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ABSTRACT

Introduction: In recent years, there has been an exponential
rise in students inbound to Malaysia to pursue their
postgraduate studies. In particular, Chinese international
postgraduate students (CIPS) represent a rapidly growing
student population in this country, which is postulated to
lead to substantial psychological distress resulting from
academic, cultural, and financial adjustments that are
required of the students immersing themselves in a new
environment. Nevertheless, quantitative evidence regarding
depression, anxiety, and stress among CIPS in Malaysian
public universities remains limited.

Materials and Methods: A cross-sectional study was
conducted among 347 Chinese international postgraduate
students at Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM) using mixed-
mode convenience sampling. Data were collected using a
structured questionnaire that included sociodemographic
variables, stressors, stress-relieving activities, and the
Depression Anxiety Stress Scales-21 (DASS-21). For the
statistical analysis, we performed descriptive statistics,
group comparisons, Pearson correlations, and hierarchical
regression analyses.

Results: The prevalence of mild-to-extremely severe
symptoms was 61.1% for depression, 67.1% for anxiety, and
56.2% for stress. Psychological distress was significantly
associated with perceived discrimination, financial
concerns, poorer self-rated health, and depression history.
In the final hierarchical regression model, perceived
discrimination emerged as the strongest predictor of
distress (B =.270, p <.001). Furthermore, financial concerns,
poorer self-rated health, and participation in artistic
activities such as calligraphy classes were also positively
associated with increasing DASS-21 scores, whereas
positive future outlook scores showed a negative
association. The final model explained 53.1% of the variance
in psychological distress.

Conclusion: Psychological distress among CIPS at UPM
was substantial and appeared to be strongly related to

acculturative stress and resource-related pressures. A
proposed model to overcome this should include university-
driven, culturally responsive mental health services, anti-
discrimination support, and financial and academic
assistance to ensure the successful onboarding and
orientation of international postgraduate students.
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INTRODUCTION

Global cross-border higher education has expanded steadily
over the past two decades, and Malaysia has emerged as a
major destination for Chinese students."? Malaysia attracts
many international postgraduate students because of its
globally recognised qualifications, budget-friendly tuition
and living expenses, including numerous world-class branch
campuses. Our country offers an ideal environment for
advanced studies, combining a safe, multicultural society
with widespread proficient English-speaking locals.
Interestingly, Chinese nationals have made up more than
40% of all international students in Malaysia during 2024,
with total enrolments hitting 56,198. Specifically, in
Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM), our institutional data from
the UPM School of Graduate Studies showed that as of 26th
May 2023, there were 2,837 Chinese postgraduate students at
UPM, including 1,105 master’s students and 1,732 PhD
students. Chinese postgraduate students accounted for
approximately 27.6% of the listed postgraduate student
population at UPM.

Although the two countries are culturally close, Chinese
international postgraduate students (CIPS) still face
challenges related to language, academic demands, financial
pressure, daily adjustment, and social support.®* Evidence
from multiple countries points to growing concern about
students’ mental health. Nearly one in five students
experiences a mental disorder, most commonly anxiety or
depression.* In Malaysia, about 30% of local university
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students were reported to be at risk of anxiety.® Research also
indicates that international students often report higher
distress than local students but are less likely to use mental
health services.*” CIPS in Malaysia are part of South-South
mobility and may face additional adaptation pressures
related to language, social integration, and identity.*"

Existing studies in Malaysian universities have mainly
focused on local students,*!! while studies on CIPS have often
examined emotional expression or psychological well-being
using other instruments, including mixed international
student samples without separate analysis of Chinese
postgraduates, or used qualitative methods without
standardised measures.””” To date, no study in a Malaysian
public research university has used the Depression, Anxiety,
and Stress Scale (DASS-21) to assess depression, anxiety, and
stress among CIPS while also examining major stressors and
stress-relieving activities.”” This study was conceptually
informed by the acculturative stress framework and
conservation of resources theory, which suggest that
psychological distress among international students may
arise from perceived discrimination, cultural adjustment
difficulties, financial strain, and reduced social or
psychological resources.

