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PSYCHOSOCIAL RISK FACTORS INFLUENCING UNDERGRADUATE 
PH ARMACY AND MEDICAL STUDENTS AT T HE UNI VERSITY OF MALTA 
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ABSTRA CT 

This study investigates the incidence of a number of psychosocial factors 011 the undergraduate 
students of phannacy and medical students (N= 60) lit the University of Malta. The variables that were 
addressed include addictions such as alcohol. smoking. soft and heavy drugs. family status. sexual activity 
and stress caused by course pressures. aspects of student life and examinations. The aim of this study is 
purely exploratory and senes to throw light 011 the incidence of such factors with the aim of carrying out in 
depth research aimed at outlining experiences. ca uses and support mechanisms as a follow up to this study. 
Findings indicate that more eflort needs to be done to monitor student needs as there lIre slllient percentage 
scores primarily in the usc of soft drugs as well as suicidal ideation and intention to qui t course. 

Introd uc tion 

More often than not. physical risk factors 
such as force. posture and repetitive movements clln 
be harmful to the body and can lead 10 people de­
veloping musculoskeletal disorders. However. re­
search (Sun and Hui. 2007: Rutledge. Rimer and 
Scol1. 2008: Cerwonka. Isbell and Hansen. 2000: 
Brodbeck. Vilen. Bachman. Znoj and Alsaker. 2010: 
Sim. Jordan-Green. Lee. Wolfman and Jahangiri. 
2005) has shown thai psychosocial risk factors also 
need to be laken into account. since Ihis can also 
affect the mental response behaviour or adaptat ion 
of different individuals. 

Nevertheless. relatively few studies (SUIl 
andHui. 2007) among the dearth of a\'ailable re­
search have been carried OUI on the psychosocial 
factors of undergraduate university students. In our 
experience. lit undergraduate levels mOSI students 
are known to complain about light deadlines. high 
workloads. stress caused by tutor demands and su­
pervisors. peer pressure and also exam stress. Re­
search also indicates that these psychosocial factors 
have an impact on adolescent suicidal ideat ion (Sun 
and Hui. 2007; Rutledge. Rimer and Scott. 2008), 
incidence of depression . self- harm and violence 
( Rut ledge. Rimer and Scott. 2008); unsafe se:..: ual 
pract ices (Cemonka. Isbell and Hansen. 2000: 
Brodbeck. Vilen. Bachman. Znoj andAlsaker. 2010): 
as well as drug usc (Sim. Jordan-Green. Lee. 
Wolfman and Jahangiri. 2005). 

Literature RC \'icw 

Researchers have sought 10 examine the 
underlying phenomena influencing adolescent sui­
cide SO as to suggest preventive implications. These 
studies have adopted a comprehensive theoretical 
fi"amework and examined risk fllctors in adolescents' 

