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Abstract: Adolescents diagnosed with mental illness in Malaysia have increased these past few years despite various health 

campaigns and awareness programs organised by the government and private sectors. Thus, this research aims to investigate the 

students’ awareness level and perception on mental illness. Questionnaires have been distributed to 118 form four secondary 

school students in Skudai, Johor. Findings from the study show that most of the respondents are fairly ignorant of mental illness 

and they revealed that the promotion of mental health and wellness is still lacking in Malaysia. They also believed that mental 

illness is still being surrounded with stigma and discrimination over the years. Nonetheless, the respondents have relatively 

positive views on mental health patients and the illness itself. 
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1. Introduction 

Mental health is one of the important aspects in one’s life 

apart from physical, spiritual and financial well being. 

Healthy mind is believed to be a key in achieving satisfaction 

in an individual’s life [1]. This shows that good mental health 

is essential in one’s life as a person will be able to cope with 

the normal stresses of everyday life, able to work efficiently 

and fruitfully and can contribute to the society. 

In general, mental illness is a health problem that affects a 

person's thinking, feeling, and ability to relate and interact 

with others as well as their daily performance. These 

illnesses often result in a limited capability in coping with 

ordinary demands of life. Mental illness is also reported to 

start as early as in adolescence based on national study of 

adults with mental health disorder [2]. 

Mental health is as important as physical health to a 

person’s well-being. It is crucial particularly during the 

turbulent years of adolescence as it is a stage of life full of 

opportunities and risks. This is because the brain undergoes a 

significant period of growth and development during 

adolescence which continues into the twenties. During this 

stage, the adolescents are passing through a vulnerable time 

of neurodevelopment that can have a serious impact in all 

aspects of their life [3]. This mean the quality of the 

adolescence that a person lives can have long-term 

consequences for the individual as well as for the society. 

Several previous studies have implied that mental illness is 

indeed prevalence among children. It was reported that the 

number of cases of mental health problems among students 

are indeed on the rise every year [4]. In addition, mental 

health issues are also predicted to increase by 15% by 2020 

with youth as the main target group who are at risk of 

suffering this disorder according to the report [5]. Hence, 

these issues were undeniably often being debated both 

nationally and globally. 

In Malaysia, there have also been a few research 

conducted in relation to mental illness. According to a survey, 

it was found that the prevalence of psychiatric morbidity to 

be 11.2% for adults (aged 16 and above) while the rate for 

children and adolescents (aged 15 and below) is much higher 

at 20.3%. Even though this survey does not reflect the extent 

of mental disorders among Malaysians, yet it indicates that 

many Malaysians are indeed not in a state of mental 

wellbeing [6]. Another survey has also been conducted which 

revealed that the prevalence rate of depression among 243 

Malaysian lower secondary school girls was 14% [7]. 

In addition, Datuk Seri Liow Tiong Lai, Malaysia Health 

Minister stated that mental health issues is viewed seriously 

by The Health Ministry especially the rising trend among 

adolescents and children aged 15 and below by referring to 

statistics of mental health problems involving the group rose 

to 13% in 1996, 19.4% in 2006 and 20% in 2011[8]. This 
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was supported with the pilot study conducted in collaboration 

with the Ministry of Health on mental health of secondary 

school children which indicated that 17.1% of the students 

had symptoms suggestive of severe anxiety disorders, while 

5.2% of them had severe depression [9]. This statistic reflects 

the rising trend of mental illness cases among Malaysian 

including teenagers. 

Mental illness could bring serious impact to the students’ 

life as they are passing through a vulnerable time of 

neurodevelopment. This disorder could cause an unnecessary 

obstacle and impact to the students’ daily functioning in 

classroom. Studies reveal that most students who are 

mentally unstable and suffer from poor social-emotional 

functioning have difficulty to achieve excellent academic 

standards [3]. The most common problem faced by mental 

illness sufferers is stigma and discrimination which would 

lead to negative feedback in the classroom. All of these 

negative views can affect teachers, classmates, and peers’ 

reaction and attitude towards the students who suffer from 

mental disorder. The stigma and discrimination faced by 

mental illness patients stem from the lack of public awareness 

and understanding about this illness [10]. 

Moreover, research has shown that mental illness and those 

who suffer from mental illness face a great deal of stigma 

which is very much ingrained in the society due to the 

inaccurate and damaging portrayal of mental health patients in 

the media [11]. It is common to find mentally ill patients 

represented in negative ways especially in movies, 

newspapers, magazines, television shows, and advertisement. 

For example, previous studies have shown that over the past 

decades, mentally ill people have been portrayed in the media 

as individuals who are violent and criminal [12]. One such 

study has been conducted in New Zealand [13] where it 

analyzed a one-week sample of 128 children’s television 

program. The findings concluded that almost half of the 

programs have portrayed mental illness in a negative way. 