Despite the growing number of CIPS in Malaysia,
quantitative evidence on their mental health remains
limited. Despite the growing number of these international
students in Malaysia, few quantitative studies have
examined depression, anxiety, and stress simultaneously
using a validated instrument while also investigating
culturally relevant stressors and stress-relieving behaviours
within a South-South educational mobility context. Based on
this gap, this study focused on CIPS at UPM with the aim of
identifying a model that can propose corrective measures to
mitigate this problem. This study aimed to determine the
prevalence and severity of depression, anxiety, and stress
among CIPS at UPM; examine demographic and
psychosocial correlates of psychological distress; and finally,
to identify significant predictors of DASS-21 scores using
hierarchical regression analysis.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study design and sampling criteria

We conducted a cross-sectional survey among CIPS at UPM in
March 2025. Participants were recruited using a mixed-mode
non-probability sampling strategy that combined offline
campus-based recruitment and online dissemination via
Chinese student WeChat groups. All eligible participants
completed the survey via WeChat by scanning a QR code or
opening the survey link.” WeChat was used as the main
access channel because it is widely used among Chinese
students. As the online link could be further shared through
WeChat groups, the total number of students reached was
unknown; therefore, an overall response rate could not be
calculated. Inclusion criteria were enrolment in a master’s or
doctoral programme at UPM, Chinese nationality, age >18
years, and the ability to read Chinese or English. Sample size
was estimated using a single-proportion formula for cross-
sectional studies. Based on an expected prevalence of 50%,"*
=0.05, and a margin of error of 0.06, the minimum required
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sample size was 267. After adding 20% for possible non-
response, the target sample was approximately 330. In total,
347 usable responses were obtained. This study was approved
by the UPM Research Ethics Committee (JKEUPM-2023-1423)
and was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of
Helsinki. Participation was voluntary, responses were
anonymous and confidential, and online informed consent
was obtained from all participants.

Instrument of measurement

The survey was conducted using a 55-item structured

questionnaire administered through Questionnaire Star

(Wenjuanxing), an online survey platform.” The stressor

and stress-relieving activity items listed were analysed as

individual indicators rather than latent psychometric scales.

The questionnaire included:

1. Demographic variables: gender, age, student type,
semester, sibling status, marital status, employment
status, depression history, main financial source, and
income range.

2. Key factors, stressors, and stress-relieving activities:
Single-item measures were used for relationship with
supervisor, English fluency, self-evaluation of current
health, awareness of the counselling unit, and likelihood
of seeking help; self-evaluation of current health referred
to participants’ overall current health status, with higher
scores indicating poorer health. The questionnaire also
included stressor and stress-relieving activity items, all
rated on a five-point Likert scale (l=strongly
disagree/never to 5=strongly agree/very often). Internal
consistency was acceptable for the stressor and stress-
relieving activity items (Cronbach’s «=0.854 and 0.703).
These items were adapted from previous literature and
expert-reviewed.

3. Additional questionnaire using DASS-21: Psychological
distress over the past week was assessed using the DASS-
21, which includes three subscales—depression, anxiety,
and stress—with seven items each.” Items were rated on a
four-point Likert scale (0=did not apply at all, 3=applied
most of the time). For each subscale, the seven item scores
were summed and then multiplied by two, yielding
subscale scores ranging from O to 42. The total DASS-21
score ranged from 0 to 126, with higher scores indicating
greater psychological distress. Internal consistency was
excellent for the total scale and all subscales (Cronbach’s
=0.973; depression=0.934, anxiety=0.923, stress=0.920).
Scores were classified into normal, mild, moderate, severe,
and extremely severe according to the standard DASS
severity cut-off scores. The DASS-21 is a screening
instrument.

