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Abstract
Background: Mental health issues among undergraduates have gained attention in 
recent years due to their rising incidence. Healthy lifestyle components like sleep 
quality, diet, physical activity, substance abuse, and social support may affect mental 
health.  Thus, recognizing the most important components of  a healthy lifestyle al-
lows relevant parties to execute suitable treatments. Objective: This study aims to 
identify predictors of  a healthy lifestyle on mental health. A cross-sectional study 
was carried out on a randomly selected sample of  180 undergraduate students aged 
18 to 30. Significant predictors of  healthy lifestyle components were identified using 
AHLQ and DASS 21 instruments. Methods: This research is quantitative research 
with a nested case-control study design, using electronic medical record (EMR) data 
from the Central Java Provincial Hospital in 2023. The variables in this study were 
gender, age, education level, employment status, marital status, health insurance 
status, BMI, DM diet, duration of  DM, hypertension, other diseases, current blood 
glucose, and HbA1c. The analysis used was univariate, bivariate, and multivariate 
analysis (logistic regression). Results: The findings indicate a significant relation-
ship between a healthy diet and mental health, and a healthy diet contributes 25% of  
variances, while 29% of  mental health variance was attributed to the combination 
of  a healthy diet and PA. Furthermore, 31% of  mental health variance is attributed 
to sleep quality variables, and a combination of  healthy diet, PA, sleep quality, and 
substance abuse contributes to 34% of  mental health variance. Conclusion: This 
study provides insights to stakeholders in terms of  incorporating healthy lifestyle 
components in mental health intervention strategies for undergraduate students. It 
was concluded that such interventions should focus on promoting a healthy diet 
since it is the most significant measure of  good mental health.
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graphic. In this regard, studies have shown that 
undergraduates are more likely to suffer from 
mental health problems than the overall popula-
tion (Larson et al., 2021). Studies have reported 
a higher prevalence of  mental health issues like 

INTRODUCTION
There has been considerable attention gi-

ven to the mental health of  undergraduates in 
recent years because of  the rising incidence of  
mental-health-related problems within this demo-
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prevalence of  poor sleep quality, as it affects both 
their mental health and their capacity to learn. 
Inadequate sleep quality may also raise the risk 
of  other health-related behaviours, such as ea-
ting late and spending more time in front of  a 
computer.  Aside from sleep, prior studies have 
also found a correlation between diet and men-
tal health and stipulated the influence of  diet on 
the onset of  mental health symptoms (Lakhan & 
Vieira, 2008; Kroes et al., 2014). Low vitamin D 
intake has been linked to increased incidences of  
schizophrenia and depression (Eyles et al., 2013), 
while zinc and folic acid deficiencies are linked to 
depression symptoms (Grajek et al., 2022). Con-
versely, it has been demonstrated that adequate 
vitamin D intake reduces the intensity of  depres-
sive symptoms in teenagers (Brouwer-Brolsma et 
al., 2015). According to the analysis, eating more 
fruits and vegetables may help lessen depressive 
symptoms and psychological issues. Transition to 
campus life may have an impact on undergradua-
tes’ eating patterns and result in psychological 
and health issues (Sogari et al., 2018; Brown et 
al., 2014). Studies found that university students 
typically eat more fast food and high-energy take-
out meals, as well as more fatty foods and drinks. 
This led to inadequate intake of  primary food 
groups, including vegetables, grains, fruits, dai-
ry and animal and plant proteins from poultry, 
meat, seeds and nuts (Mogeni & Ouma, 2022; 
Alkazemi, 2019; Supa et al., 2015). 

Engaging in physical activity has several 
advantages, such as enhancing life quality and 
mental health. It has been widely shown (Ma-
hindru et al., 2023; Shahadan et al., 2022; Tyson 
et al., 2010) that a healthy lifestyle is strongly 
associated with mental health (Baz et al., 2023). 
A study across eight ASEAN nations by Peltzer 
and Pengpid (2017) found that 49.9% of  college 
students reported low PA, 33.6% with moderate 
PA, and only 16.6% practised high PA. Further-
more, 31.5% were sedentary. A more recent study 
by Azhar et al. (2023) reported that 21.6% of  stu-
dents at the Health Campus of  Universiti Sains 
Malaysia in Kelantan, Malaysia, reported low 
PA. Furthermore, earlier studies found university 
students spend more than 8 hours daily sitting as 
they spend time studying, finishing assignments, 
and participating in lectures, as well as for leisu-
re purposes like watching movies (Castro et al., 
2020). Previous findings showed that college stu-
dents are more likely to lead sedentary lifestyles 
and, subsequently, higher risk of  mental health 
problems. There is also an abundance of  studies 
linking  PA and mental health, including the ma-
nagement and treatment of  stress, anxiety, and 