This negative representation by the media will definitely 

influence their viewers’ perception of mentally ill people. 

It is also likely that public perception of mental illness in 

Malaysia is no different. Public perception may be influenced 

by the rising homicide cases and suicides among mentally ill 

patients. For example, the news report of a man who is said to 

be mentally unstable who was detained in the brutal murder of 

his elderly uncle and aunt [14]. Such news reports will 

influence the public’s perception as they will tend to 

generalize that all individuals with mental illness as someone 

who is violent, restless and unpredictable. In addition, those 

with severe mental illness are viewed quite negatively by 

others compared to people who suffer from physical illness. 

So much so that many mentally ill patients withdraw from 

society and conceal their illness for fear of the stigma and 

discrimination that they will face [11]. 

A research was also carried out to investigate perception 

and attitude of an urban community towards mental illness in 

South Delhi [15]. The results revealed that there is a lack of 

awareness especially regarding bio-medical concept of mental 

illness. The respondents’ knowledge on mental illness is also 

bounded with superstition based on the health seeking 

behaviour of the community. The findings showed that they 

preferred the tantric and ojha (also known as faith healers) as 

the health seeking places for mental illness to get rid of evil 

spirits. The lack of awareness among the people of this society 

about mentally ill people is most probably due to historical 

roots of their beliefs and cultures. This shows a need for health 

education in order to raise awareness on mental illness as well 

as help in reducing burden of morbidity in the community. 

Apart from the media, people’s ignorance of mental illness 

is another reason behind the stigma and discrimination. 

However, research into people’s awareness and attitude 

towards mental health illness in Malaysia is still scarce. One 

such study was conducted on Malaysians’ attitude towards 

mental illness [10]. The findings of the study indicated that 

there is a great deal of public ignorance. Most of the 

respondents (70 percent to over 90 percent) were unaware or 

were unable to provide the correct answers to questions asked 

to them about mental health and mental illness. Moreover, the 

findings also showed that the ignorance was higher among 

those in rural areas compared to urban people. Individuals’ 

ignorance towards mental illness is severer as it could result in 

negative attitude towards people with mental illness. In fact, 

the findings of the study did indicate that negative attitude 

towards people with mental health was found to be prevalent 

among Malaysians. Although this study was able to provide 

empirical evidence of the lack of knowledge Malaysian had 

about mental illness, very little is known about why this is so. 

Information is the key to educating the public. However, 

there appears to be a lack of health promotion on mental 

illness in Malaysia. There have been a few efforts done by the 

government to promote mental health, namely a national 

mental health promotion campaign was initiated under the 

annual thematic national Healthy Lifestyle campaign in 2000 

and stress management was included into the Lifelong Health 

campaign in 2005. However, the progress and impact from 

these programmes are unknown due to lack of human resource 

to observe and push for outcome [9]. 

Taking into consideration the growing number of mental 

health problems among adolescents and teenagers, only a few 

research have investigated the perception and awareness of 

teenagers towards mental illness. There is indeed a need for 

such a study as this will provide not only an understanding of 

the level of awareness among this age group but would also 

provide some indication as to the need for a more systematic 

public health campaign targeted at young people. On the 

contrary, there have been a number of guidelines and training 

modules on mental health being developed for instance mental 

health care for different groups of the population. According 

to [16], research has shown that mental health promotion is 

most effective when it takes place in a person’s early life, 

therefore school may be a favourable location for such 

programmes to take place. Thus, many health programmes 

have also been initiated like mental health service in the health 

clinics as well on mental health and stress management among 

school children based on a paper by [9]. These are a few of the 

efforts to destigmatise and to educate the Malaysian public 
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especially school children on mental illness. 

There are currently only a few published research reports 

and articles about health and wellness among teenagers 

especially secondary school students in Malaysia. In addition, 

the promotion of health and wellness is still lacking in relation 

to mental illness although people diagnosed with it has 

increased. Hence, this paper will report on a study conducted 

to examine secondary school students’: i) awareness of mental 

illness and mental illness patients, ii) awareness of mental 

illness treatment and support as well as iii) attitudes and 

perceptions of mental illness. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Participants 

In line with the aim of the study which is to investigate the 

perception and awareness of Malaysian teenagers of mental 

health illness, secondary school students in Skudai, a district 

in Johor, a state in the South of Peninsula Malaysia were 

selected as participants of this study. The students are 118 

form four students from a randomly selected government 

secondary school. The students were chosen because they 

represented teenagers who made up the 20 percent of 

Malaysians showing signs of psychiatric morbidity in 2011 as 

reported in [8]. Moreover, a growing number of secondary 

school students are not in their healthy state of mind and suffer 

from various kinds of mental health such as severe depression, 

anxiety and others as reported in a study [9]. 