psychological s)stem. family system and extra-fa­
milial systems simulta neously (Sun and Hui. 2007). 
In the study carr ied out by Simons and Murphy 
(1985). the absence of parental suppon was found 
to be a core factor contributi ng to ado lescents' de­
pression. anxiety. low self-esteem. hopelessness and 
subsequent suicidal ideation . Kandel. Raveis and 
Davies (1991) found that lack of closeness to par­
ents and negative life events \\ere the common pre­
dictors of adolescents' depressive symptoms and 
suicidal ideation. Sun and Hui (2007) point out that 
on examining the underlying fac tors related to su i­
cidal ideation. two issues need to be further tack­
led: The first issue is that most studies have pointed 
to depression as the most immediate mediator of 
suicidal ideation. while some studies have a lso found 
that self-esteem and hopelessness were significant 
mediators. The second issue is that while family fac­
tors like cohesion. conflict and suppon have often 
been identified as signiticant predictors of suicidal 
ideation. relatively few studies have examined peer 
and school factors as OIher predictors. Failure to 
obtain peer suppon as well as f.'lmily suppon has 
been found to be a major factor contributing to feel­
ings of worthlessness. fee lings of hopelessness. de­
pressive symptoms and subsequent suicidal ideation 
among adolescents (Haner el al.. 1992 in Sun and 
Hui. 2007). Girls tend to look for closer friendships 
and disclose more to their friends leading them to 
feel they have high levels of esteem support fi"om 
their peers and to rely heavily on peer support as a 
way of evaluating their self-worth (Harter. 1987). 
Academic issues namely test anx iety, academic self­
concept and perceived parental dissat isfaction with 
academic perfonnance are significant factors con­
tributing to adolescent depression ( Lee. Wong. 
Chow and McBride-Chang. 2006). 
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Between 35% and 5()O~ of adolescents experience 
depression al some point during their teenage years 
(Christopherson and Jordon.Marsh. 2004: Roberts 
and Chen, 1995). Such adolescents \\ho, as a result 
of their being might belong to a subculture such as 
for example the Goth Subculture. focus on the things 
that wrong with the society and in their lives. They 
surround themselves with peers \\ ho have si milar 
views. music that focuses on angry and depressing 
thoughts and websites and reading material that fo-­
cuses on the dark side of life. They may easily be­
come angl). irritable or tearful with some focusing 
on suicide and death and may sutler from either in­
somnia or hypersomnia and have decreased interest 
in activities thai they once enjoyed (Rutledge. Rimer 
and Scott. 2008). The same authors proclaim thaI 
between 7 to 14 ~o of adolescents will participate in 
self-harming activities and that this is more preva­
lent in males than in fema les. Between 20o~ and40o~ 
of adole scent s experience suicidal ideations 
(Christopherson and Jordon.Marsh. 2004: Roberts 
and Chen. 1995). 

Research also considers psychosocial fac ­
tors to be predictors of unsafe sexual practices 
(Cerwonka. Isbell and Hansen. 2000). In a study 
carried out by Oswald and Matsen l1993) in 
Cerwonka et a l. (2000). 25°~ to 40o~ of sexuall) 
active students reponed nevcr using condoms or c\-en 
decreasing their condom use as the number of part­
ners increased. This is not due to lack of knowledge 
about HIV thus leading to the conclusion thai knowl· 
edge is necessary but insufficient as a requirement 
in reducing high risk activities (Boyer and Kegeles. 
199 1). Young adults who reported sexual risk be­
havior at baseline were five times more likely to have 
had similar risky se..: later (Brodbeck. Vilen. 
Bachmann. Znoj and Alsakcr. 2010). Moreover al· 
though only 15% of the Sludents believed that they 
\\ould ever contract HIV. 36% belie\·ed a friend 
could and 59% believed that AIDS \~· ould become 
widespread in socielY. suggesting a pattern among 
young adults of "perceived invulnerability" for one· 
self but not for others (Fisher and Misovich. 1990 
in Cef\\onka et ai.. 2000). Cerwonka et al. (2000) 
also report that the effect of peer influence on 
behaviour is a widely researched phenomenon that 
has shown to influence young adult risk behavior 
concerning drug use. crime. cigarette smoking and 
sexual activity. Winslow. Franzin; and Hwang ( 1992) 
ascertain that perceived peer norms arc a major pre­
dictor of H I V fisk behavior and conclude that stu­
dents \\ ho tend to engage in a high amount of risk 
behavior also had a peer group that engaged in simi­
lar behavior. In addition. they also reported percei\ed 
peer nonns to be a major predictor of resistance to 

change in response to AIDS. Alcohol and drugs also 
h:lVe a strong relationship to sexual risk taking. Olher 
situational factors found to be relaled to risk behav­
iOf include the number of partners and Ihe length of 
se . ..:ual experience. with college students reporting 
th:lI as sexual experience increases the usc of 
condoms decreases (Oswald and Matsen. 1993: 
Zelnik and. Kantner. 1980 in Cen\'onka et a1. 2000). 