high stress, anxiety and depression among univer-
sity students globally (Wong et al., 2023; Brown, 
2018).  Past studies like Song et al. (2008) in China 
and (Wong et al., 2006) reported a critical men-
tal issue crisis among Asian university students, 
with 41% of  Hong Kong students reporting a 
high level of  anxiety and 9% of  Chinese students 
exhibiting a high prevalence of  depressive symp-
toms, respectively.  In Malaysia, a similar trend 
was observed with studies like Khairul Azhar et 
al. (2023) reported that 77.9%. 80.8% and 51.9% 
of  students at International Islamic University 
Malaysia students experienced moderate to ex-
tremely severe symptoms of  depression and an-
xiety, respectively. In another study, Mohammed 
et al. (2016) at Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM) 
reported that out of  the 675 students surveyed, 
32.1% experienced symptoms of  depression, 
64.6% experienced anxiety and 29.2% experien-
ced stress.  In a similar vein, a study conducted 
in Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) in Se-
langor by Ibrahim and Alexius (2023) indicated 
that 49% of  health sciences students and 41% of  
accountancy students experienced anxiety.  

According to earlier research, social sup-
port, substance misuse, sleep patterns, physical 
activity (PA), and nutrition are all aspects of  a 
healthy lifestyle that may predict mental health 
(Sheldon et al., 2021; Plotnikoff  et al., 2019; Her-
vás et al., 2018). Undergraduate students’ habits 
may change as a result of  the move from home 
to university life. This may have an impact on 
their use of  substances, peer connections, sleep 
patterns, nutrition, and physical activity, all of  
which can have an effect on their mental health. 
Notably, sleep is essential for maintaining both 
mental and physical well-being. Sufficient quality 
sleep is commonly linked to a healthy lifestyle. It 
was reported that normal adults require between 
7 to 9 hours of  sleep per day (Hirshkowitz et al., 
2015). In recent years, studies have linked poor 
sleep to mental health issues, including anxiety 
and depression. These findings indicate a recipro-
cal relationship between the two; while bad sleep 
quality can negatively impact mental health, 
good sleep quality can enhance it. However, for 
university students, different factors, including li-
festyle changes, academic routines, and extracur-
ricular activities, typically cause poor sleep qua-
lity. All of  which could have a severe impact on 
their mental health and learning experience (Saat 
et al., 2020).

Nurismadiana and Lee (2018) found that 
70.6% of  undergraduates at Malaysian public 
universities reported having poor sleep quality. 
There are great concerns about this group’s high 
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depression involving a variety of  groups (Singh 
et al., 2023; McKeon et al., 2022; Pascoe et al., 
2020).

Substance abuse is another factor that may 
influence undergraduate students’ mental health. 
In this regard, studies have found a complicated 
relationship between substance usage and mental 
disease. Drug use has been reported to be preva-
lent among people with mental health disorders, 
as they use drugs and alcohol to induce feelings 
of  comfort to relief  from their illness. The abu-
se of  drugs modifies the body’s biological func-
tion, impacting behavior, perceptions, emotions, 
cognition, and general body functioning (Crews 
et al., 2011).  The use of  stimulant and halluci-
nogenic drugs will result in several physiological, 
biological, and psychological problems, leading 
to mental illnesses like depression, anxiety, 
mood disorders, and paranoia. A study by MA 
& R ( 2016) linked drug abuse with psychologi-
cal symptoms like memory loss, restlessness, and 
emotional instability, as well as physical impair-
ments like liver, stomach, brain, and nerve dama-
ge. According to reports, alcohol, legal and illicit 
substance consumption among university stu-
dents has been increasing over the years, which 
has been linked to negative impacts (Welsh et 
al., 2019). This situation has also been reported 
in Malaysia.  Rodzlan Hasani et al. (2021) found 
that 5.1% of  teenagers were involved in abusing 
more than 1 substance, while 17.2%  used only 
one drug.  Another Malaysian study by Ismail et 
al. (2022) found that the prevalence of  drug use 
among youths in Malaysia was 3.5%, and the 
overall incidence of  lifetime drug use was 5.5%.