Hence, there is a need to conduct a study to identify the 

awareness level of secondary school students of mental illness. 

The findings would be useful for public health campaigners 

and the ministry of health in their efforts to increase public 

health awareness on this important health issue. It is important 

to disseminate information and educate secondary school 

students on mental illness issues so that they will be better able 

to understand and manage this illness which is increasingly 

becoming a problem among this age group [9]. 

2.2. Instruments 

The instrument used to collect the data was questionnaire. A 

set of questionnaire was developed based on a questionnaire 

used in previous study [17]. Some of the questions were 

adapted to meet the objectives of the study. The researchers 

have conducted a pilot study beforehand to measure the 

questionnaire’s reliability and validity. A total of 30 secondary 

school students were involved in the pilot study. 

The data collected were entered into SPSS Cronbach’s 

Alpha internal consistency test. The result obtained from the 

pilot study was 0.88 which indicates a strong level of internal 

consistency. Cronbach’s alpha of 0.6 is deemed sufficient to be 

an acceptable value for research purpose [18]. This is further 

supported that items with the reliability index value more than 

0.7 can be used as a measuring tool to carry out a survey [19]. 

The questionnaire consisted of 63 questions and was 

divided into five main sections as shown in Table 1. Part A 

gathered basic personal details such as age, gender as well as 

history about mental illness among the respondents’ friends, 

family members and others. Next is part B where the 

respondents have to choose at least one or more responses 

based on their understanding on mental illness. Generally, it 

enquired into their knowledge on different descriptions of 

mental illness patients, forms and symptoms of mental illness 

as well as possible treatment plans for mentally ill people. 

Table 1. Description of the Items in the Questionnaire. 

Section Title Question Type No. of Item 

A Personal Details Categorical i-iii 

B 
Definition of Mental 

Illness 
Multiple choice 1-5 

C 
Awareness Level on 

Mental Health Promotion 
Likert scales 7-19 

D Attitude on Mental Illness Likert scales 20-41 

E 
Awareness Level on 

Mental Illness 

Likert scales and 

open-ended 
42-63 

The questions in the latter sections were presented in the 

forms of Five-Point Likert Scale. Part C assessed the 

awareness of the respondents on mental health promotion in 

school and local mass media. Part D measured the respondents’ 

perception of mental illness including the patients and its 

treatment. The last section in the questionnaire is Part E that 

determined the respondents’ awareness level on mental illness 

facts, namely statistics, prevalence rates, treatment plans and 

available support group for mentally ill people in Malaysia. 

These types of questions are essential as they indicate the 

respondents’ present knowledge. 

2.3. Data Analysis 

The responses received from the respondents were 

analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Science 

software (SPSS) version 16. The results were presented 

through frequency counts, percentages and mean scores in 

the form of bar graph and table. In analysing the data, the 

Five-Point Likert Scale of ordinal measures of agreement 

ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) was 

used in the questionnaire as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Five ordinal measures of agreement of Likert's scale. 

This study is interested to investigate the students’ 

awareness and perception of mental illness; hence there are 

two types of data analysis: i) The awareness or knowledge 

scale of the respondents were measured based on the 

frequency score and percentages. The respondents’ responses 

as “agree”, “strongly agree”, “disagree”, “strongly disagree” 

and “neutral” on given statements in the questionnaire will 

reflect their knowledge on mental illness. The statements 
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given consist of correct and incorrect facts in relation to 

mental illness. Respondents who were able to identify the 

correct facts from the statements given were considered as 

having an awareness of mental illness; ii) The perceptions of 

the respondents were determined by the mean value where 

higher score represent a better perception of mental illness. A 

study has also utilized this range of mean value to determine 

the perception of the respondents [20]. The classification for 

the rating scale used is as follows [21]: 

‘Strongly Disagree’ = 1.00 <_ mean score < 1.50 

‘Disagree’ = 1.50 <_ mean score < 2.50 

‘Moderately Agree’ = 2.50 <_ mean score < 3.50 

‘Agree’ = 3.50 <_ mean score < 4.50 

‘Strongly Agree’ = 4.50 <_ mean score <_ 5.00 

3. Results, Discussion and Conclusions 

This section discusses the findings of the study based on 

the main questions asked in the questionnaire. 

3.1. Mental Illness 

As this research is interested in investigating students’ 

awareness of mental illness, it was important to examine what 

are their definitions of mental illness. Hence, respondents 

were asked to choose from seven options which would best 

describe how they would describe a person who has mental 

illness. The analysis of the responses received is shown in 

Table 2. 

Table 2. Respondents’ perception of mental illness patient. 

