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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Young adults have been identified to potentially have a low compliance rate with public health mea-
sures aimed at curbing the spread of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). It is thus, critical to recognize bar-
riers and motivators of social distancing adherence among this population to inform of ongoing and future public 
health initiatives. Therefore, this study aims to determine the level of the mental health status, barriers and moti-
vators of adherence to social distancing measuring among university students. Methods: A cross-sectional, online 
survey-based research was conducted. A total of 142 undergraduate students completed the questionnaire. A ques-
tionnaire was taken from the Wisconsin residents’ beliefs, attitudes, feelings, and self-reported behaviors related to 
social distancing and COVID-19. Data were statistically analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences. 
Results: Of the 142 respondents, 22.5% reported moderate stress, 33% reported severe anxiety, and 46.5% reported 
moderate symptoms of depression. There was significant effect on attitudes and belief towards the barriers in com-
pliance towards social distance among the university difference. In contrast, no significance was shown in possible 
reinforcement in keeping the social distancing among the students. Conclusion: The attitude and belief factors should 
be considered when healthcare policies are designed to uphold social distancing, especially among young adults.
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INTRODUCTION

A novel Betacoronavirus was briefly labelled as the 
2019 novel coronavirus (2019-nCoV) and subsequently 
officially renamed by the International Committee on 
Virus Taxonomy (ICTV) as the extreme acute respiratory 
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) (1). The 
pathogenic coronavirus comes from mammals and birds 
and causes a minor upper respiratory tract infection 
in humans. Occasionally, the virus spreads to a wider 
human population and can cause a more extreme 
respiratory disorder (2). Fever, cold, cough, bone pain 
and breathing difficulties are the most common signs 
of this viral infection and eventually progresses to 
pneumonia (3).

Due to the recent outbreak of the novel coronavirus, 

COVID-19, several measures have been vastly 
introduced. These measures include social distancing 
(physical distancing), self-isolation, 14-day quarantine 
and lockdowns. Countries around the world adopted 
these measures to restrict human movement and thus 
impede the spread of this highly transmissible disease. 
Malaysia has also become accustomed to these terms. 
The Movement Control Order (MCO) and social 
distancing are in fact critical means to break the cycle 
and reduce the risk of infection. According to the World 
Health Organisation (WHO, 2020), social distancing 
is maintaining at least a 1 meter distance between one 
person and another. This particular measure effects 
the economy, businesses, employees needing to work 
from home and educational institutes. Due to the 
pandemic, most if not all workers experienced work 
from home (WFH) or students online learning. Hence 
online learning had become one of the crucial strategy 
for the government in dealing the Covid-19 sporadic 
while keeping the education among the students. 
However, this current situation provides unique insight 
into how well working or studying from home works, 
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and may play a significant effects on social activities or 
engagement. The cooperation of the community at large 
is required during this situation to help the government 
and health care practitioners manage the infectious 
COVID-19 outbreak in Malaysia.

However, the propagation of misinformation can 
have significant psychological implications towards 
vulnerable populations. Certain groups of people have 
become upset due to the rapid circulation of fake news 
and rumours through social media about the outbreak 
(2,4). Additionally, the lock-down has led to uncertainty, 
anxiety, and apprehension among the general public. 

As selected activities had to be allowed by the government 
and others in a progressive manner depending on the 
number of cases, other issues remained to be addressed. 
A study revealed that the appeal from governments, 
doctors, the police, and other stakeholders of the society 
to the public, to avoid gatherings had been ignored (2). 
This was evident in selected groups of people on the 
social distancing enforcements. The ignorance was 
mainly due to attitude. Furthermore, social distancing had 
psychological impacts and caused behavioural changes. 
Previously, an isolation has reduced social support, 
created the feeling of loneliness and subsequently 
increased mental health issues mainly psychological 
distress affected among individuals between 18 and 
30 years of age (5) . Considerably higher scores in the 
younger population may be associated with the high 
use of social media and a high load of information 
gathered from the social platforms. In addition, a lot of 
daily tasks have become remote. The main examples are 
online meetings during teleworking, academic online 
classes, and online schooling. These had led to life-style 
changes in communities that comparatively affect socio-
psychological and behaviour implications.