Statistical analysis

Data were analysed using SPSS Statistics 26.0. Descriptive
statistics were used to summarise the sample. Internal
consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s &, and common
method bias was examined using Harman's single-factor test.
Group differences were tested using independent-samples t-
tests and one-way ANOVA, associations using Pearson
correlation coefficients, and factors associated with DASS-21
total score using hierarchical regression. Variables were
entered in three conceptual blocks: sociodemographic
variables, stressor variables, and stress-relieving activity
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variables. Statistical significance was set at ®=0.05. Prior to
regression analysis, assumptions of normality, linearity,
homoscedasticity, and multicollinearity were examined.
Variance inflation factor values were below conventional

thresholds, indicating no evidence of problematic
multicollinearity
RESULTS

Sample characteristics and reliability

This study included 347 valid responses. Table I presents the
sociodemographic characteristics. Overall, the sample was
predominantly female, mainly aged 26-30 years, and
consisted mostly of master’s students. Most participants were
in the early to middle stages of study, and over half reported
no history of depression. In terms of financial background,
nearly half were self-funded, and most reported a monthly
income of RM 1,000-5,000. English communication ability
was generally limited, with nearly half rating their fluency as
poor or fair. Awareness and use of mental health services
were also limited: most students had either not heard of or
had only heard of the UPM counselling unit, and actual
service use was low. Help-seeking intention was also
generally low. Harman's single-factor test showed that the
first unrotated factor explained 37.6% of the total variance,
below the 40% threshold, suggesting that common method
bias was not a major concern.

Descriptive statistics and prevalence of DASS-21

The mean scores were 14.89 (SD=11.84) for depression, 15.48
(SD=11.40) for anxiety, and 17.29 (SD=11.37) for stress. The
mean total DASS-21 score was 47.65 (SD=33.44). Among the
347 participants, the prevalence of mild-to-extremely severe
symptoms was 61.1% for depression, 67.1% for anxiety, and
56.2% for stress. Anxiety showed the highest prevalence,
followed by depression and stress. In terms of severity
distribution, 33.7% of participants were in the severe-to-
extremely severe range for depression, 50.7% for anxiety, and
29.1% for stress (Table II).

Group differences

Demographic differences in DASS-21 total scores

We compared overall psychological distress (DASS-21 total
score) across sociodemographic groups. Significant
differences were found for gender, age, marital status,
depression history, and income range. Males scored higher
than females (t=3.82, p<0.001). Distress also varied
significantly across age groups (F=5.26, p<0.01), with the 26-
30 group showing the highest scores and the 31-39 and >40
groups showing lower scores. Marital status was significant
(F=3.89, p<0.01), with divorced participants reporting the
highest distress. Depression history showed the strongest
group difference (F=35.29, p<0.001): participants with no
history had the lowest scores, whereas those with
undiagnosed, diagnosed, or uncertain history reported higher
distress. Income range also differed significantly (F=4.94,
p=0.01), with the middle-income group scoring higher in the
DASS-21 scores than the high-income group. No significant
differences were found for student type, semester, sibling
status, employment status, or main financial source (p>0.05).
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Group differences in stressors across demographics

This study compared nine stressors across sociodemographic
groups, including homesickness, perceived discrimination,
living conditions, academic pressure, financial concerns,
social support, adaptation to a new culture, future outlook,
and health. No significant differences were found for sibling
status or main financial source across any stressor indicators
(p>0.05). For gender, males scored significantly higher on
perceived discrimination (t=3.17, p<0.01), whereas females
scored higher on academic pressure (t=-3.13, p<0.001).

Group differences in stress-relieving activities across demographics
This study found significant differences across several stress-
relieving activities among sociodemographic groups (Table
III). No significant differences were found for sibling status or
depression history across any stress-relieving activities
(p>0.05). In addition, social entertainment and
cooking/cleaning rooms showed no significant differences
across demographic groups.

