
Universal Journal of Public Health 11(5): 538-548, 2023 http://www.hrpub.org 

DOI: 10.13189/ujph.2023.110502 

Investigating the Predictive Effects of Depression and 

Self-Esteem on Suicide Ideation among Malaysia 

East Coast Undergraduate Students 

Fatin Nor Amalina Othman1, Raja Zirwatul Aida Raja Ibrahim1,*, Azlina Abu Bakar2, 

Siti Sarawati Johar3, Zainuddin Abu Bakar4, Jumadil Saputra1 

1Faculty of Business, Economics and Social Development, Universiti Malaysia Terengganu, Malaysia 
2Faculty of Human Development, Sultan Idris Education University, Malaysia 

3College Center for General Studies and Co-Curriculum, Universiti Tun Hussein Onn Malaysia, Malaysia 
4Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, School of Education, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, Malaysia 

Received March 3, 2023; Revised July 18, 2023; Accepted August 15, 2023 

Cite This Paper in the Following Citation Styles 

(a): [1] Fatin Nor Amalina Othman, Raja Zirwatul Aida Raja Ibrahim, Azlina Abu Bakar, Siti Sarawati Johar, Zainuddin 

Abu Bakar, Jumadil Saputra , "Investigating the Predictive Effects of Depression and Self-Esteem on Suicide Ideation 

among Malaysia East Coast Undergraduate Students," Universal Journal of Public Health, Vol. 11, No. 5, pp. 538 - 548, 

2023. DOI: 10.13189/ujph.2023.110502. 

(b): Fatin Nor Amalina Othman, Raja Zirwatul Aida Raja Ibrahim, Azlina Abu Bakar, Siti Sarawati Johar, Zainuddin 

Abu Bakar, Jumadil Saputra (2023). Investigating the Predictive Effects of Depression and Self-Esteem on Suicide 

Ideation among Malaysia East Coast Undergraduate Students. Universal Journal of Public Health, 11(5), 538 - 548. 

DOI: 10.13189/ujph.2023.110502. 

Copyright©2023 by authors, all rights reserved. Authors agree that this article remains permanently open access under 
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 International License 

Abstract  Today, suicide is a significant, urgent and 

serious issue in public health. Studies on suicide ideation in 

Malaysian young adults were rarely conducted for the 

public due to cultural and religious factors. Numerous 

studies on depression and suicide among young people in 

Malaysia have often been conducted in developed and 

high-population densities such as Kuala Lumpur, Selangor, 

Pulau Pinang, Sabah, and Sarawak. In contrast, states on 

the East Coast of Malaysia recorded fewer studies on 

suicide and depression by researchers. Thus, this study 

investigates the relationships and predictive effects of 

depression and self-esteem on suicide ideation among 

undergraduate students. Data were gathered from a sample 

of 439 (18.5% male; 81.5% female) undergraduate students 

aged 19-26 with an average age of 22 (SD=1.33) who 

completed measures on depression, self-esteem, suicide 

ideation and socio-demographic profiles. In addition to 

descriptive statistics, quantitative data employed 

correlation and regression analysis using SPSS software. 

The results found a significant relationship between 

depression, self-esteem, and suicide ideation. Furthermore, 

regression analysis revealed that depression and self-

esteem were predictive factors of suicide ideation among 

students. This study contributes to the corpus of literature 

on the predictor factors for suicide ideation in the context 

of Malaysian students. Furthermore, the current study's 

findings offer a better understanding of how relevant 

parties should be aware of the importance of mental health 

promotion and help-seeking behaviour, especially in the 

educational setting. 

Keywords  Depression, Self-Esteem, Suicide Ideation, 

Undergraduate Students, East Coast of Malaysia 

1. Introduction

The World Health Organization (WHO) and United

Nations Development Program (UNDP) declared suicide 

as a significant, urgent, and serious public health issue [1]. 