Descriptions of mental illness patient Percentages 

Someone who suffers from depression 24.62% 

Someone who is just ill/sick 2.69% 

Someone who is mentally disturbed 33.08% 

Someone who hears voices(schizophrenia) 11.15% 

Someone who is unable to care for themselves 5.00% 

Someone who suffers panic attacks 8.46% 

Someone who suffers anxiety 15.00% 

All seven definitions were chosen as a suitable description 

of a mentally ill person. The top three definitions chosen by 

the respondents were someone who is mentally disturbed, 

someone who suffers from depression and anxiety. Someone 

who is mentally disturbed was chosen by 33.08 percent of the 

respondents to describe patients with mental illness. 24.62 

percent of students agreed that someone who suffers from 

depression and 15.00 percent of them chose someone who 

suffers anxiety. Then, 11.15percent of the students thought 

that mental illness patient was someone who hears voices 

(schizophrenia) and 8.46 percent believed that someone who 

suffers from panic attacks is mentally ill. A small percentage 

of the respondents, (5%) also described mental illness 

patients as someone who is unable to care for themselves. 

Lastly, the remaining 2.69 percent of the respondents 

considered a person who is mentally ill as someone who is 

just ill/sick. Therefore, it can be concluded that the majority 

of the respondents viewed a person who has a mental illness 

as someone who is mentally disturbed. 

Moreover, the respondents were inquired on various forms 

of mental illness in line with the aims of this study. The 

respondents were asked to choose from six conditions which 

would be the most common forms of mental illness based on 

their prior knowledge. The analysis of the responses is shown 

in Table 3. 

Table 3. Respondents’ perceptions on the different forms of mental illness. 

Forms of mental illness Percentages 

Delusion 14.12% 

Paranoia 10.98% 

Anxiety 18.82% 

Depression 26.27% 

Manic disorder 15.29% 

Schizophrenia 14.51% 

All six definitions were selected as the common forms of 

mental illness. The top three forms of mental illness chosen 

by the respondents were depression, anxiety and manic 

disorder. 26.27 percent of the respondents chose depression 

as a form of mental illness. Then, 18.82 percent of the 

respondents chose anxiety while 15.29 percent perceive 

manic depression as a symptom of mental illness. This is 

followed by schizophrenia and delusion where 14.51 percent 

and 14.12 percent of the respondents agreed that these are 

possible indicators of mental illness. Only a small percentage 

(10.98%) of the respondents views paranoia as a symptom of 

mental illness. It can be concluded that majority of the 

respondents believed depression as a prevalent form of 

mental illness. Accordingly, all of the choices given are the 

correct forms of mental illness with depression and anxiety 

as the most common ones. Most of the respondents have 

moderate awareness level of mental illness as they have 

chosen one of the most common forms of mental illness that 

is depression. 

The students’ perceptions of the possible symptoms of 

mental illness were also important for this study. This is 

because it would provide an additional indication of the 

respondents’ knowledge on mental illness. They were asked 

to select from six choices which would be the most likely 

symptoms of mental illness. The analysis of the responses 

received is shown in Table 4. 

Table 4. Respondents’ perceptions on the possible symptoms of mental illness. 

Symptoms of mental illness Percentages 

Possessed by evil spirits 7.14% 

Intense fear or phobia 25.00% 

Anxiety 21.43% 

Stress 36.61% 

Personal weakness 7.14% 

Poor upbringing 2.68% 

Table 4 shows the respondents’ perceptions on the different 

symptoms of mental illness. All six symptoms listed were the 
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possible symptoms of mental illness. The top three potential 

symptoms chosen by the respondents were stress, anxiety and 

intense fear or phobia. Based on the findings, 36.61 percent 

of the students chose being stress as the most possible 

symptoms of mental illness while 25 percent of them 

considered intense fear or phobia as a symptom of mental 

illness. 21.43 percent of the students selected anxiety as a 

potential symptom of mental illness. The top three choices 

chosen by the respondents were the correct possible 

symptoms of mental illness. This indicates that majority of 

the respondents have good awareness level of mental illness. 

However, a small number of respondents (7.14%) chose 

personal weakness and being possessed by evil spirit as 

symptoms of mental illness. This appear to support the 

previous study which indicated that even people in urban 

community believed that mental illness is caused by 

supernatural beings and would seek treatment from faith 

healers rather than medical help [15]. Only 2.68 percent of 

them opted on poor upbringing as the likely symptoms for 

mental illness. Subsequently, it can be concluded that most of 

the respondents assumed stress as the most possible symptom 

for mental illness. 

Table 5 shows the respondents’ perception on potential 

treatment plans for people with mental illness. The students 

were asked to choose one out of six choices of suitable 

treatment plans for mentally ill people. It was significant as it 

will help to assess their understanding in relation to treatment 

for patients with mental illness. 