Another factor that may have an impact 
on undergraduate students’ mental health is so-
cial support. According to Putra and Muttaqin 
(2020), social support is defined as the presence, 
willingness, and concern of  people who care for 
us. Studies have consistently linked high levels of  
social support with lower levels of  stress and an 
improved ability to manage stress (Cage et al., 
2021; Mishra, 2020; Jun et al., 2018). Social sup-
port can be obtained from different sources, in-
cluding friends, family, lecturers, instructors, and 
other people, as long as they build relationships 
with one another.  In this light, students’ enthu-
siasm for participating in different activities wit-
hin educational institutions is greatly increased 
by peer social support. According to numerous 
studies, having more social support from friends 
and family is linked to feeling less lonely and a 
greater degree of  life satisfaction (Lee & Gold-
stein, 2015; Harikandei, 2017). High-quality so-
cial support—whether from teachers, family, or 

peers—is therefore essential for undergraduate 
students to improve their academic performance 
and psychological well-being. By providing facili-
ties, addressing housing issues, helping undergra-
duate students with their academic and financial 
challenges, and enriching the student support 
network. Thus, the provision of  social support at 
the university level can ensure students’ needs are 
fulfilled.

There are five components that are closely 
correlated to healthy lifestyles and undergradua-
te students’ mental health. As prior studies have 
extensively examined 4 risk factors, namely smo-
king, poor diet, excessive alcohol consumption, 
and physical inactivity (Saneei et al., 2016), the 
present study has considered substance abuse 
instead of  smoking and included social support 
as an additional factor, in line with its significance 
in preventing mental health issues. Furthermore, 
this study used a questionnaire that specifically 
focused on healthy lifestyles and mental health is-
sues among the target population.  According to a 
review by Dessauvagie et al. (2021), comprehen-
sive mental health services for university students 
in ASEAN countries are critically needed. No-
tably, to counter the rising rate of  mental health 
issues among undergraduate students, there is a 
need to examine mental health and identify the 
significant predictors contributing to it in order 
to plan the appropriate interventions. In order to 
identify the primary predictors that have a signi-
ficant impact on mental health, it is imperative to 
ascertain the degree of  the connections between 
these aspects. The current study thus investigates 
the most important aspects of  healthy lifestyles 
in relation to mental health in Selangor among 
undergraduate students at UiTM.

METHOD 
The current study employed a cross-sec-

tional research design. This study was conducted 
in UiTM campuses in Selangor Malaysia, and the 
population consisted of  undergraduate students.  
The participants’ healthy lifestyle, which includes 
PA, substance abuse, a nutritious diet, enough 
sleep, and social support, was evaluated using an 
adapted version of  the Adolescent Healthy Life-
style Questionnaire (AHLQ) for mental health 
among undergraduate students (Ab Rahman et 
al., 2023). The 22 items that were assessed for the 
target population’s healthy lifestyles in relation 
to mental health among undergraduate students 
have been found valid and reliable (Ab Rahman 
et al., 2023) in evaluating the five elements of  
such lifestyles. 

The first component is physical activity 
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(PA), which measures the level of  one’s involve-
ment in physical activities on campus. The sec-
ond component is substance abuse, measuring 
the misuse and the frequency of  intake of  alco-
hol, drugs, and smoking. Third is diet, which 
measures sugar, junk food, and fat intake. Sleep 
quality evaluates the difficulty and distraction of  
sleep, and the last component is social support, 
which assesses the support received from peers.

