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Introduction

The mental health of university students is of increasing 
concern globally. In the United States, with a national 
epidemiological study reporting that almost half the college 
students surveyed met the criteria for a psychiatric disorder in the 
past year although less than 25% sought treatment, and that the 
rate for college students was not significantly different from non-
students Blanco et al. [1]. Locally in Palestine et al. [2] in study 
a sample consisted of 392 students from the four universities in 
Gaza Strip. The results showed that 166(42.3%) had moderate 
anxiety, and 62(15.8%) of had severe anxiety. While 146(37.2%), 
had moderate depression, and 12(3.1%) of them were had severe 
depression. The emerging findings from the literature indicate 
that community college students are vulnerable to mental health 
disorder Francis et al. [3], Katz et al. [4]. In the United Kingdom, the 
UK Psychiatric Morbidity Survey reported significant increases in 
anxiety and depression in young people aged 1624 but could not 
identify the students in this population (Singleton, Bumpstead, 
O-Brien, Lee & Meltzer, 2001). In a study Macaskill [5] of total  

 
1197 undergraduate students in a very large modern university  
in the north of England. The overall incidence of psychiatric 
caseness in the total sample was 17.3%. The caseness for women 
was 24.2% while for men it was 12.56%, a significant difference. 
There was no significant effect of course being studied. Examining 
the caseness data set separately for anxiety and depression 
showed that for anxiety, 97.1% of the total overall GHQ cases 
met anxiety caseness criteria, while the figure was lower for 
depression with 46.4% of the total overall GHQ caseness scores 
meeting depression caseness criteria.

Few studies were conducted in the area to evaluate the mental 
health of university students. Furthermore, Juma et al. [6] in study 
of 399 Palestinian university students from main four universities 
in Gaza Strip. The study showed that 9.5% of males and 12% 
of females had severe depression. No gender differences. Also, 
10.3% of males and 13.8% of females had anxiety. No statistically 
significant differences in anxiety according to gender. Thabet 
et al. [7] in study a sample consisted of randomly selected 399 
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Abstract

Aim: The aim of this study is to explore the prevalence of mental health problems among Palestinians university students.

Method: The sample consisted of randomly selected 216 Palestinian university students enrolled in two universities in Gaza Strip (Al-Al-
Azhar and Islamic University) and one university in West Bank (Al Quds university of Jerusalem) at the second semester of the academic year 
2004-2005. Eighty-seven of the participants (40.3%) were males and 129 (59.7%) were females. Age ranged from 17 to 30 years. Mean age was 
20.4 years (SD1.8). We used two questionnaires; a predesigned socio- demographic sheet and General Health Quesionnare-28 items.

Results: The study showed than mean GHQ-28 was 8.71, somatization mean was 1.74, anxiety mean was 2.87, social dysfunction mean was 
1.94, and depression mean was 2.16. The result showed that 69.4% were rated as psychiatric morbidity cases and need further investigation, 
while 30.6% were not cases. No statistically significant differences in sex of students and GHQ-28 and subscales. Students from West Bank 
reported more anxiety than those in Gaza Strip. No other statistically differences in total GHQ28 and other subscales. Moreover, there were no 
statistically significant differences in GHQ-28 and subscales according to type of residence (city, village, camp). Students from Al Azhar university 
scored more in total GHQ, anxiety, and more depression than those from Islamic and Al Quds university. 

Clinical Implications: Our findings that university students had high rate of mental health problems Such findings highlight the need for 
establishing counselling centers in the universities to help students on overcoming their death anxiety and obsession. Also, there is needed for 
training courses for students in causes and ways of intervention with such problems.
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university students enrolled from the main four universities in 
Gaza Strip. The study showed that anxiety trait mean was 36.22 
and anxiety state mean was 46.62. Mosallam et al. [8] in study of 
392 university students enrolled from the main four universities 
in Gaza Strip. The study showed that 28% had severe anxiety to 
very severe anxiety. There was no significant difference in anxiety 
according to gender. However, there was significant difference 
in anxiety toward students enrolled in Al Azhar University than 
the other three universities students according to the university 
or college type. The study showed that 14.2% of university 
students had moderate to severe depression. The study showed 
no significant gender difference in depression and according to 
university enrollment. 