For gender, males reported higher participation in online
gaming (t=4.75, p<0.001) and mindfulness meditation
(t=3.92, p<0.001) than females. Age differences were also
significant, with younger students reporting more frequent
online gaming (F=17.17, p<0.001) and those aged 26-30
years reporting the highest mindfulness meditation scores
(F=3.69, p=0.01). Master’s students reported higher online
gaming than PhD students (t=3.78, p<0.01). Semester
differences were found for online gaming (F=8.81, p<0.001),
which was highest in semesters 5-6, and mindfulness
meditation (F=4.94, p<0.001), which was highest in semesters
1-2. Marital status showed a significant difference in online
gaming, with divorced students reporting the highest scores
(F=5.52, p<0.001). The main financial source was associated
with online social networks (F=3.29, p=0.04), online gaming
(F=14.48, p<0.001), and doing arts (F=4.99, p=0.01), with
scholarship students reporting higher engagement than the
other groups. Income range also showed significant
differences: low- and middle-income students reported more
frequent use of online social networks (F=3.59, p=0.03), while
the middle-income group reported higher engagement in
doing arts (F=3.27, p=0.04) and mindfulness meditation
(F=3.60, p=0.03).

Correlation analysis

Table IV shows the correlations between DASS-21 total score
and the main stressors, stress-relieving activities, and
sociodemographic variables. Overall, psychological distress
was positively correlated with most stressors. Perceived
discrimination showed the strongest correlation with DASS-
21 total score (r=0.57, p<0.001), followed by poorer health
(r=0.45, p<0.001), financial concerns (r=0.43, p<0.001), living
condition (r=0.43, p<0.001), new culture adaptation (r=0.40,
p<0.001), homesickness (r=0.39, p<0.001), and lower social
support (r=0.37, p<0.001). Academic pressure and future
outlook also showed weaker but significant correlations. For
stress-relieving activities, higher psychological distress was
significantly associated with more frequent online gaming
(r=0.26, p<0.001), doing arts (r=0.29, p<0.001), and
mindfulness meditation (r=0.22, p<0.001), whereas other
stress-relieving activities were not significantly correlated.
Among sociodemographic variables, gender (r=-0.20,
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Table I: Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N = 347)

Variables Category n (%)
Gender Male 145 (41.79)
Female 202 (58.2)
Age 21-25 105 (30.26)
26-30 142 (40.92)
31-39 92 (26.51)
>40 8 (2.31)
Student type Master’s 199 (57.35)
Doctoral 148 (42.65)
Semester 1-2 97 (27.95)
3-4 139 (40.06)
5-6 62 (17.87)
>7 49 (14.12)
Marital status Single 208(59.9)
Married 106(30.5)
Divorced 14(4)
Other 19(5.4)
Depression history No 194 (55.91)
Not sure 101 (29.11)
Yes, undiagnosed 33 (9.51)
Yes, diagnosed 19 (5.48)
Main financial source Scholarship 46(13.2)
Self-support 166(47.8)
Family or friends’ aid 135(38.9)
Income range <1000RM/Month 85(24.5)
1000-5000RM/Month 205(59.1)
>5000RM/ Month 57(16.4)
Communication of English fluency Poor 16(4.6)
Fair 144 (41.50)
Good 136 (39.19)
Very good 43 (12.39)
Excellent 8 (2.30)
Awareness of counselling unit No 138(39.7)
Heard of it 161(46.3)
Used it 48(13.8)
Likelihood of seeking help from counselling service Definitely not 16(4.61)
Not likely 113(32.5)
Somewhat likely 146(42.0)
Very likely 56(16.1)
Definitely 16 (4.61)

Note: The “Other” marital status category referred to participants who did not identify as single, married, or divorced, or who preferred not to specify their

marital status.