 One prevailing aspect is mental health, 
which was assessed using DASS21 (Musa et al., 
2007).  Due to its robustness, usefulness, and 
simplicity of  use, the DASS-21 has become more 
and more popular throughout the world. With 21 
items, the DASS-21 is a self-reported question-
naire designed to assess symptoms of  stress, anxi-
ety, and depression. The sum of  the scores for 
each mental health issue is then multiplied by two 
to determine its score. The questionnaires were 
pre-tested on 66 participants (33 males and 33 
females) from the same population as the study 
to ensure the instruments’ reliability. The study 
found that the questionnaires had adequate inter-
nal reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha value of  
0.92. As shown in Table I, the levels for depres-
sion, anxiety, and stress, can be further divided 
into 5 subscales- normal, mild, moderate, severe, 
and extremely severe. 

Table 1. Cut-Off  Scores for The Mental Health 
Level.

Subscale Depression Anxiety Stress

Normal 0 -9 0 - 7 0 - 14

Mild 10 -13 8 - 9 15 -18

Moderate 14 -20 10 - 14 19 - 25

Severe 21 - 27 15 - 19 26 - 33

Extremely 
Severe

≥ 28 ≥ 20 ≥ 20

For this cross-sectional study, the partici-
pants were chosen through random sampling.  In 
this light, the researchers used the population’s 
sampling frame and a table of  random num-
bers. 180 undergraduate students from UiTM 
campuses in Selangor, ranging between 18 to 
30 years old, were chosen. The study adhered to 
Tabachnick and Fidell’s (1996) recommendation 
that the number of  participants (N) should be 
equal to or larger than 50 + 8M, where M is the 
number of  predictor variables, in order to guaran-
tee that the sample size was sufficient for multiple 
regression analysis. This indicates that the study’s 
participant count is appropriate and sufficient. In 
compliance with the Declaration of  Helsinki, et-

hical approval was acquired from the UiTM Re-
search Ethics Committee (ED/REC/F/10895).

The inclusion criteria for this study include, 
participants are undergraduate students in UiTM 
campuses in Selangor, aged between 18 and 35 
years, and in good health. Participants have to be 
able to understand and fill out the surveys in Ma-
lay, participate in the study of  their free will and 
provide their informed permission. Meanwhile, 
the exclusion criteria are individuals not enrolled 
as undergraduate students, outside the age range 
of  18 to 35, have a history of  severe mental health 
conditions or are in poor health. Participants who 
did not provide informed consent or withdrew af-
ter consenting were also excluded from the stu-
dy. Data was collected through self-administered 
questionnaires that were distributed physically to 
each participant. 

The percentages and frequencies were ob-
tained through descriptive statistical analyses.  
The determinants of  healthy lifestyle and mental 
health were identified using multiple regression. 
Here, the minimal requirements for residuals 
being normal, linear, and homoscedastic, as well 
as the lack of  multicollinearity were considered 
(Carlos et al., 2013; Pallant, 2016). First, the out-
liers were identified using the standard residual. 
Outliers are present if  the standard residual is 
more than ± 3.3, according to Tabachnick and 
Fidell (2013). With the standard residual falling 
between -2.2 and 3.2, the results demonstrated 
that there are no outliers in the data. Skewness 
and kurtosis were then used to determine the nor-
mality of  data distributions. Each item’s skew-
ness and kurtosis illustrate values that are within 
the acceptable range of  < 3 and < 10, respecti-
vely (Kline, 2011). Moreover, partial correlation 
was used to determine the multicollinearity issue.  
Notably, multicollinearity issues will occur when 
there is a strong correlation between the predictor 
variables, r = 0.90. There was no multicollinea-
rity issue found as indicated by the correlation 
among the predictor variables, which is less than 
r = 0.90.  The standard residual ranged between 
-2.2 and 3.2, which falls within ± 3.3, indicating 
no outliers in the data.

RESULT AND DISCUSION
The participants’ demographic data are 

shown in Table 2. The study’s participants 
comprised 180 randomly selected undergraduate 
students from UiTM campuses in Selangor. The 
participants were year 1 to year 4 students. In 
terms of  gender, a majority (N=94) was female, 
and 86 were male.
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Table 3 presents the scores for the five vari-
ables of  healthy lifestyle components-physical ac-
tivity (PA), healthy diet (HD), sleep quality (SQ), 
social support (SS) and substance abuse (SA). 
The results from the descriptive analysis indicate 
that first, the participants demonstrated a moder-
ate level of  physical activity (M = 16.69, SD = 
5.48) and a moderate degree of  dietary health 
(M=18.27, SD=4.44). SQ (M=9.52, SD=3.39), 
poor quality of  sleep, moderate levels of  social 
support (M=14.82, SD=4.31) and moderate level 
of  substance abuse (M=10.69, SD=2.90).