Table 5. Respondents’ perception on possible treatment plans for people with 
mental illness. 

Symptoms of mental illness Percentages 

Community services 12.41% 

Peer support group 18.25% 

Patients own will power 10.95% 

Traditional treatment 4.74% 

Psychosocial treatment 33.94% 

Medical treatment 19.71% 

There are six choices of potential treatment plans for 

mentally ill people. The best three healing plans preferred by 

the respondents were psychosocial treatment, medication and 

peer support group. 33.94 percent of the respondents believed 

that psychosocial treatment is the best possible treatment 

available for mental patients. Meanwhile, 19.71 percent of 

the students selected medication treatment and 18.25 percent 

preferred peer support group. 12.41percent of the 

respondents chose community services while 10.95 percent 

of them chose patients own will power as the promising 

treatment for mental illness patients. Only 4.74 percent opted 

for traditional treatment as an alternative for mental illness 

treatment. Therefore, it can be concluded that most of the 

respondents considered psychosocial treatment as the most 

promising treatment plan for people with mental illness. 

There are four terms that are often used to refer to mental 

illness and the respondents were asked to select which would 

be the most common one. This particular question will give 

us an insight on the respondents’ view towards mental illness. 

Table 6. Respondents’ perception on terms to refer to mental illness. 

Symptoms of mental illness Percentages 

Mental disorder 44.09% 

Mental addiction 6.45% 

Mental dysfunction 21.51% 

Mental disease 27.96% 

Figure 6 shows the respondents’ perceptions on terms 

which often referred to mental illness. 44.09 percent of the 

respondents chose mental disorders while the other 27.96 

percent of them selected mental disease as the suitable terms 

to refer to mental illness. Next, 21.51percent described 

mental dysfunction while the rest of the respondents, 

6.45percent chose mental addiction as the terms related to 

mental illness. It can be concluded that majority of the 

respondents regarded mental disorder as the term which is 

most suitable when referring to mental illness. The top two 

choices chosen by the respondents are the correct terms to 

refer to mental illness. Consequently, the result shows that 

the respondents have high awareness level of mental illness 

as majority of them have chosen the right terms when 

referring to mental illness. 

3.2. People Who Suffer from Mental Illness 

One of the objectives of this study is to measure the 

students’ awareness level of mental illness, thus it is crucial 

to look into what are their perception of mental illness 

patients. The questions examine the respondents’ knowledge 

with regard to mentally ill people, namely the prevalence rate 

of mental illness, present statistics of patients and others. 

Table 7 shows the awareness level of the respondents of 

mental illness. 

Table 7. Respondents’ awareness level of people who suffer from mental 
illness. 

No. Items 
Likert Scale 

SD D N A SA 

46. 

More teenagers are 

suffering from 

mental health 

problems now than 

before. 

6 

5.1% 

13 

11.0% 

23 

19.5% 

50 

42.4% 

26 

22.0% 

49. 

Mental illness can 

affect people of 

any age, race, 

religion or income. 

4 

3.4% 

5 

4.2% 

32 

27.1% 

42 

35.6% 

35 

29.7% 

51. 

Mental illness 

could occur to 

people who have 

had an accident or 

a trauma during 

childhood. 

16 

13.7% 

41 

35.0% 

43 

36.8% 

14 

12.0% 

3 

2.6% 

 Total average 5.75% 12.5% 40.9% 29.4% 11.5% 

Table 7 shows the awareness level of the respondents on 

mental illness. From the findings, it could be seen that the 

majority of the respondents, (42.4%) agreed that more 

teenagers are suffering from mental health problems now 
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than before. This reflects that the respondents are aware that 

there are rising trends of mental illness sufferers among 

teenagers. According to findings from a pilot study carried 

out on the mental health of secondary school children has 

shown that a number of the students had symptoms of mental 

illness such as anxiety disorders and depression [9]. The 

respondents also agreed to the statement “Mental illness can 

affect people of any age, race, religion or income” with the 

total percentage of 35.6 percent. Hence, the findings clearly 

show that the students are aware and believe that anyone is 

vulnerable to mental illness, including themselves. An 

understanding of the nature of this illness and how it can 

affect different people will have a positive impact on how 

mentally ill patients are perceived. 

Moreover, the respondents appear to be unsure that mental 

illness could occur in people who have had an accident or a 

trauma during childhood with a reported percentage of the 

respondents (36.8%) choosing the neutral option for this 

particular question. This indicates that the respondents are 

unaware that mental illness can occur to a person who 

experiences any overwhelming and uncontrollable 

experience in their childhood. In fact a study on mental 

illness reported that it can start as early as in adolescence 

based on national study of adults with mental health disorder 

[2]. 