Sim. Jordan-G reen. Lee. Wolfman and 
Jahangiri (2005) maintain Ihat addressing the psy­
chosocial correlates of ecstasy might be helpful in 
developing prevention approaches for college stu­
dents because the increase in ecstasy use. social ex­
pectations and risk-taking beliefs appear to be sig­
nificantly associated with experimenting with sub­
stance use (Manninget al.. 2001 in Simct aL 2005). 
Some studies have indicated that misperceptions of 
social nomlS for Ihe frequency of substance use are 
significantly associated with college students' sub­
stance use. Research by Sim et al. (2005) conlinns 
that ecstasy initiators compared to marijuana initia­
tors would be more likely 10 have an earlier onset of 
initiating substance use and engage in binge drink­
ing and freq uent marijuana use: perceive Ihal a 
greater number of their peers used alcohol and other 
drugs: report tIlore negative consequences from sub­
stance use: and perceive less risk with substance use. 
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5awatsky. Ratner, Richardson, Washburn. 
5udmant and. Mirwaldl (2008) indicate that whereas 
reducing the number and intensity of stressors ex ­
perienced by students might be viewed as the most 
efficient means of improving the mental health of 
students, recent research about resilience indicates 
that the experience and successful management of 
stress fepresent a critical component of adolescent 
development (Campbell·Sills et a1.. 2006 in 
Sawatskyel 01.. 2008). Rutter (2006) conceptual­
izes resilience as a process as well as a personal char­
acteristic thaI can be developed over time and in re­
sponse to the exposure 10 and subsequent etfects of 
stressors (sometimes referred to as the "steeling ef· 
fect") (RUiter. 2006). Sawastsky el al. (2008) indi­
cate that similar to other published li terature. they 
found Ihat Ihe stress students experience is directly 
related. to increased levels of depressive symptoms. 
A substantial portion of thi s relationship appears 10 

be mediated through the students' perceived ability 
10 recognize and manage their stress (namely their 
resilience) when the stress is an impediment to aca­
demic perfonnance. 

Melhodology 

Three separate questionnaires with 10 ques­
tions each \\cre explained and the online link was 
diss~lIlillated during one of the lectures of the stu-
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dents. hem formal was mixed in that some of the 
questions made use of a fixed-response Likert Scale 
whereas others were open-ended. The questionnaire 
was disseminated to 11 3 medical students and 138 
pham13cy students. Students were left entirely free 
10 participate. The questionnaire was administered 
to a group of students from 2nd. 3rd and 4th year 
Pharmacy Students and 2nd year Medical students 
in the academic )ear 2012n013. Students replied 
anonymously online and resuhs \1 ere instantaneously 
submittedand compiled electronically. Qualitative 
answers were analyzed and grouped together by 
means of content analysis while quantitative answers 
were analyzed using Microsoft Excel so as to issue 
descriptive data in the form of percentages. The re­
sponse rate of this survey was24~0 for the first ques­
tionnaire and 20% for the second and third ques­
tionnaires respectively. 

Results 

The results shall be e.~plained into (wosepa­
rate sections. The firs t section will deal with the 
sample composition and shall explain the demo­
graphic characteristics. The second section shall fo­
cus on the results of the survey itself. 

Demographic Data 

Seventy eiglll percent of the students \\ ere 
between 18-20 years \\ hile 22°~ of the students \Iere 
between 2 1-29 )ears. Thirty-five percent of the stu­
dents were ma le while 65°0 were females. 

As regards to place of residence. 67~0 of 
the students hailed frolll North of the Maltese Is­
lands whereas 33% were from South. 

Eighty percent of the students resided within 
a family with happily married parents. 13°1, from a 
family with satisfactory married parents. thus 93% 
of the students that answered this questionnaire were 
coming from a family with parents enjoying a rela­
tively stable and happy marriage. llle other 7% of 
the students included those living with married but 
unhappy parents. separated parents and di vorced 
parents. None of the students were coming from 
families whose parents had attained an annulment 
for their marriage. 

S UT\'ey Results 

Students indi cated that 67~o of them re­
sponded as being sexually active while 33% declared 
that they were no1. 