Table Il: Severity distribution of depression, anxiety, and stress among CIPS at UPM

Severity Depression n (%) Anxiety n (%) Stress n (%)
Normal 135 (38.9) 114 (32.9) 152 (43.8)
Mild 31 (8.9) 16 (4.6) 34 (9.8)
Moderate 64 (18.4) 41 (11.8) 60 (17.3)
Severe 49 (14.1) 37 (10.7) 68 (19.6)
Extremely severe 68 (19.6) 139 (40.1) 33 (9.5)
Mild-to-extremely severe 212 (61.1) 233 (67.1) 195 (56.2)

Table llI: Significant group differences across stress-relieving activities

Activity Gender Age Marital Student Semester | Sibling | Depression Financial Income
Status Type History Source

Online social — — — — — — — Scholarship T | Low & Middle T

networks

Online gaming Male Tt | 21-251 | Divorced T| Master T 5-6 T — — Scholarship T —

Physical exercise — — — — — — — — —

Do arts — — — — — — — Scholarship T Middle 1

Mindfulness Male T | 26-30 1 — — 1-21 — — — Middle T

meditation

Social entertainmentNo significant differences
Cooking/cleaning roomsNo significant differences

Note: T indicates a higher frequency.
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Table IV: Correlations between DASS-21 and stressors, common ways of relieving stress, and sociodemographic variables

Category Variables M SD r p
Stressors Perceived Discrimination 2.69 1.10 0.57*** <0.001
Health (poorer health) 3.28 1.00 0.45%** <0.001
Financial Concerns 3.41 0.97 0.43%** <0.001
Living Condition 3.36 1.03 0.43*** <0.001
New Culture Adaptation 3.31 0.98 0.40%*** <0.001
Homesickness 3.43 1.04 0.39%** <0.001
Social Support (higher scores = lower support) 3.35 0.96 0.37%** <0.001
Academic Pressure 3.78 0.90 0.24%** <0.001
Future Outlook 3.73 0.92 0.15*%* 0.01
ways of relieving stress Online gaming 3.18 1.20 0.26%** <0.001
Do arts (drawing, calligraphy, music) 3.1 1.16 0.29*** <0.001
Mindfulness meditation 3.02 1.14 0.22%** <0.001
Online social networks 3.92 0.85 0.09 0.11
Physical exercise 3.41 0.96 0.06 0.25
Participating in social entertainment 3.69 0.79 0.10 0.08
Cooking or cleaning rooms 3.71 0.95 0.09 0.11
Sociodemographic Gender 1.58 0.49 -0.20%** <0.001
Age 2.01 0.81 -0.16** 0.01
Marital status 1.55 0.81 0.12* 0.03
Depression History 1.65 0.87 0.42%** <0.001

Note: All stressor variables and stress-relieving activities are shown. Sociodemographic variables are shown only when significantly correlated with DASS-21

total score. Higher scores on social support indicate lower perceived support; higher scores on health indicate poorer self-rated health.

**¥p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05.

Table V: Hierarchical regression analysis predicting DASS-21 from demographic factors, stressors, and ways of relieving

stress (N = 347)

Model Variable Block | Block Il Block IlI
B B B

Block | Gender -0.192%** -0.129** -0.116**
Age -0.166** -0.084* -0.067
Marital status 0.091 0.069 0.069
Depression History 0.417%** 0.264*** 0.257%**
Income range -0.078 -0.065 -0.066

Block Il Homesickness 0.069 0.061
Perceived Discrimination 0.288*** 0.270***
Living Condition 0.072 0.065
Academic Pressure 0.030 0.056
Financial Concerns 0.113* 0.109*
Social Support 0.105* 0.084
New Culture Adaptation -0.049 -0.055
Future Outlook -0.096* -0.097*
Health 0.161** 0.167**

Block I Online social networks 0.012
Online gaming 0.027
Physical exercise -0.015
Do arts 0.123**
Mindfulness meditation 0.011
Participating in social entertainment -0.036
Cooking or cleaning rooms -0.022

R2 0.258 0.518 0.531

AR2 - 0.260 0.013

F 23.69%** 25.45%** 17.53%%**

df 341 332 325

Note: ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05

p<0.001), age (r=-0.16, p=0.01), marital status (r=0.12,
p=0.03), and depression history (r=0.42, p<0.001) were
significantly associated with DASS-21 total score.