It is important to note that the overall percentages based on 

the figures in Table 2. Although, 29.4 percent and 11.5 

percent from the total average percentage of respondents 

stated positive answers, while 5.75 percent and 12.5 percent 

of them gave negative answers, a much higher percentage 

(40.9%) chose ‘neutral’ as their responses. The higher total 

percentages of respondents who chose ‘neutral’ answers are 

rather alarming as this may indeed be a sign of the students’ 

lack of knowledge about mental illness. 

3.3. Mental Illness and Its Treatment 

This study is also concerned in exploring students’ attitude 

on mental illness; hence it is significant to investigate what 

are their perceptions of mental illness patients in relation to 

the potential treatment and the after effect from the 

rehabilitation process. The analysis in Table 8 shows the 

respondents’ perception of mental illness and its treatment. 

Table 8. Respondents’ perception on mental illness and its treatment. 

No. Items 
Likert Scale Mean Response 

SD D N A SA   

28. 
The care and support of family and friends can help people 

with mental illness to get rehabilitated. 

4 

3.4% 

3 

2.5% 

9 

7.6% 

45 

38.1% 

57 

48.3% 

 

4.25 
Agree 

32. Mental illness is treatable. 
3 

2.5% 

0 

0% 

20 

16.9% 

64 

54.2% 

31 

26.3% 

 

4.02 
Agree 

33. 
After people with mental illness are treated and 

rehabilitated, we still should not make friends with them. 

50 

42.4% 

41 

34.7% 

17 

14.4% 

9 

7.6% 

1 

0.8% 

 

1.09 
Disagree 

34. 
After people with mental illness are treated, they are still 

more dangerous than normal people. 

42 

35.6% 

40 

33.9% 

25 

21.2% 

5 

4.2% 

6 

5.1% 

 

2.09 
Disagree 

 Total average 5.75% 12.5% 40.9% 29.4% 11.5% 2.91 Moderately Agree 

 

Table 8 shows the attitude of the respondents on mental 

illness and its treatment. From the findings, it could be seen 

that the highest mean was 4.25 where the respondents agreed 

to the statement that care and support of family and friends 

can help people with mental illness get rehabilitated. This 

shows that the respondents believe mental illness patients 

should obtain love, attention and aid from their loved ones in 

order for them to recover from this disease. This is because a 

person’s immediate family plays an important role in helping 

them to obtain proper diagnosis by an expert and the right 

treatment [22]. 

Accordingly, this was also confirmed by majority of the 

respondents who agreed that mental illness is treatable with a 

reported mean value of 4.02. This reflects that the 

respondents have positive perception of mental illness as they 

believed that people who have a mental illness could be 

treated and there are chances for recovery. Thus, early 

identification and intervention of mental illness is 

exceptionally crucial as assessing effective treatment earlier 

will bring better outcome. Schools should take necessary 

actions to identify and provide proper treatment to students 

with symptoms of mental illness as the illness is proven 

prevalent among children based on previous studies [7, 9]. 

This is because it enables adolescents to succeed in school, to 

develop socially and to fully experience the developmental 

opportunities of childhood. 

The respondents also disagreed that even after people with 

mental illness are treated they are still considered more 

dangerous than normal people and that after treatment and 

rehabilitation, people should not make friends with people 

with mental illness. For the above two statements, a reported 

mean value of 2.09 and 1.90 were obtained respectively. This 

shows that the respondents have a positive attitude towards 

mental illness patients as they give support and even believe 

that mental illness sufferers should be accepted in the society 

once they have recovered. The students’ positive attitude on 

mental illness and its treatment are significant as it indicates 

that they will not have stigma towards mental illness 

sufferers. Stigma that surrounds mental illness is very severe 

as it could lead to discrimination and prejudice. This was 

supported by the study where stigma is defined as a 

stereotype that portrays a certain group negatively and it is 

considered “social” since it is collectively agreed upon 

demographic membership [23]. Stigma and discrimination 

could be generally considered as a major barrier that 

discourages mental illness patients and their families from 
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getting the help and necessary treatment. 

As a whole, majority of the students reflect positive 

attitude on mental illness and its treatment. This may results 

from health programmes that have been initiated among 

school children like mental health service in the health clinics 

as well as on mental health and stress management [9]. 

Positive attitude is essential as it will help more people with 

mental illness to come forward and obtain necessary help 

which are important for their recovery and wellness. 

It is clear from Table 8 that, 26.3 percent and 13.0 percent 

from the total average percentage of respondents stated 

positive answers. Meanwhile, 15.2 percent and 20.9 percent 

of them gave negative answers. The remaining 24.5 percent 

chose neutral responses. Accordingly, the respondents have 

moderate perception with the total average mean of 2.91. 