On another hand, certain individuals continued with 
their social and travel activities while disobeying 
advisories from the authorities. These actions created a 
risk to fail in breaking the cycle of infection. It is thus 
crucial to gauge the compliance among young adults 
towards the measures taken to ensure public safety 
and health. In this light, a survey among university 
students was conducted to evaluate the compliance 
of this population during and after social distancing. 
The goal of this survey is to establish constructive and 
efficient in solving strategies, as  encouraging the young 
adult especially to comply towards social distancing 
along with government effort  controlling sporadic 
of the COVID-19. This is to obtain quantitative data 
of individuals who comply with guidelines on social 
distancing. Under the current circumstances, an online 
survey was deemed as an effective method of evaluation 
on the barriers and motivators of university students’ 
compliance towards social distancing and their current 
mental health burden to cope with this changing of the 
new norm.

Although various studies have been conducted on 
social distancing, the aetiology of non-compliance with 
social distancing among Malaysians remains unclear. 
Specifically, the factors influencing social distancing 
among university students in Malaysia, have yet to be 
completely verified. The present study may produce 
new knowledge on a population’s psycho-social status. 
The current study intends to focus on university students 
because this group express greatest concerns about 
attitudes, disposable income, and employment impacts 
of the COVID-19 crisis.  Also the young adults reported 
to less coping with the social distancing orders as 
compared to older adult (32). The self-motivation theory 
application on social distancing could be significantly 
important, where the elements of motivators, barriers, 
and levels of social distancing intentions by college 
students seem vital to be addressed. It is because these 
elements play an integral role in determining a society’s 
readiness to accept behavioural change measures from 
health authorities. 

Several studies have highlighted that the feeling of stress 
and anxiety are major factors that affect the livelihood 
and attitudes or behavioural issues of university students 
(6-8). During the pandemic, social distancing led to 
heightened feelings of anxiety and depression. These 
experiences often have a greater impact on students from 
poor income families. Data have shown that increased 
economic pressure was a significant factor in students 
experiencing on anxiety level (6, 8). Another study found 
out that a high number of university students showed no 
to less symptoms of anxiety for those who stayed with 
their parents as compared to students who lived alone 
Cao et al. (2020) (7). Therefore, current study needs to 
explore whether there is any significant difference for 
those students who living alone, and how could it be. 

The anxiety and paranoia that followed the COVID-19 
pandemic may have catastrophic effects and lead to a 
negative psychological and social impact on people’s 
mental health (9-11). Furthermore, limited information 
are available on the determinants of social distancing 
among university students in Malaysia. Belief, 
behaviour, feelings and self-reported actions in relation 
to social distancing and COVID-19 can be significant 
determinants. Thus, to design a successful campaign or 
guidelines, it is important to gain in depth information 
to allow university students in Malaysia to intensify their 
role in social distancing.

A better understanding of depression and stress as a 
mental health illness among university students may 
help reduce the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Thus, this project also aims to identify the possibilities 
of encouragement and motivation in fostering long-term 
adherence towards these new norms. This might help 
university students to create better awareness on the 
benefits of practicing social distancing. This is in line 
with Malaysia’s current mission and vision, which is to 
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lead a national effort to improve public safety through 
raising awareness on the impact of COVID-19.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A cross sectional survey was selected, with a 
quantitative research method to emphasize the objective 
measurement and data analysis. This is to determine the 
effects of the length of social distancing on the attitude 
and behaviour of university students. The deductive 
approach focused on the hypotheses and survey 
instruments’ adaptation of the measures developed in 
a study on the Wisconsin residents’ beliefs, attitude, 
feelings, and self-reported behaviour related to social 
distancing and COVID-19 (12). Four domains are 
attached to this questionnaire with a subtopic in each 
domain. The domains include 1) demographics, which 
surveyed participants’ socio-demographic information, 
including gender, age, university name, field of study, 
highest level of education, race and nationality; 2) 
knowledge about COVID-19; 3) effects on psychological 
aspects; 4) self-reported behaviour towards barrier 
and motivators. The survey was offered in the English 
language in consideration of the target participants 
being university students who had most likely met the 
English requirements of their respective courses. Most 
questions were of one-choice, brief and easy to answer. 
The survey took 10 min on average to be completed.