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Variables Re-
lated to Health Lifestyle

Variable N Mean SD

Physical Activity 180 16.69 5.48

Healthy Diet 180 18.27 4.44

Sleep Quality 180 9.52 3.39

Social Support 180 14.82 4.31

Substance Abuse 180 10.69 2.90

Table 4 presents the results of  the DASS-
21 scale.  The scores for depression, anxiety, and 

stress were categorized into several groups based 
on their frequency. Scores ranging from ‘normal’ 
to ‘mild’ indicate that the participants are not ex-
periencing any mental health issues, and scores 
ranging from moderate to severe to extremely 
severe indicate that the participants are experien-
cing different levels of  mental health issues. 

Table 5 illustrates the mental health issues 
prevalence among the study’s participants.  The 
study found that Year 1 students are more prone 
to depression and anxiety, with 44% and 36% of  
Year 1 participants reporting experiencing dep-
ressive and anxiety symptoms. This number dec-
reased for year 2  and 3 participants, with 27% of  
them experiencing depression and 22.7% of  them 
experiencing anxiety. The number differs slight-
ly for year 4 participants, where 21% and 23.6% 
experience depression and anxiety symptoms, 
respectively. Furthermore, year 2 participants re-
ported a high prevalence of  stress at 43.7%, and 
this is closely followed by year 1 students at 42%, 
year 3 students at 36.3% and year 4 students at 
31.5%. 

The multiple regression results for the 180 
participants are presented in Table 4. The study 
found that healthy diet (β = .32, p < .05), PA (β 

Table 2. Demographic Data

                      N = 180 Percentage

Faculty/
College

Faculty of  Education 28 15.5

College of  Computing, Informatics, and Media 23 12.7

Faculty of  Health Science 20 11.1

Faculty of  Dentistry 18 10

Faculty of  Medicine 17 9.4

College of  Creative Art 19 10.5

Faculty of  Business and Management 20 11.1

Faculty of  Accountancy 18 10

Faculty of  Hotel and Tourism Management 17 9.4

Gender
Male 86 47.7

Female 94 52.2

Year of  
Study

1 50 27.7

2 48 26.6

3 44 24.4

4 38 21.1

Age 18 - 20 19 10.7

21 - 23 89 50.3

24 - 26 67 37.9

27 - 29 1 .6

33 1 .6
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Table 4. Prevalence of  Depression, Anxiety, And Stress Among Students

Year of  Study
1

N=50
2

N=48
3

N=44
4

N=38

Subscale
N % N % N % N %

Depression

Normal 15 30 20 41.6 15 34.0 13 34.2

Mild 13 26 15 31.2 19 43.1 17 44.7

Moderate 12 24 6 12.5 5 11.3 5 13.1

Severe 7 14 4 8.33 3 6.81 2 5.26

Extremely severe 3 6 3 6.25 2 4.54 1 2.63

Anxiety

Normal 21 42 21 43.7 18 40.9 18 47.3

Mild 11 22 14 29.1 16 36.3 11 28.9

Moderate 8 16 5 10.4 5 11.3 5 13.1

Severe 7 14 4 8.33 3 6.81 3 7.89

Extremely severe 3 6 4 8.33 2 4.54 1 2.63

Stress

Normal 15 30 11 22.91 17 38.6 15 39.4

Mild 14 28 16 33.3 11 25 11 28.9

Moderate 11 22 14 29.1 12 27.2 9 23.6

Severe 8 16 5 10.4 3 6.81 1 2.63

Extremely severe 2 4 2 4.16 1 2.27 2 5.26

Table 5. The Predictors of  Healthy Lifestyle and Mental Health.

Model ANOVA
Unstandardized 

Coefficients
Standardized 
Coefficients

F P-value Beta
Std. 