It is a growing mental health issue, accounting for 703,000 

premature global fatalities [2], contributing to 1.4% of 

worldwide mortality [3]. The suicide rate is so high that one 
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person dies every 40 seconds, which means 16 deaths are 

recorded per 100,000 population [4], making it the world's 

15th major cause of death [5]. In its Comprehensive Mental 

Health Action Plan, WHO was committed to lowering the 

suicide rate by one-third by 2030 [6]. It was declared 

effective after suicide rates declined by 36% globally 

between 2000 and 2019, with declines ranging from 17% 

to 49% in different parts of the world except for the United 

States, where recorded growth in suicide rates of 17% 

within the same period [2]. Conversely, Malaysia 

consistently increased the suicide fatality rate from 4.40 per 

100 000 population in 2013 to 5.80 per 100 000 people in 

2019 [7]. The reported prevalence rates in Malaysia expose 

that it is currently dealing with a significant social issue 

related to suicide. 

Suicide affects all age groups, but it is more in older 

individuals than in younger ones. Yet, it remains one of the 

most common causes of death worldwide throughout late 

adolescence and early adulthood [5]. Suicide among 

adolescents and young adults of 15 to 29 years old has 

arisen as a serious public health concern, and it is now the 

fourth leading cause of death in this age group [8]. By 

addressing the severity issues, suicide is currently the 15th 

leading cause of death across all age groups and the fourth 

major mortality factor among adolescents and young adults 

between the stated age brackets [9].  

The findings on the severity of suicide among young 

people raise concern to local researchers in Malaysia, as 

almost 30% (9.31 million) of the Malaysian population 

comprises young people aged between 15 and 29 [10]. 

However, the most recent and exact statistic of Malaysian 

young adults' involvement in suicide-related behaviours 

remains unknown as Malaysia lacks high-quality and 

official data explaining the prevalence of suicide regardless 

of age group [10]. Unfortunately, one involvement with 

suicide-related behaviours has a countereffect on others 

around them. Each fatality is expected to affect at least 135 

of the deceased family members and network of friends' 

emotional and self-functioning through the bereavement 

period. Also, it is linked to various negative mental health 

outcomes, including depression, psychiatric admission, and 

attempted suicide [11]. 

Suicide ideation, a form of suicide behaviour, is a broad 

phrase encompassing many thoughts, desires, and 

preoccupations with death and suicide [12]. Young adults 

have the highest incidence of suicide ideation and are far 

more likely to have developed a suicide plan and attempt 

than any other age group [13]. It means that suicidal 

thoughts are a significant indicator of mental health 

problems and a mild early warning indication that could 

lead to more serious suicide attempts in the future to young 

well-being [14]. The enormous pressures of instability, 

feeling in-between, and identity explorations that define 

emerging adulthood (young adult) from other stages of 

human development may be to blame for the rising suicide 

rate among young adults [15]. The preventive measures 

planned and taken by countries and organisations are 

useless if we do not know the factors that lead to suicidal 

thoughts in young adults. Therefore, the first step in 

developing successful intervention programmes is 

identifying the determinants of suicide ideation in the target 

age group. 

Depression is regarded as one of the most widely 

recognised indicators of suicide ideation, as previous and 

recent studies have proven a significant link between them 

[16]. It has also been indicated as the most common mental 

health issue among young adults linked to suicidality. It is 

a critical factor in the progression from suicide ideation to 

a suicide attempt [17]. The prevalence of young adults 

diagnosed with depression reported an increment of 70% 

over the past 25 years [18]. The most recent report by WHO 

estimated that 5% of the general young adult population 

diagnosed with depression commit suicide within 15 years 

of their first depressive episode, seven times more likely 

than those without a diagnosis of depression [19]. It can be 

dangerous to one's health as the effect of depression is 

usually persistent and has a moderate or severe intensity, 

thus significantly hindering a person's quality of life [20]. 

Therefore, it is crowned as the primary cause of disability 

among young people globally and a key contributor to the 

worldwide disease burden [21]. 