To measure the knowledge on COVID-19, 14 items 
were adapted from previous research (12). These items 
include the participant’s knowledge about practicing 
social distancing (items 1-8) and clinical presentations 
and transmission routes (9-14). A five-point Linkert 
scale of multiple choice was to measure the expression 
of agreement. Principle outcomes of the level of 
depression, anxiety and stress were measured by scale 
scores of depressions, anxiety and stress symptons 
(DASS), respectively. The DASS scale consists of 21 items 
in total and the score was divided into five categories: 
normal, mild, moderate, severe and extremely severe. 
The validity of entire scale was 0.89, while the reliability 
coefficient scores were 0.99. To measure behaviour 
towards COVID-19, surveyed participants were asked 
about the level of sedentary behaviour during the 
week of social distancing and the reliability seem to 
be excellent. However, a low validity was recorded 
compared to the accelerometers (13).

The sampled population in this research were students 
of UiTM, Puncak Alam campus. Recruitment of 
the students (n=150) occurred through a snowball 
procedure, whereby the link to the survey was posted on 
social media platforms through personal and professional 
accounts. Readers were asked to complete the survey 
and share the link to their group of acquaintance. 
Criteria for inclusion were: (1) between 18-30 years of 
age and in their 1st year of Diploma studies, (2) must 
be a University Teknologi Mara (UiTM) Puncak Alam 

student, (3) agree to participate in this study through a 
consent form, (4) can understand and read in English. 
Exclusion criteria were (1) postgraduate students, (2) had 
resigned as a respondent. 

Data analysis was performed using the Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS), version 27, in 
which p<0.05 was accepted as a significant change. 
Descriptive analysis was used in calculating frequencies 
and percentages to determine the characteristics of each 
variable. Based on the normality test, the parametric 
independent T-test and One-Way ANOVA test were 
used.

This research was conducted after obtaining research 
approval and permission from the UiTM Research Ethics 
Committee by considering the principles of research 
ethics and participant confidentiality. Approval was 
given in the form of a research permit recommendation 
with the approval code 600-TNCPI (5/1/6).

RESULT

The survey link was made available to 150 pre-screened 
participants. Of this number, 142 respondents matched 
the inclusion criteria and were eligible for analysis. 
Respondents were mostly female participants, at 124 
(87.3%), while males had only 18 respondents (12.7%). 
The average age of respondents was ≤ 23, with average 
total percentage for both age groups. Most participants 
were from the Matriculation and Diploma level (73.9%), 
and from the health sciences courses (83.1%), as showed 
in (Table I).

Table I: Sociodemographic Characteristics of respondents 
and self-reported social distancing (n = 142)

Mean (SD) Median No. (%)

Age (y) 1.54 (0.501) 2.00

      ≥22 65 (45.8%)

      ≤23 77 (54.2%)

Gender 1.89 (0.319) 2.00

       Male 18 (12.7%)

       Female 124 (87.3%)

Year of study 1.54 (0.500) 2.00

       <year 4 65 (45.8%)

        Year 4 77 (54.2%)

Field of study 1.17 (0.378) 1.00

        Health sciences 118 (83.1%)

        Others 24 (16.9%)

Level of education 1.74 (0.443) 2.00

         Degree level 37 (26.1%)

         Diploma, Matric 105 (73.9%)

Ethnicity 1.07 (0.258) 1.00

         Malay 132 (93.0%)

         Others 10 (7.0%)