Error
Adj 
Beta

T P-value
Adj 
R2

(Constant) 58.602 .000b 73.685 4.353 16.926 .000 .247

Healthy Diet -1.774 .232 -.501 -7.655 .000

(Constant) 35.626 .000c 75.762 4.301 17.617 .000 .282

Healthy Diet -1.219 .288 -.344 -4.237 .000

Physical Activ-
ity

-.730 .234 -.253 -3.119 .002

(Constant) 26.409 .000d 69.784 4.898 14.248 .000 .302

Healthy Diet -1.305 .286 -.369 -4.566 .000

Physical Activ-
ity

-.690 .231 -.240 -2.984 .003

Sleep Quality .724 .297 .155 2.439 .016

(Constant) 22.058 .000e 76.946 5.582 13.785 .000 .324

Healthy Diet -.916 .320 -.259 -2.862 .005

Physical Activ-
ity

-.728 .228 -.253 -3.191 .002

Sleep Quality .788 .293 .169 2.689 .008

Substance 
Abuse

-.642 .252 -.189 -2.547 .012
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= .23, p < .05), sleep quality (β = .29, p < .05) 
and substance abuse (β = .25, p < .05) can pre-
dict mental health. The four predictor variables 
contribute 34% of  the variance in mental health 
(r = .58). Moreover, it was found that healthy 
diet (β =. -.50, p < .05) contributes 25 % (r =.50) 
variances in mental health [F (1,75) = 242.88, 
p < .05], while a combination of  two variables, 
healthy diet (β = .34, p < .05) and PA (β = -.25, 
p < .05), contribute 29 % of  the variance in men-
tal health (r = .54). When three variables, healthy 
diet (β = -37, p < .05), PA (β = -.24, p < .05) 
and sleep quality (β = .16, p < .05) are combined, 
they contribute 31 % of  the variance in mental 
health (r = .56). Meanwhile, when the four vari-
ables healthy diet (β = -. 26, p < .05), PA (β = 
-.25, p < .05), sleep quality (β = .17, p < .05), and 
substance abuse (β = -.19, p < .05) are combined, 
they contribute to 34 % of  the variance in men-
tal health (r = .58). From the analysis, it can be 
deduced that there are four significant predictors 
for UiTM undergraduate students’ mental health, 
which are health diet, physical activity, substance 
abuse and sleep quality. Meanwhile, one predic-
tor, social support, is not a significant predictor of  
mental health among these students. 

This study aims to identify the predictors 
of  healthy lifestyle components that can influ-
ence the mental health of  undergraduate students 
at UiTM, Selangor. The study found 4 healthy 
lifestyle components significantly influence men-
tal health: a healthy diet, physical activity, sleep 
quality, and substance abuse. Surprisingly, the 
study found that social support is not a signifi-
cant predictor of  mental health despite previous 
studies that found links between social support 
and mental health (House et al., 1988; Coyne & 
Downey, 1991; Shao et al., 2020). These results 
might be explained by the high rate of  mental 
health problems among first-year students. In 
this regard, year 1 students are typically more re-
liant on family support rather than peer support 
as they are still in their transition period between 
high school and university. 

The results of  this study are consistent with 
McLean et al. (2022), who asserted that family 
support is more crucial than peer support for un-
dergraduates in the first year of  university as they 
adjust to the university environment. Moreover, 
according to Kovess-Masfety et al. (2016) while 
undergraduate students still depend on their pa-
rents for support, nevertheless, they need to be-
come independent gradually. In a similar vein, 
Arias-de la Torre et al.’s (2019) study emphasized 
the importance of  family support in preventing 
undergraduate students’ mental health problems. 

The findings showed that psychological distress 
among people of  both genders will rise as family 
support declines. This implies that family assis-
tance is essential in supporting first-year under-
graduate students in managing their physical 
and emotional well-being. In this regard, family 
support is crucial in helping students build new 
friendships in university. 

As mentioned, the study found a healthy 
diet, physical activities, quality of  sleep, and sub-
stance abuse are significant predictors of  mental 
health. The most significant factor is a healthy 
diet, which is in line with past studies (Pereira et 
al., 2024; Pedroni et al., 2024; Jin et al., 2022; Ki-
lani et al., 2020; Widyasari & Turnip, 2019) that 
found a healthy diet as a significant factor of  a 
healthy lifestyle and that it impacts mental health. 
Solomou et al. (2022)’s systematic review found 
a substantial number of  studies linking good 
diet quality and mental health. Studies reviewed 
suggested that people who consume more high-
quality food like fish, nuts, vegetables and fruits 
have lower incidences of  mental health issues. On 
the other hand, people who consume inflamma-
tory agent foods such as processed meat, refined 
carbohydrates, desserts, and sweetened drinks are 
more prone to symptoms of  mental health issues. 
It could be concluded that maintaining a healthy 
diet for both physical and mental health is essen-
tial. Inadequate dietary intake has been found to 
have a detrimental impact on mental health issu-
es, especially in the context of  anxiety, depressi-
on, and stress (Suárez-López et al., 2023).