More recently, Gorbena et al. [9] in study of total of 4461 
university students completed a health and well-being survey, 
including the GHQ-12, Ryff psychological well-being scale and 
a scale of 25 life stressors. Indexes of number and severity 
of difficulties in relationships were calculated with 10 items 
including romantic partners, friends, family, and classmates. 
Results Correlations were significant. Logistic regression showed 
a risk effect for all stressors with OR values above 1.32. Overall 
perceived severity had the highest and amongst the 10 stressors, 
gender related abuse/violence was also the highest. Positive 
relations showed a protective effect. Since the students play an 
important role in the economic and social development programs 
and management of community affairs, paying attention to their 
issues in different dimensions, particularly their mental aspect 
should not be neglected. Therefore, in this research, we decided 
to study the mental health among university students in Palestine.

Method

Participants

Participants were 216 Palestinian university students 
enrolled from two universities in Gaza Strip (Al-Al-Azhar and 
Islamic University) and one university from West Bank (Al Quds 

university of Jerusalem). Eighty-seven of the participants (40.3%) 
were males and 129 (59.7%) were females. 

Measures

A predesigned socio- demographic sheet: This 
questionnaire included; gender, age, name of the university, place 
of residence, and marital status. The Arabic Scale of General Health 
Questionnaire-28 Goldberg et al. [10,11], (Thabet & Vostanis, 
2005) Students mental health ratings were based on the General 
Health Questionnaire (GHQ-28). It covers severe depression 
and suicidal risk, anxiety and insomnia, social dysfunction, and 
somatic symptoms (59). Emphasis is on changes in condition, so 
items compare the present mental state to the person’s normal 
mental health status. GHQ-28 scores above the cut-off of 4/5 are 
considered to be possible psychiatric ‘cases’. This scale had been 
validated in Arabic culture and showed reliability and validity. 
The internal consistency of the scale calculated using Cronbach’s 
alpha, was α0.91 and split half was 0.88 Thabet et al. [6]. In this 
study the Cronbach’s alpha was α0.88 and split half was 0.74.

Data Collection Procedures: The researcher implemented 
structured questionnaires to collect data directly from universities 
students. The permission was received from the three universities 
mentioned before. The researcher collected data by trained field 
workers through coordinated the public relation offices, to the 
students in the three universities, either in classroom settings 
or outside classroom in two weeks in the second semester of the 
Academic year 2004/2005. Each student has completed 2 scales 
on 15 minutes. 

Statistical Analysis: Data was entered and analysed using the 
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software version 20 
computer program. Between-group comparison was explored by 
independent t-test, and more than two variables we used One-way 
ANOVA tests. Associations between different continuous variables 
were tested by Pearson correlation coefficient. 

Results

Socio-Demographic of the Study Sample

Table 1: Socio-demographic of the study sample (N=216). 
N %

Sex

Male 87 40.3

Female 129 59.7

Total 216 100.0

Age                mean = 20.41 (SD= 1.76)

Site of residence

Gaza 102 47.2

West bank 114 52.8

Name of university 216 100.0

Islamic university 47 21.8

Al Azhar  university 55 25.5
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Al Quds university Jerusalem 114 52.8

Marital status

Single 197 91.2

Married 18 8.3

Divorced 1 .5

Place of residence 216 100.0

North west bank 19 8.8

Middle West Bank 33 15.3

South West Bank 33 15.3

Jerusalem 29 13.4

Gaza Strip 102 47.2

Type of residence

City 108 50.0

Village 82 38.0

Camp 26 12.0

Participants were 216 Palestinian university students 
enrolled from two universities in Gaza Strip (Al-Al-Azhar and 
Islamic University) and one university from West Bank (Al Quds 

university of Jerusalem). Eighty-seven of the participants (40.3%) 
were males and 129 (59.7%) were females. Age ranged from 17 to 
30 years, mean age was 20.4 years (SD1.8) (Table 1). 

Psychological Symptoms of Women using GHQ-28

Table 2: Psychological symptoms according to GHQ-28.

Worse than usual/worse Better than usual/ usual

A1. Been feeling perfectly well and in good 
health? 86.1 13.9

No/less than usual More/much more than usual

A2. Been feeling the need of a good tonic? 76.9 23.1

A3. Been feeling run down and out of sorts? 57.4 42.6

A4. Felt that you are ill? 76.7 21.3

A5. Been getting any pains in your head? 69.9 30.1

A6. Been getting a feeling of tightness or 
pressure in your head? 68.1 31.9

A7. Been having hot or cold spells? 85.2 14.8

B1. Lost much sleep over worry? 69 31

B2. Had difficulty staying a sleep once you are 
off? 60.6 39.4

B3. Felt constantly under strain? 50.9 49.1

B4. Been getting edgy and bad-tempered? 45.8 54.2

B5. Been getting scared or panicky for no good 
reason? 79.2 20.8

B6. Found everything getting on top of you? 44.9 55.1

B7. Been feeling nervous and strung-up all the 
time? 56.5 43.5

D1. Been thinking of yourself as a worthless 
person? 70.4 29.6

D2. Felt that life is entirely hopeless? 70.8 29.2

D3. Felt that life isn’t worth living? 66.2 33.8

D4. Found at times you couldn’t do anything 
because your nerves were too bad? 73.1 26.9
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D5. Found yourself wishing you were dead and 
away from it all? 79.6 20.4