Data is presented as mean ± standard deviation.; %=percentage
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Figure I: Percentage of the level of depression, anxiety, and stress 
among respondents (n = 142)

Percentage of the level of depression, anxiety, and 
stress among respondents
In term of psychological issues that includes depression, 
anxiety, and stress level among the respondents. We had 
provides a series of questionnaire required that required 
respondents to give their information on stress, anxiety 
and depression level during the study period. Based 
on the surveys (see Figure I), for domain “depression”, 
about 46.5% reported moderately depressed. While, 
about 54.9% reported as extremely severe on “anxiety” 
and 23.2% reported as extremely severe on “stress” 
domain. From the result shown in bar chart, we can 
conclude that more than half of the university students 
having a conflict of their feelings that might leads 
to future behavioral changes, attitude problems and 
psychological distress.  

concerns about “health consequences” (90.1%) and 
“high infection risk” (85.2%), as shown in Figure III.

Barriers that Influenced Social Distancing
Several factors that influenced compliance with social 
distancing were related to barriers. The responses were 
“not knowing how to keep busy” (66.2%), “not knowing 
how to stay connected” (40.1%), “social distancing 
worsening mental health” (43.6%) and believing that 
“most people are overreacting” (40.8%). This data is 
shown in Figure II.

Figure II: The percentage the social distancing relatedness to barriers

Motivator that Influenced Social Distancing
Participants who got motivated during social distancing 
enforcements agreed to follow orders due to, “caring 
about other” (93%), “helping their families and public 
health” (92.3), “helping older family members” (91.5%), 

Figure III: The motivators: Message likely to lead to behavioral 
changes

Comparing gender with difference types of 
psychological issues
The association between gender and psychological 
issues related to complying to certain measures during 
the pandemic, was analyzed from the 142 participants 
(Tables II). In this study, there are significant differences 
were found between genders for the depression, anxiety 
and stress at p-value <0.01. 

Table II: Comparing gender with difference types of psycho-
logical issues (n=142)

Vari-
ables

Male (n= 18)        Female (n= 124) t(p)

Mean SD Range Mean SD Range

De-
pres-
sion 

4.2 3.4 36 8.10 8.422 42 23.92* (<0.001)

Anxi-
ety

5.0 3.3 38 7.78 7.412 42 23.01* (<0.001)

Stress 7.4 3.7 36 13.27 8.847 42 39.74*(<0.001)

Total 
scale

16.5 9.1 104 29.15 9.72 126 63.28* (<0.001)

Scores on the DASS-21 are multiplied by 2 to calculate the final subscale scores, producing 
a maximum of 42 points. *p< 0.01.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to investigate the psychological health 
level, barriers and possibilities of encouragement in 
adapting long-term adherence towards this new norm 
among the university students. Based on the surveys, it 
seemed that university students in Puncak Alam were 
very mindful of the importance of compliance with 
social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
More than half of the university students had already 
participated in social distancing, and only 2.8 percent 
did not comply when asked about self-reported social 
distancing. This is further supported by Xiao, Shu, Li, et., 
al., (2020), whereby over 90% of the students complied 
with social distancing and successful protective steps 
such as constantly wearing masks when in public, 
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washing hands with water on a daily basis, avoiding 
needless rules, and keeping their room clean and 
ventilated (15). The perception of university students in 
compliance with social distancing during COVID-19 
showed a positive outcome (14,15).

Knowledge towards Social Distancing 
The public's loyalty towards public health measures is 
heavily influenced by their degree of awareness and 
information about the pandemic. Our findings on the 
respondent’s knowledge towards social distancing 
shows that 95.8% of the students believed that social 
distancing can effectively prevent further transmission 
of the virus. Additionally, 91.5% agreed that effected 
people would experience negative consequences in 
social, financial or employment. Half of the respondents 
(50%) believed people are already getting infected with 
symptoms. Meanwhile, 23% of respondents still lacked 
knowledge related to the virus. This result was aligned 
with recent findings, which stated that the knowledge 
on the transmission, incubation period and symptoms of 
COVID-19 bring about good knowledge (99%, 91.7%, 
93.2% and 89.51%.  respectively) (16-19). 