Excessive sugar consumption can have 
adverse effects on adolescents’ mental health. 
A study conducted in Oslo, Norway, involving 
5,498 teenagers, discovered a significant correla-
tion between soft drink consumption and mental 
health issues (Lien et al., 2006). Regularly eating 
junk food, fast food, and diets heavy in fat, su-
gar, cholesterol, trans fats, and carbohydrates has 
been shown to have detrimental effects on mental 
health, particularly on stress and anxiety (Costa 
& Brody, 2013; Palacios et al., 2020; Granero, 
2022). Excessive intake of  nuts can also create 
phytoestrogens, which can alter hormone levels 
like estrogen and testosterone, leading to stress 
(Costa & Brody, 2013).  Eating a balanced diet 
can reduce body fat, enhance mental health, 
and improve brain functions (Sumen & Evgin, 
2022). This highlights the importance of  nutri-
tious food consumption to maintain an optimal 
body weight. Having an ideal body weight may 
enhance mental health by boosting confidence 
and self-esteem in all demographics, including 
undergraduate students. Oftedal et al. (2020) furt-
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her asserted that eating foods rich in prebiotics, 
probiotics, and antioxidants, including fruits and 
vegetables, can increase the effectiveness of  anti-
depressants in the diet. 

The accessibility of  fast food on univer-
sity campuses can alter undergraduates’ eating 
habits and lifestyles. This is because university 
campuses are surrounded by cafes, restaurants, 
and fast-food chains. Their eating habits may be 
impacted by this exposure to fast foods. Hence, 
the university’s nutrition policy should be revie-
wed to ensure that it promotes the consumption 
of  healthy food and to raise students’ awareness 
of  healthy eating through health promotion acti-
vities. The current study’s findings are also in line 
with Singh et al.’s (2023) research, which found 
that PA helps those with mental health condi-
tions experience less psychological discomfort, 
anxiety, and sadness. Additionally, children and 
adolescents who receive PA treatments experi-
ence fewer symptoms of  depression and PTSD 
(Wegner et al., 2020; Biddle et al., 2019). Regular 
PA has been demonstrated to lessen depression 
through a number of  mechanisms, including en-
hanced neurotrophic factor expression, enhanced 
serotonin and norepinephrine availability, regula-
tion of  hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis acti-
vity, and reduced systemic inflammation (Gujral 
et al., 2017). According to a critical review by 
Alexandratos et al. (2012), weight training, jog-
ging, cycling, and walking can all improve men-
tal health. Furthermore, all types of  PA—aero-
bic, resistance, mixed-mode, and yoga—benefit 
mental health, according to a systematic study by 
Singh et al. (2023). However, the advantages to 
mental health may vary depending on the type of  
PA, exercises, volume, and intensity. Notably, it 
was found that low-intensity exercise might not 
be sufficient to trigger the hormonal and neu-
rological alterations linked to lowering anxiety 
and depression (Arent et al., 2020). Clough et al. 
(2016) discovered that even 15 minutes of  PA per 
day can reduce the risk of  anxiety and depressi-
on by 26%. Yoga and other mind-body practices 
were the best at lowering anxiety, while resistance 
exercise also had the biggest effect on depression. 
According to Singh et al. (2023), moderate-inten-
sity and high-intensity PA are more advantageous 
than lower-intensity workouts. Therefore, partici-
pating in any type of  physical activity, such as 
strength and resistance training or aerobic exerci-
ses, for at least fifteen minutes may benefit mental 
health in a number of  ways, including improving 
mood, focus, emotional stability, and self-esteem, 
and ultimately increasing the level of  positive 
mental health.  Therefore, physical activity is cru-

cial for preventing mental health problems. On 
the other hand, undergraduate students’ involve-
ment in PA may be impacted by lifestyle changes. 
Increased use of  online games and activities may 
result from the development of  various technolo-
gies and electronic gadgets. Some undergraduate 
students tend to lead a sedentary lifestyle due to 
excessive screen time from using mobile devices, 
television, personal computers, and social media.  