Hierarchical regression

Hierarchical regression was used to examine factors
associated with DASS-21 total score among CIPS (Table V).
Variables were entered in three blocks. Block I included
sociodemographic variables and explained 25.8% of the
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variance in psychological distress (R?=0.258, F(5,341) = 23.69,
p<0.001). Gender (B=-0.192, p<0.001), age (B=-0.166,
p<0.01), and depression history (f=0.417, p<0.001) were
significant predictors. Block II added stressor variables and
increased the explained variance to 51.8% (R?=0.518,
AR?=0.260, p<0.001). Perceived discrimination (B=0.288,
p<0.001), financial concerns (B=0.113, p<0.05), and poorer
health (f=0.161, p<0.01) were significant positive predictors,
whereas future outlook was a significant negative predictor
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(B=-0.096, p<0.05). Block III added stress-relieving activities
and produced a small but significant increase in explained
variance (R?=0.531, AR? =0.013, p<0.05). In the final model,
perceived discrimination (f=0.270, p<0.001), financial
concerns (f=0.109, p<0.05), poorer health (8=0.167, p<0.01),
and doing arts (f=0.123, p<0.01) were significant positive
predictors, whereas future outlook remained a significant
negative predictor (f=-0.097, p<0.05). Overall, the final
model explained 53.1% of the variance in psychological
distress (R?=0.531, p<0.001).

DISCUSSION

This study found high levels of psychological distress among
CIPS at UPM, with mild-to-extremely severe symptom rates of
61.1% for depression, 67.1% for anxiety, and 56.2% for stress.
These findings should be interpreted cautiously in relation to
previous studies because directly comparable evidence on
Chinese international postgraduate students in Malaysia
remains limited. Studies using DASS-21 among Malaysian
university students have also reported substantial levels of
depression, anxiety, and stress, suggesting that psychological
distress is a broader concern in Malaysian higher education
settings.'"* The findings suggest that psychological distress
among CIPS deserves continued attention in the Malaysian
higher education context. Available evidence from other host
countries also suggests that the mental health burden of
Chinese international students may vary across contexts.**
In the United States, a study of Chinese international students
reported prevalence rates of 24.5% for depression and 20.7%
for anxiety.”” In Singapore, a study of international students
reported depressive and anxiety symptoms in 19.57% and
20.28% of participants, respectively, although the sample
was not limited to Chinese students.” These figures should be
treated as contextual reference points rather than direct
cross-country  prevalence comparisons.  Cross-study
differences may reflect methodological and contextual
variation rather than actual prevalence differences. CIPS at
UPM may face multiple challenges, including academic
demands, cross-cultural adjustment, language difficulties,
financial strain, and low willingness to seek help.**'° In our
sample, many students were self-funded or from middle-
income families, nearly half reported limited English fluency,
and awareness and use of counselling services were low. The
high prevalence in this group may reflect not only cross-
cultural adjustment difficulties, but also limited access to
support.”*® These findings suggest a need to improve mental
health literacy and culturally sensitive help-seeking
Suppor.t.7,24-25

Several sociodemographic factors were associated with
psychological distress. Male students reported higher distress
than females, although previous findings remain mixed.26
Younger students also showed higher distress, consistent with
earlier research on anxiety and adaptation difficulties in
early adulthood.”?* Divorced students reported the highest
distress scores, which may reflect greater social and economic
vulnerability.” Depression history was one of the strongest
predictors, consistent with evidence that symptoms may re-
emerge under stress.* Students from middle-income families
also reported higher distress, possibly reflecting greater
financial pressure.” Language ability, self-rated health,
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supervisor relationship, and awareness of counselling
services also differed across groups. Older students reported
stronger supervisor relationships, whereas younger students
were more aware of counselling services.*** Students with a
history of depression reported poorer health and weaker
supervisor relationships.*** Scholarship students showed
higher awareness of counselling services and stronger help-
seeking intention, while high-income students reported better
English communication.*