This indicates that the respondents have a rather positive 

attitude on mental illness and its treatment. This overall 

positive attitude that the respondents show may be an 

encouraging indication that mental health patients who have 

undergone treatment may be better accepted by the 

community and may experience less stigma and 

discrimination. 

3.4. Mental Health Support 

Mental health support refers to the support given by the 

government and non-government association. Mental health 

support covers a wide range of efforts, namely raising mental 

health awareness, combating stigma and increasing 

understanding as well as providing emotional support, 

practical help and information. All of these are vital to aid 

mental illness patients’ treatment and recovery process Table 

9 shows the respondents’ awareness level of mental health 

support in Malaysia. 

25 percent of the respondents acknowledged a few mental 

health facilities available in Malaysia that are Hospital 

Tanjung Rambutan, Hospital Tampoi, Hospital Bahagia, 

Hospital Kempas, Malaysian Psychiatric Association and 

clinic. This indicates that a number of respondents are aware 

of the facilities but only the prominent ones in Malaysia. 

However, the majority of the respondents (81%) are still 

oblivious on mental health associations in Malaysia. This 

also indicates that the respondents are not aware of any 

associations available in Malaysia that provide rehabilitation 

services, offer support for positive attitudes towards mental 

health, plan and execute mental health programmes to mental 

illness patients. There are also some of them stated a few 

mental health associations such as Malaysia Mental Health 

Association and Malaysian Psychiatric association which 

most likely had been cited in the questionnaire itself. 

In addition, the majority of the respondents stated that they 

can obtain information about mental health from various 

sources. They indicated that the major resources which provide 

information on mental health are mass media, internet, 

magazines, hospital, school, and parents. This shows that 

information about mental illness, like other health information, 

is not something scarce and needed information can be easily 

obtained nowadays. Yet, some of respondents pointed out that 

they have gained some information about mental illness while 

answering the questionnaire. This finding clearly suggests that 

although information about mental illness is available, there is 

also a great deal of misinformation especially on the internet. 

Young adults such as the respondents in this study need to be 

guided on ways to search for the correct information from 

reliable sources. Relevant agencies such as the Ministry of 

Health should use online medium as an important tool to reach 

and educate young people about mental health as this is the 

medium which appeals more to the younger generation. 

Table 9. Respondents’ awareness level on mental health support. 

Open-ended questions Responses 

Do you know of any 

mental health facilities in 

Malaysia? If yes, please 

name the facilities. 

No (75%) 
Yes (25%) 
-Hospital Tanjung Rambutan, Hospital 
Tampoi. Hospital Bahagia, Hospital Kempas, 
Malaysian Psychiatric Association and Clinic  

Do you know of any 

mental health associations 

in Malaysia? If yes, please 

name the associations. 

No (81%) 

Yes (19%) 
Malaysia Mental Health Association and 
Malaysia Psychiatric Association 

Where do you get 

information about mental 

health? 

Magazines, Friends, Mass Media, Internet, 
Hospital, School and Parents (70%)  
This questionnaire itself (10%) 
Do not know (20%) 

Do you know anyone who 

suffers from mental 

illness? If yes, please 

specify (e.g. friends, 

mother, father, etc.) 

No (65%) 
Yes (35%) 
- family members, friends and people in my 
neighbourhood 

Have you ever 

encountered any mental 

health issues or mental 

illness in your lives? If 

yes, please specify. 

No (65%) 
Not sure (10%) 
Yes (25%) 
-stress while studying and doing homework, 
depression, lack of self-confidence 

Which of these are 

possible forms of support 

and help for people with 

mental illness and their 

family? (Please tick (√) 

where applicable) 

Public talk and forums from mental health 
association (10%) 
Family to family education groups (10%) 
Online peer support for adults with mental 
illness (15%) 
Mental illness management and recovery (e.g. 
daily exercising, gardening, etc.) (30%) 
Psychiatric services (35%) 

Most of the respondents also mentioned that they did not 

know anyone who suffers from mental illness and never 

encountered any mental health issues or mental illness in their 

lives. This may indicate that the respondents only have 

knowledge about mental health through their reading and 

never deal with real mental health problems. Nevertheless, 

there are a few of the respondents which have seen and dealt 

with mental health sufferers as they are someone among their 

own family, friends and even in neighborhood. 

Interestingly, although a large majority of the respondents 

(65%) admitted having never encountered any mental health 

issues or problems, 25 percent of the respondent 

acknowledged that they have experienced some form of 

mental illness in their lives which result from stress, depression 

and even feeling inferior of themselves. In addition, the 

majority of the respondents also believed that the best forms of 
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support and help for people with mental illness and their 

family are psychiatric services as well as mental illness 

management and recovery (e.g. daily exercising, gardening, 

etc.). This is a positive indication that the respondents agree 

that people with mental problems should acquire professional 

help from qualified psychiatry, it is unfortunate that they are 

not aware of the available psychiatrics support and services. 