Sufficient knowledge on COVID-19 transmission 
and symptoms encouraged the public to take further 
precautionary measures including social distancing, 
improved personal hygiene and use of face mask. 
However, when compared to knowledge on the 
incubation time and accessible treatments, students 
studying public health were less educated about 
mortality and susceptibility. Moreover, less than half 
(43.7%) of medical students had a firm understanding of 
the pandemic’s situation (15). 

Psychological issues (Stress, Anxiety and Depression) 
related to Social Distancing 
The first MCO in 2020 was shown to be beneficial in 
preventing the spread of COVID-19 in Malaysia, however, 
data is not available on how the lockdown influenced 
the psychological aspect of university students. Our 
results show that, 54.9% of students reported extremely 
severe anxiety symptoms, while 35.2%, and 19.7% had 
depression and stress symptoms, respectively. These 
results are supported by a research done in China. The 
study found that stress, anxiety, and depression among 
the general public had a higher level of psychological 
effect in the early stages of the pandemic. This suggest 
that university students experienced more psychological 
effects (20).

Almost 33.28% and 46.92% of students reported mild 
to extremely severe anxiety and depression levels (21). 
The disruption of educational activities as a result of 
the lockdowns may have caused an increased stress in 
university students and this uncertainty over academic 
progression may be a source of anxiety for young 
minds. Constant worries about educational delays and 
the impact of the epidemic on their academic were 

positively connected with anxiety symptoms (2,7). 
Undergraduate students in the first year of their studies 
had significantly higher depression and stress rating, 
rather than fourth and sixth year students (including 
solely medical students) (22).  

A study had proven that unnecessary stress, anger, 
resentment and anxiety among Malaysian university 
students were due to many educators failing to see that 
students are experiencing complex emotions as a result 
of the COVID-19, lockdowns, having to adjust to distant 
learning and being secluded from their classmates (23).  
However, this finding is in contrast to recent studies 
which reported that more than 70% of the students had 
no mental health issues such as depression, anxiety or 
stress during the challenging times of the pandemic (24). 
This data is supported by a report by Mohd et al., (2021), 
which stated that the majority of students experienced 
normal level of stress symptoms. 

Barriers Towards Compliance in Social Distancing
Based on this study, majority of the respondents 
reported that “not knowing how to keep busy” is the 
most answered in the survey question. In the study 
Coroiu et al., (2020) reported that, feeling of having 
responsibilities in running errands to buy groceries, 
socializing with people to stay connected and not 
believe in government orders by seeing peoples on the 
street are probably strong set of barriers to adherence 
in social distancing (32). Since the COVID-19 hit the 
world, the students need to start online distant learning to 
avoid physical contact while keeping their education in 
par. From the surveys, 31% of the respondents had high 
emotional and behavior intensity while 29.6% of others 
had difficulty to stay connected. The mixed feelings in 
adjusting to new norms, especially when adapting to 
online learning was also a barrier for students to comply 
with current measures. The most common barriers found 
in online learning were difficulty to changing learning 
styles, inadequate communication, or a lack of clear 
directives from instructors. This finding was supported 
by Baticulon et al., (2021), which stated that it was 
more difficult to study topics on their own than it was 
to learn topics that lecturers had previously presented 
in a lecture (6). These had impacted them intellectually, 
mentally, and financially during this predicament (26). 
Thus, the medical students who had previously spent 
less hours studying online were less likely to cooperate 
that they could cope, and many claimed to having a 
lack of self-discipline and motivation to study. 

 Motivators and Behavioral Changes to Social Distancing
Motivation is an important element to successful social 
distancing among students. Almost 93% of respondents 
indicated that they are concerned toward others, which 
bring them to engage more in social distancing and 
this behavior shows care towards the safety of others. 
Meanwhile, they agree with a score of almost 90% 
that this practice can help others (public health, family 
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