More/much more than usual No/less than usual

D6. Been managing to keep yourself busy and 
occupied? 80.6 19.4

Faster than usual Much less than usual

D7. Been taking longer over the things you do? 63.4 36.6

Satisfied Satisfied much less than before

C1. Been satisfied with the way you’ve carried 
out your  tasks? 82.9 16.7

More than usual Much less than usual

C2. Felt on the whole you were doing things 
well? 60.2 39.4

C3. Felt that you are playing a useful part in 
things? 69.9 30.1

C4. Felt capable of making decisions about 
things? 55.1 44.9

C5. Been able to enjoy your normal day-to-day                    
activities? 50.9 49.1

Never/I don’t think Much more/more than usual

C6. Thought of the possibility that you might 
make away with yourself? 70.4 29.6

Never/I don’t think Much more/more than  usual

C7. Found the idea of taking your own life kept 
coming   into your mind? 93.1 6.9

As shown in Table 2, 13.9 % said they had feeling of perfectly 
well and in good health, while 6.95 said the idea of taking their 
own life kept coming into their minds mind? 55.1% said that 
everything getting on top of them much and more than usual, 
54.2% getting edgy and bad-tempered, 49.1% felt constantly 
under strain, 43.5% felt nervous and strung-up all the time.

Means and Standard Deviation of the GHQ-28

The study showed than mean GHQ-28 was 8.71 (SD  6.46), 
somatization mean was 1.74 (SD  2.01), anxiety mean was 2.87 
(SD  2.29), social dysfunction mean was 1.94 (SD  1.76), and 
depression mean was 2.16 (SD  1.94) (Table 3). 

Table 3: Means and standard deviation of the GHQ-28.

N Min. Max. Mean SD

Total GHQ 216 0 28 8.71 6.46

Anxiety 216 0 7 1.74 2.01

Somatization 216 0 7 2.87 2.29

Social 
dysfunction 216 0 7 1.94 1.76

Depression 216 0 12 2.16 1.94

Prevalence of mental health problems

Using the previous cut-off point of the GHQ-28 (4/5), the 
result showed that 69.4% were rated as psychiatric morbidity 
cases and need further investigation, while 30.6% were not cases 
(Table 4).

Table 4: Psychiatric cases according to GHQ-28.

No. %

Non psychiatric 
morbidity 66 30.6

Psychiatric morbidity 150 69.4

Total 216 100.0

Differences in GHQ-28 and Subscales and other 
Sociodemographic Variables 

Differences in Mean and Standard Deviation of GHQ-28 
and Subscales and Sex of Student: Independent t test showed 
no statistically significant differences in sex of students and GHQ-
28 and subscales (Table 5).
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Table 5: Differences in mean and standard deviation of GHQ-28 and subscales and sex of student.

gender N Mean Std. Deviation Mean 
differences t p

total GHQ
Male 87 8.95 6.78 .40 .45 .65

Female 129 8.55 6.26

somatization
Male 87 1.85 2.13 .18 .66 .51

Female 129 1.67 1.93

anxiety
Male 87 2.99 2.36 .19 .60 .55

Female 129 2.80 2.24

social 
dysfunction

Male 87 2.13 1.84 .32 1.32 .19

Female 129 1.81 1.69

depression
Male 87 1.99 1.79 -.29 -1.08 .28

Female 129 2.28 2.04

Differences in Mean and Standard Deviation of GHQ-28 
and Subscales and Place of Residence of Student: Independent 
t test showed that students from West Bank reported more 
anxiety than those in Gaza Strip (t(214), -2.36, p  0.02). No 
other statistically differences in total GHQ28 and other subscales. 
Moreover, there were no statistically significant differences in 
GHQ-28 and subscales according to type of residence (city, village, 

camp) (Table 6). One -way ANOVA test showed was conduct. Post 
hoc using Tukey HSD test showed that students from Al Azhar 
university scored more in total GHQ (F (213/2)5.53, p0.001), 
anxiety (F (213/2)10.58, p0.001), and more depression (F 
(213/2)7.43, p0.001) than those from Islamic and Al Quds 
university. 