Another significant factor is sleep quality. 
This finding is also supported by earlier rese-
arch (Wang et al., 2023; João et al., 2018).  The 
current study’s findings corroborate those of  a 
previous study (Scott et al., 2017) that showed 
poor sleep quality was associated with a num-
ber of  mental health conditions, such as eating 
disorders, psychosis, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder. Poor sleep quality, including sleep dep-
rivation and irregular sleep patterns, can have 
an adverse effect on mental health as well as the 
immunological and endocrine systems (Peltzer 
& Pengpid, 2015).  Numerous mood disorders, 
such as anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorders, 
and depression, have long been linked to immune 
system imbalances (Shultz et al., 2012). Another 
main issue facing undergraduate students is sleep 
deprivation, which can be caused by a number of  
things, such as extracurricular activities, acade-
mic work, part-time employment, working whi-
le studying, social media, and internet use that 
can affect sleep duration and, subsequently, their 
mental health. 

Finally, the study found that substance 
abuse is a predictor of  a healthy lifestyle that af-
fects undergraduate students’ mental health. It 
has been acknowledged that substance addicti-
on plays a role in mental health problems. The 
study’s findings support those of  subsequent rese-
arch (Obosi et al., 2022; Mofatteh, 2020; Linden 
& Jurdi-Hage, 2017). Due to its addictive quali-
ties, alcohol is frequently consumed by undergra-
duate students, which might result in addiction 
issues (Limone & Toto, 2022). 

Furthermore, tobacco use is a risk factor 
for substance abuse and is very common among 
male students, especially those who smoke in 
social settings. Because social smokers are less 
likely to stop and may continue their habit, this 
smoking habit is directly linked to social anxiety 
disorder (Cai et al., 2017). Peer pressure, acade-
mic strain, housing concerns, and financial diffi-
culties can all contribute to mental health issues, 
and students may use illegal drugs, tobacco, or 
excessive drinking as a coping strategy, which can 
exacerbate mental health conditions, including 
depression and anxiety. 
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CONCLUSION
The study offers evidence that should be 

considered by relevant parties in creating aware-
ness of  healthy lifestyles among university stu-
dents. Interventions should be made to improve 
undergraduate students’ physical and mental 
health to ensure their well-being. The findings 
showed that the most significant predictors of  
mental health among the target population are 
substance abuse, sleep quality, PA, and a healthy 
diet. Notably, each factor should be taken into 
account to promote good mental health.  For 
instance, relevant parties should increase access 
to nutritious food to counter the consumption of  
junk food, improve sports facilities, and include a 
social support network comprising peers, parents, 
and lecturers to help these students face challen-
ges in their daily lives. Additionally, meeting the 
basic needs of  students in relation to healthy li-
festyles can facilitate a healthy campus and foster 
a positive university environment. The fulfilment 
of  these needs can help students lead more fulfil-
ling lives on campus. Students who receive a lot of  
support from their university tend to have better 
mental well-being and live healthier.  

In terms of  its limitation, the first is that 
the current study’s generalizability to the entire 
population of  undergraduates in Malaysia is li-
mited because it did not include all undergraduate 
students in Malaysia. It only involved participants 
from UiTM campuses in Selangor. In addition, the 
current study only included five healthy lifestyle 
predictors, including lifestyle, psychological, phy-
siobiological, social, and academic risk factors; it 
should be noted additional predictors migth need 
to be considered to gather comprehensive data on 
mental health.   Consequently, in order to furt-
her understand the factors that predict improving 
mental health among undergraduate students, fu-
ture studies could include more participants from 
other universities in Malaysia and consider other 
relevant factors that may be of  interest to other 
researchers. Our results’ congruence with existing 
literature highlights the significance of  carefully 
examining the connections between healthy lifes-
tyle predictors like sleep patterns and sleep issues 
among young adults’ mental health and wellness 
from a public health perspective. 
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