Vankar
et al. found that 26.6% of the medical students scored
>10 on PHQ-9 in his study, which can be due to lack of
diagnosis in the early years leading to the progression
of depression in final years and also due to stress of
final professional exams, the peer pressure all
aggravates the condition.”’ Other Studies done in the
past also showed similar results. Different causes for
depression were also inquired in this study as shown in
Fig (2) showed that most of the students were hostilities
39%, so homesickness is one of the highlighted factors
contributing to depression, along with a tough
curriculum  23%, low scores in exams 19% language
problems  14%  which causes difficulty in
communication and lack of gaps between the module
exams along with peer pressure 4.8% were the frequent
factors for depression. Academic stress, vast syllabuses
that need to be covered within a specific period, abrupt
changes in their learning techniques, consideration of
exam failure, relationship with peers, expectations from
their parents and changes in the educational medium.
Similar factors were also seen in studies done in the
past by Muzafar Y et.al. Rehmani N et.al. Besides this,
students from rural areas suffer from mood disorders
more than urban residents, and because of this, they
have difficulty communicating with teachers. Similar

results were seen in the past study by Hammouda et
22,2324
al.”>*>

LIMITATIONS

The study is conducted in only one setting. It should be
multi-centred. The sample size was small. More
parameters should be considered for comparison.

CONCLUSIONS

Depression increases during medical years, and due to
the high prevalence of depressive symptoms in medical
students, due to extensive syllabus, frequent
assessments, and peer pressure, so early counselling
sessions should be done in the first years so that this
problem should not exceed further till the final years
and the causes should be identified and corrected in the
beginning, because if timely diagnoses are made, early
treatment can be provided to them. They are also safe
for the patient’s welfare if they are mentally healthy.
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