Table 6: Differences in mean and standard deviation of GHQ-28 and subscales and place of residence of student.

Site of study N Mean Std. Deviation t p

Total GHQ
Gaza 102 8.17 6.59 -1.18 .24

West bank 114 9.20 6.33

Somatization
Gaza 102 1.55 2.00 -1.33 .19

West bank 114 1.91 2.02

Anxiety
Gaza 102 2.49 2.27 -2.36 .02

West bank 114 3.22 2.26

Social dysfunction
Gaza 102 1.82 1.79 -.88 .38

West bank 114 2.04 1.73

Depression
Gaza 102 2.30 2.05 1.01 .31

West bank 114 2.04 1.84

Discussion

The study showed than mean GHQ-28 was 8.71, somatization 
mean was 1.74, anxiety mean was 2.87, social dysfunction 
mean was 1.94, and depression mean was 2.16. The result 
showed that 69.4% were rated as psychiatric morbidity cases 
and need further investigation, while 30.6% were not cases. No 
statistically significant differences in sex of students and GHQ-28 
and subscales. Students from West Bank reported more anxiety 
than those in Gaza Strip. No other statistically differences in total 
GHQ28 and other subscales. Moreover, there were no statistically 
significant differences in GHQ-28 and subscales according to 
type of residence (city, village, camp). Our study showed that 
students enrolled at Al Azhar university scored more in total GHQ, 
anxiety, and more depression than those from Islamic and Al Quds 
university. Our findings were inconsistent with other studies 
which found less rate of anxiety and depression. In the largest 

psychometric study of student mental distress to date (Adlaf, 2001), 
a prevalence of elevated psychological distress were found in 30% 
of 7,526 randomly sampled undergraduate students, attending 16 
different universities in Canada. Among the 1st-year students, the 
prevalence of elevated psychological distress was 34%. Compared 
to data from the general population in Canada, the frequency of 
elevated distress was significantly higher and nearly the double 
of a non-student population. Furthermore, (Nerdrum, 2006) 
in study of 1750 undergraduate students that had begun their 
education at one of the seven faculties at Oslo University College. 
Students were interviewed with the General Health Questionnaire 
(GHQ)-12 items. The percentage of study participants that have 
been classified as cases was 21.1% when using the 4+ threshold. 
The GHQ case mean score in the total sample was 2.08, while the 
GHQ Likert mean score was 10.63. In this study, women reported 
a significantly higher level of psychological distress than men. 
Those born outside Norway reported a significantly higher level 
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of distress compared to those who were born in Norway. Those 
reporting that their father’s educational achievement was at the 
primary level reported significantly higher psychological distress 
compared to those reporting that their father’s educational level 
was higher. In Arab countries, similar studies conducted in Egypt 
universities reported other figures; in Menoufiya University, the 
prevalence of depression and anxiety, was 63.6% and 78.4% 
respectively Abdallah et al. [12]. Depression in Alexandria 
University; 43.9% and 57.9% of medical students were suffering 
from anxiety and depression respectively Ibrahim et al. [13]. 
Another study conducted in Mansoura University among medical 
students has reported lower figures; prevalence of depressive and 
anxious symptoms was 28.3% and 21.2% Amir et al. [14]. Our 
findings are also similar to what is reported in other countries; 
in Pakistan, a prevalence of 70% anxiety and depression was 
reported among medical students Khan et al. [15]. More recently 
others found similar rate of mental health problems in university 
students, Abdel Wahed et al. [16] in study of a cross-sectional-
questionnaire based study of 442 medical students in Fayoum 
University found the prevalence of depression and anxiety was 
detected among 60.2% and 64.3% of medical students More 
recently others found lower rates of mental health problems, 
Torres et al. [17] in study of a sample of 1092 students (53.7% 
women; mean age  18.3 years) who were recruited from the 
Technical Particular University of Loja (Ecuador). It was found 
that 6.2% of students met the criteria for diagnosis of a major 
depressive episode, 0.02% met criteria for generalized anxiety 
disorder, 2.2% for panic disorder, 32.0% were at risk of an eating 
disorder and 13.1were at risk for suicide [18]. 

Conclusion and Recommendation

A substantial proportion of Palestinian university students are 
suffering from psychological disorders. The prevalence is equal in 
both females and males. Counselling and preventive mental health 
services should be an essential part of the routine investigation 
of university students. Actions should be taken to encourage the 
students to seek help on exposure to distress. Further studies 
should be done to identify different sources and causes of stress 
especially related to academic and educational factors, and the 
effect of different intervention measures to avoid or cope with the 
psychological effect of the life tension.
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