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Abstract

Background: University students are often perceived to have a privileged position in society and considered
immune to ill-health and disability. There is growing evidence that a sizeable proportion experience poor physical
health, and that the prevalence of psychological disorders is higher in university students than their community
peers. This study examined the physical and mental health issues for first year Australian rural university students
and their perception of access to available health and support services.

Methods: Cross-sectional study design using an online survey form based on the Adolescent Screening
Questionnaire modeled on the internationally recognised HEADSS survey tool. The target audience was all first-year
undergraduate students enrolled in an on-campus degree program. The response rate was 41% comprising 355
students (244 females, 111 males). Data was analysed using standard statistical techniques including descriptive and
inferential statistics; and thematic analysis of the open-ended responses.

Results: The mean age of the respondents was 20.2 years (SD 4.8). The majority of the students lived in on-campus
residential college style accommodation, and a third combined part-time paid work with full-time study. Most
students reported being in good physical health. However, on average two health conditions were reported over
the past six months, with the most common being fatigue (56%), frequent headaches (26%) and allergies (24%).
Mental health problems included anxiety (25%), coping difficulties (19.7%) and diagnosed depression (8%). Most
respondents reported adequate access to medical doctors and support services for themselves (82%) and friends
(78%). However the qualitative comments highlighted concerns about stigma, privacy and anonymity in seeking
counselling.

Conclusions: The present study adds to the limited literature of physical and mental health issues as well as
barriers to service utilization by rural university students. It provides useful baseline data for the development of
customised support programs at rural campuses. Future research using a longitudinal research design and multi-site
studies are recommended to facilitate a deeper understanding of health issues affecting rural university students.
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Background
Undergraduate university students comprise a sizeable
portion of the younger population and go on to wield a
considerable degree of influence in society through the
key roles adopted in the future as professionals, senior
executives and politicians [1]. The latest OECD report
showed that 62% of the young adults in OECD countries
were enrolled in tertiary education at universities [2].
The health and well-being of this population group is

important, not only due to their potential societal influ-
ence, but because many lifestyle related attitudes and
habits are formed at this stage and persist across the life
span [3-6].
Before describing the background literature, it is useful

to highlight some definitional issues associated with the
literature concerning the health of younger age groups.
Various authors have used ‘late adolescent’ and ‘young
adults’ in discussing health issues concerning 18–24 year
olds [5,7,8]. We used the term ‘young adults’ in the
current paper. Furthermore, we have used the terms
‘health’ and ‘well-being’ to ensure a more holistic
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approach, encompassing a spectrum of self-reported phys-
ical, emotional and mental health issues [9].
Much of the research on the health and well-being of

university students, including some of the Australian
studies, has focused predominantly on self-reported risky
health behaviors such as: smoking [10-12]; drug and alco-
hol use [13-18]; and unsafe sexual activity [19-23]. In com-
parison studies on self-rated physical health by university
students were less common [1,24-27]. Perhaps the most
comprehensive research conducted into the self-rated
health of college students was carried out regularly by the
American College Health Association. Of the 90,666 stu-
dents surveyed in 2012, 60.2% rated their health status as
excellent or very good, while 31.9% rated it as good [28].
The most common health problems experienced by these
students in the past year were allergies (19.7%), sinus
infection (17.5%), back pain (12.6%), and strep throat
(10.7%). Health conditions which had negatively impacted
on their academic performance included: stress (29.0%);
sleep difficulties (20.6%); anxiety (20.2%); and upper re-
spiratory tract infections (15.6%). Another recent study
found that almost 60% of university students had expe-
rienced a health problem in the past month, ranging
from allergies and asthma, to severe headaches and
insomnia [25].
With regard to mental health, there was considerable

more literature and the available evidence suggested that
a significant proportion of young adults suffered from
psychological ill health. The most up-to-date data from
the global burden of disease study showed that mental
disorders accounted for four and five out of the ten
leading causes of disability-adjusted life-years (DALYs)
globally for 20–24 year olds, and 15–19 year olds re-
spectively [7,29]. In Australia, the latest data from the
national mental health survey reported the 12-month
prevalence of any mental health disorder to be 26%
amongst the 16–24 year old group [30]. Similar results
have been reported from secondary analysis of other
Australian national datasets such as the 2007 House-
hold, Income and Labour Dynamics survey in Australia
(HILDA), and the 2007–08 National Health Survey [31].
The mental health of young adults is of concern, not
only because of the substantial burden of disease, but
because adolescence and early adulthood has been
linked to onset for a considerable proportion of mental
health disorders diagnosed during adulthood, and due
to the persistence of mental illness across the life span
[7,29,32-34].
Research studies focused on university students have

found that psychological distress is at least as common
amongst university students when compared with their
age group in the general population. One recent study
conducted in the US by Hafen et al., of 78 first-year
veterinary science students found 30% of university

students rated above the clinical cut-off for depression
[35], whilst a large study by Eisenberg et al., of 2785
university students in the US found that that 15.6% of
undergraduates tested positive for depression and/or
anxiety [36]. Studies in Europe have found similar re-
sults. In Hungary in 2008, 19% of students reported
considerable psychological distress, with female students
scoring significantly worse than their non-student peers
in this domain [37]. It is believed that whilst some
students commence university with a preexisting mental
illness, the stressors associated with university and this
stage of life can lead to the manifestation of symptoms
in this high risk age group [38,39]. Mental ill-health
issues for the university student population can lead to
negative outcomes such as: risky health behavior; poor
academic performance and attrition; physical illness;
antisocial behavior; and suicide [38]. Australian studies
involving university students showed a similar pattern
[40-43] as found by studies in the US and Europe.
The academic, financial and social challenges associ-

ated with university can make this a very stressful time
for students [38,44]. There was considerable research on
excessive stress leading to burnout in the workplace
[45,46], however similar studies into university students’
perceptions and experiences of stress and fatigue, and
the associated impact on academic performance and
quality of life were relatively limited [24,44,47]. Of the
available studies, a large proportion focussed on impact
of stress on medical students [47-49]. A study by Vaez
et al., in Sweden compared first year university students
with their work peers [50]; and a US study by Law found
that the level of exhaustion experienced by undergradu-
ate business students was similar or higher than that in
conventional high-stress and burnout occupations [51].
As mentioned, much of the burnout research in univer-
sity students centered on medical students. In the US
Dyrbye et al. [48] found 45% of medical students met
the criteria for burnout, and further research published
in 2008 by Drybye et al. [49] found burnout in 49.6% of
medical students. A recent study from South Australia
compared rates of psychological distress in undergraduate
university students across four distinct disciplinary areas:
medicine, psychology, law and mechanical engineering
and found slightly higher levels of distress amongst law
students compared to medical students [52].
As evident from the information above, most of the re-

search on health and well-being of university students has
been conducted in the US and other developed countries.
We found only 16 published research studies conducted in
Australia since 1995 across a variety of databases including
Medline and ProQuest [12,18,20,31,40,42,43,52-61]. An
additional two research papers included a systematic re-
view of physical activity across a number of countries [60];
and a recent paper used secondary analysis of national
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