They also appear to understand the importance of family 

support and leisure activities in helping alleviate problems and 

stress in people’s life. 

Unfortunately, 88 percent of the respondents are unaware of 

any organizations that offer any of the above support for 

mental illness patients and their family. As previously 

mentioned, there were 25 percent of the respondents admitted 

experiencing some form of mental illness. This appears to be 

higher than what was previously reported which was 20 

percent [8]. Of course this figure is inconclusive and reflects 

the student’s perception rather than actual reported case, 

however, it is still worrying to know that 25 percent of the 

respondents have experienced some form of mental illness but 

unfortunately almost 90 percent of them have shown that they 

are not aware of the support. This clearly indicates the need for 

a more systematic and targeted campaign to ensure that the 

public is aware of the institutional support systems that are 

available for those who are suffering from mental illness. It is 

clear from this finding that a great deal of promotion and 

education is needed to increase public’s awareness and 

understanding of mental illness [24]. 

Lastly, 73 percent of the respondents also believed that 

mental health-related stigma and discrimination has not 

changed in the past year. This may probably occur because of 

the mass media influence as they still portray mental health 

problems negatively. The mental illness patients are also 

usually being portrayed as violent and impulsive which largely 

contribute towards negative attitude of the audiences. The 

negative portrayal of mental illness in the media can have a 

damaging effect on the public’s perception of people with 

mental illness A study has shown that stigma towards mental 

illness can cause patients to hide from the community because 

of fear of discrimination [11]. This is further supported by the 

small minority of the respondents who have pointed out that 

the stigma has decreased slightly as there have been 

improvement in medical treatment and that people are more 

educated and open minded towards mental health issues these 

days. 

In short, the following conclusion could be drawn from the 

study. Firstly, this study has shown that in general the 

awareness level of the respondents with regard to mental 

illness is fairly moderate with regard to mental illness in 

Malaysia. As for mental illness treatment, although patients 

have a positive perception of mental health treatment, they 

show a serious lack of awareness when it comes to the service 

and support system that are available around them. They were 

only able to mention a few prominent mental health facilities 

in Malaysia based on their prior knowledge. The findings also 

revealed that most of the respondents in this study have 

moderately positive attitudes towards mental illness patients. 

Nonetheless, they also agree that people with mental illness 

have unpredictable behavior and difficult to make good friends. 

This may occur as a result of the influence of mental 

health-related stigma and discrimination which the respondents 

admitted have not shown any significant changes in this past 

year. 

4. Implications and Recommendations of 

the Study 

One of the implications that can be drawn from this study is 

both government and non-government organizations should 

play a bigger role in taking the lead to tackle issues related to 

mental health. In addition, the mass media must also work hand 

in hand in supporting such efforts for instance they could 

broadcast systematic public health campaign to increase mental 

health awareness among Malaysians. This is essential as mass 

media; especially online media such as websites and social 

networking sites is a powerful tool for spreading information to 

society which t will help to ensure successful dissemination of 

vital information to all sections of the society. In addition, 

engagement with mass media will help to provide deeper 

understanding about mental illness as it could correct the 

misconception and social stigma that surround mental illness 

[22]. 

Mental illness could be experienced by anyone regardless of 

age, gender, race and beliefs. Awareness and positive attitude 

towards people suffering from mental illness can give a great 

deal of help to save them from mental health related problems. 

It is recommended that government through Ministry of Health 

and Ministry of Education should work together to promote 

better mental health programs in school to get rid of the stigma 

and discrimination associated with mental illness. The Ministry 

of Health should review health service to re-orientate its focus 

on mental health. This will help to ensure that mental health 

gain as much attention as other physical health issues. Mental 

health education is beneficial as it provides not only knowledge 

to the students but also helps contribute towards healthier 

family and community. This is supported that the negative 

attitude of people towards mental illness could be change 

through three approaches, specifically education, contact and 

protest [24]. 

Stress and unhealthy lifestyles could contribute towards 

serious health problems including mental illness [10]. Thus, the 

students should also be encouraged to join healthy activities 

with their peers to reduce their level of stress and anxiety. This 

is because these are the two symptoms which are most often 

associated with mental illness. The schools could organize more 

health activities such as outdoor sports and healthy lifestyles 

campaign to promote not only good mental health but also 

physical health. 

Last but not least, more research into mental health issues at 

the local level is very much needed to offer evidence on mental 

health issues and ways in which these issues can be better 

managed and prevented. Future studies should also look into 

this matter more seriously and for wider scope as there is still a 
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wide gap in knowledge with reference to mental health issues in 

Malaysia. 
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