Stressors also varied across demographic groups. Younger
students reported greater perceived discrimination and more
difficulty with new culture adaptation, whereas older
students reported higher academic pressure, financial
concerns, lower social support, and poorer health.**** Stress
among CIPS may change over time, with adaptation
difficulties appearing more prominent earlier and practical
or resource-related pressures becoming more salient later.*
PhD students showed higher academic pressure, and students
with a history of depression, especially those with
undiagnosed symptoms, reported higher levels of most
stressors.** Middle-income students also showed higher
stressor scores compared to students from a more affluent
background.” These findings show that distress among CIPS
is shaped not only by academic adjustment but also by
broader social, financial, and health-related pressures.

Group differences in stress-relieving activities were mainly
observed in online gaming, mindfulness meditation, doing
arts, and online social networks.*® Male and younger students
reported more online gaming, whereas those aged 26-30
years reported higher mindfulness meditation.*® Scholarship
and middle-income students showed higher engagement in
several stress-relieving activities, while physical exercise,
cooking, or cleaning rooms, and social entertainment did not
show significant group differences.”® Several stressors were
positively associated with psychological distress, and
perceived discrimination remained the strongest predictor,
suggesting that social evaluation and exclusion may be
particularly important in cross-cultural settings.*** Financial
concerns and poorer self-rated health also showed predictive
effects, while future outlook showed a negative predictive
effect.”” Among stress-relieving activities, only artistic
activities remained significant in the final model, suggesting
that students with higher distress may have engaged more
frequently in creative practices. We postulate that art-related
activities may reflect reactive coping attempts among
psychologically distressed students rather than protective
behaviours. These findings suggest that distressed students
may preferentially engage in creative activities for emotional
self-regulation, although causal direction cannot be
determined. These findings are broadly consistent with the
acculturative stress framework and conservation of resources
theory, suggesting that emotional distress among CIPS is
shaped by discrimination, financial concerns, health-related
pressures, and limited resources as observed in other similar
international studies.** Universities should improve the
visibility and accessibility of counselling services and provide
culturally responsive support for CIPS. Male students,
particularly those with a history of depression, middle-
income students, and PhD candidates, may require special
attention.
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This study adds quantitative evidence on psychological
distress among CIPS in a South-South mobility context.
Despite this, the cross-sectional design does not allow causal
inference, and self-reported data may introduce recall bias
and subjective judgment. Additional limitations of this study
caused by a mixed-mode convenience sampling strategy may
have introduced selection bias; students with wider peer
networks or greater interest in mental health topics may have
been more likely to participate, whereas socially isolated
students may have been underrepresented. Therefore, the
prevalence estimates and group comparisons should be
interpreted cautiously. Finally, because this study was
conducted at a single university using a non-probability
sample, the generalisability of the findings may be limited.
Future studies should include multiple universities and use
longitudinal or mixed-method designs to clarify changes in
psychological distress and stress-relieving activities over time.

CONCLUSION

This study identified substantial levels of depression, anxiety,
and stress among Chinese international postgraduate
students at Universiti Putra Malaysia, highlighting
psychological distress as an important concern within the
South-South international student mobility context.
Perceived discrimination, financial concerns, poorer self-
rated health, and previous depression history were
significantly associated with higher psychological distress,
suggesting that both acculturative and resource-related
stressors play important roles in students’ mental well-being.
Although participation in artistic activities was positively
associated with distress, the cross-sectional design does not
allow conclusions regarding causality, and these activities
may reflect reactive coping behaviours among distressed
students rather than protective effects. The findings
underscore the need for universities to strengthen culturally
responsive mental health support, improve awareness and
accessibility of counselling services, and develop
interventions that address discrimination, financial strain,
and  cross-cultural adjustment difficulties among
international postgraduate students.
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