In an open-ended question asking students 
to describe how they felt about examinations. stu­
dents repl ied that they feltanxious, stressed. nervous. 
suffered bad moods. panicked. stressed out and de-
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pressed. In a subsequent question which focused on 
their reaction due to stress, 22% answered that they 
would consider quitting their course, S% want or 
sometimes feel like endi ng their lives, 30% seek 
support from their friends and 49% find famil y sup­
port. In this question. students were allowed to lick 
multiple options. In another question, stud;;onts were 
asked how they cope when Ihey feel down. Twent) ­
six percent declared that they seek help from no­
body. Furthermore some declared that they could not 
summon enough couTage or gutS in order to seek 
help. The majority of students wrote that they seek 
he lp from one or more of the following: Boyfriend! 
Gi rlfriend. Sister. Friends and Mother/Fami ly mem­
bers. 

Students were also asked about substance 
LlSC. Thirty percent opted not to answer this ques­
tion. All the students ( IOO~o) have experienced al­
cohol. 54% of the student s make or made use of 
smoking. 17% experienced or make use of soft drugs 
\Ihile none of the students tlUlt answered this ques­
tionnaire made use of any hard drugs. 

I)iscussion 

From results it can be shown that moSI of 
the st udents reading medicine or pharmacy in their 
1st. 2nd or 3rd year at the Universiry of Malia are 
aged bet\\ een 18 and 20 years. In a culture such as 
the one we have at the Maltese Islands which is very 
close knot. most students lack life skills and experi­
ence in life making them vulnerable to all sorts of 
influences. Thus their university experience should 
not only be one based on academic but should also 
include life skills such as how to work in groups, 
how to manage stress and problems. how to deal 
with relationship problems and how to live a healthy 
lifestyle. Most courses at the University of Malta 
are content based and lecturers are not concerned 
with passing over sk ills to students. These skills 
should be built into course curricula. 

There was a grealer percentage of students 
hailing from the North of Malta (67%) as compared 
to the South (33%) of Malta. Thi s might indicate 
that students hailing from the North of Malta have 
access to benerschooli ng and bettereducational fa­
cil ities. It could also be that studcnts who reside in 
middleclass families who are more likely to reside 
in the North of Malta would be oriented 10 these 
courses as they have Ihe potential orbeinghigh earn­
ers once they graduate. II is a known fact that some 
students would already possess a pharmaceutical 
outlet run by the famil y of origin and that most stu­
dents studying to become medical doctors would 
have that profession running in their family for gen­
eriltions. This is an aspecI of our research which 
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would undoubtedly require further investigation. 
Nevertheless. policy makers in compulsory educa­
tion should ensure that children and adolescents are 
given the opponunity to follow the same courses. 

Most of the students (93%) were coming 
from families whose parents enjoy a relatively stable 
and happy marriage. This might indicate that stable 
families with both parents residing at the same resi­
dence are able to suppon their kids in a better man­
ner in order to fun her studies at higher levels. (ref) 
The current trend in Malta unfortunately is that of 
grow ing broken families (Sunday Times. 2011). 
Since the incidence of separations is always 011 the 
rise. it is imperative that theeducational system. both 
at primary. secondary and teniary level. takes into 
account different family fonns and their impact on 
the educational progression of our students. More 
investment with regards to support staff is definite1) 
needed in the fonn of outreach programmes in or­
der to suppon students. 

One also notes that 67~o of the students in 
our sample were or are sti ll sexually active while 
33% are not or have never been.The percentage of 
Maltese students that are sex ually active is relatively 
lower compared to students having the same age 
group from Long Island University. USA. 
(Cerwonka. E.R .. Isbell. TR. & Hansen. C.L 2000) 
These results do IlOt mean that students do not need 
to be educated about relationships and abom being 
sexually safe. More needs to be done in this regard 
and further research to investigate the trends in 
sexual activity among university students and how 
this (dis)in forms their ideas about relationships. The 
reasons for which young adults (19 to 29 age bracket) 
in the national survey engage in sexual activity are 
"lose my virginity". "friends all doing it" and "curi­
ous" and further research needs to ascenain whether 
students' ideas at the univers ity are similar and 
whether such experiences are innuencing their life 
in general as well as their studies. The incidence of 
sexually active students in our sample for this re­
search is still high when com]l.lred to those allained 
recently on a National level in October 2013 (Di­
rectorate for Health Information and Research, 
2013). 

Most common feelings about students' ex­
ams were anxious. stressed. neT\'ous. bad mood. 
panic. stress and depression. For me this is quite 
worrying. An educational system should nO{ foster 
stress but should be there for students to make learn­
ing an enjoyable experience. It should allow them 
to be creative and help them to showcase their knowl­
edge and competence in a subject mauer. Here we 
find that exams arc used as a means of control in 
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that they are a final sentence/decision that could ei­
ther make or break a career of an individual. Most 
of the times. exams are tlnf.'lir because they do not 
allow students to show their diversity of skills. Ex­
aminat ions tend to measure students using the same 
yard stick and do not reneet the true and diverse 
potential ofa candidate. A candidate that obtained 
a higher mark does not mean that he or she is a bet­
ter student than others and that in the future they 
will do better career wise. Such studies demonstrat­
ing the degree of predicti ve validityof university 
examinations in this regard still need to be carried 
Oll! as most studies (Paganini and Seghieri, 2003; 
Kuncel, Hezlett and Ones, 2001) have been li mited 
to predicting success at university from undergradu­
ate entrance exams. 

The most salient finding of this prel iminary 
research is the fact that go,oindicated that they want 
or sometimes feel to end their lives while 22% an­
swered they will or at some point or another wanted 
to quit their course. This ca ll s for immediate action 
in this regard as this is a clear cry for help by some 
students. Not enough resources arc being invested 
in suppon systems as there is no Olltreach programme 
and no youth workers employed to assist students at 
the university. 

Another cause for concern relating to the 
data gathered in this survey is the way we are teach­
ing our students. It strongly seems that our educa­
tion system and University academic life fosters an 
environment of survival of the fittest.Thirty percent 
of the students ask lor supponfrom their fr iends 
while 49% of the students seek support from their 
families. It seems that most students to not ask for 
any support but results in this regard are inconclu­
sive. This might mean that students do not think it 
to be necessary or it might mean that they do not 
have anyone to resort to. None of the students men­
tioned the Universi ty Counse lling Services or the 
Chaplai ncy as a place to resort to in time of 
need. Moreover, we should take a good look at what 
we are offering in our curricula. There is more to 
teaching than merely passing on content to our st u­
dents as they should be taught skills such as for ex­
ample working in groups. discussions. practical 
taught work and supervised work placements in the 
industry.Moreo\'er we need to seriously look into 
the impact of computers and internet on the poten­
tial soc ial isolation of students. 

Students were also asked about their use of 
alcohol and drugs. TIle fact that 30% opted not to 
answer this question is in itselfa clear avoidance of 
the argument. All the students ( 100%) have experi­
enced alcohol. 54% of the students make or made 
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use of smoking, 17% experienced or make use of 
soft drugs while none of the students that answered 
this questionnaire made use of any hard drugs. The 
use ofa1cohol amongst University of Malta students 
seems to be higher than University of Newcastle 
upon Tyne, UK student s (55%) (Webb, E. et al.. 
1996). The mte ofsoR drug use amongst st udents 
at the University of Malta seems to be lower than 
students at Uni versiEy of Newcastle upon Tyne. UK 
(57%). (Webb.E.etal .. 1996)buthigherwhen com­
pared to students at Stockholm's University (700) 
(Borschoset al.. 1999). 

C onc lusion 

This preliminary study has served as an in­
dicator of the lifestyle and coping mechanisms that 
students are adopting at uni\'ersit}. Two main results 
need to be laken seriously into account. The first is 
that pertaining to those 8~0 who sta ted that at points 
they wishL>d to terminate their life. The second are 
those 22% who wish to quit their COUTse. We have 
recommended that the university invests heavily in 
support programmes and also on II more holistic cur­
riculum which better equips students for their fu­
ture jobs. We are also recommending avenues for 
future research in that this study needs to be carried 
out across other faculties to take stock of the situa­
tion and also needs to be carried out repeatedly to 
monitor any fluctuations and to direct support ser­
vice mechanisms accordingly. 
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