While depression level was reported to be a stronger 

predictor of suicide ideation, self-esteem level, on the other 

hand, was considered a more prevalent predictor of 

depression [19]. Self-esteem plays an important role in 

reducing suicidal thoughts and preliminary suicide 

attempts through a reduction in depression levels. In 

contrast, negative self-esteem is linked to an increased risk 

of depression, thus associated with a higher incidence of 

suicide ideation [22]. Individuals' degree of self-esteem 

varies across their lifespan [23]. However, adolescents and 

young adults are the 'high-risk' age group developing low 

self-esteem [24]. The transitional phase to adulthood is 

considered one of the most important and crucial stages in 

a person's development [25]. They must prepare for 

adulthood independently with little support from others, 

especially family and friends. Failure to meet other 

expectations and settle into adulthood is seen as a form of 

embarrassment and negatively affects their self-esteem 

[25]. Low self-esteem is associated with a higher risk of 

depression and thus is an essential indicator of some 

behaviours, such as suicide ideation in young adults. 

Studies on suicide ideation in Malaysian young adults 

were rarely conducted for the public due to cultural [26] 

and religious factors [27]. These restricted the researchers 

and public access to suicide-related data among Malaysian 

[10]. The validity of data on suicide-related fatalities in 

Malaysia has also been doubted, as most are categorised as 

sudden death [28] rather than suicide. Unless there is 

mounting evidence of the deceased's desire to commit 

suicide [10], besides that, many studies on depression and 

suicide among young people in Malaysia have often been 
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conducted in developed and high-population density such 

as Kuala Lumpur, Selangor, Pulau Pinang, Sabah, and 

Sarawak [29]; [7]. In contrast, states on the East Coast of 

Malaysia recorded fewer studies on suicide and depression 

[30]. Moreover, numerous pieces of research on self-

esteem have been performed on adolescents and rarely on 

young adults [31].  

Therefore, the current study aims to fill the gaps by 

examining the factors of suicidality among young adults, 

specifically university students. It examines the 

relationship between depression, self-esteem, and suicide 

ideation among young adults. In addition, the predictive 

effects of depression and self-esteem on young adults' 

suicide ideation were examined. The present study 

hypothesised that depression would positively correlate 

with depression, while self-esteem would negatively 

correlate with young adults' suicide ideation. It was also 

hypothesised that depression and self-esteem would predict 

suicide ideation in young adults. This study also described 

the prevalence rate and level of depression, self-esteem, 

and suicide ideation among young adults at the university 

in Terengganu, Malaysia.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Theoretical Background 

The Three-Step Theory of Suicide explains that a suicide 

attempt is determined by four factors, namely pain, 

hopelessness, connectedness, and the individual's ability to 

commit suicide [32]. They believed that the development 

of suicide ideation to attempt occurs within three steps 

controlled by the above factors. This theory was made 

based on three (3) main principles that are (a) suicide 

ideation develops through the combination of pain and 

hopelessness, (b) connectedness is crucial in acting as the 

protective factor to counter the escalation of suicide 

ideation in an individual experiencing excruciating pain 

and hopelessness and, (c) suicide ideation will only 

progress to a suicide attempt when dispositional, acquired, 

and practical factors to sufficiently generate a high capacity 

of one's ability to withstand the pain and fear during their 

attempt to end their life. 

In addition, Baumeister's Theory of Escaping the Self 

explains the processes directing one towards suicide. It was 

developed based on the concept that one will always try to 

escape from negative interpretations and implications 

related [33]. Baumeister [34] explained this process of self-

blame and self-esteem, which then progressed into suicide, 

in detail. Individual failure in meeting the public, plus their 

self-made standards and expectations, have pushed them 

into shame and humiliation. This feeling of shame and 

humiliation is so powerful, leading to the development of 

negative thoughts to end their failure, known as suicidal 

thoughts or ideation. Self-blame, shame, and humiliation 

eventually lower one's self-esteem. Low self-esteem level 

has been associated with a heightened risk of suicide. 

2.2. Depression and Suicide Ideation 

Depression is a significant mental health condition 

impacting those suffering [35]. Suicidal thoughts are one of 

these ripple consequences of depression since they might 

result in suicide attempts or actual suicide. Suicidal 

behaviours are often linked to mental disorders [36]. The 

most common mental health issues linked to suicidal 

behaviours are depression, anxiety, and stress [37]. As 

Kielan et al. [38] revealed, suicide is one of the leading 

causes of death for people with depressive disorders. More 

specifically, data show that major depressive disorder and 

other mood disorders affected about 60% of suicide victims 

[39].  

Previous studies proved that depression and suicide 

ideation have a positive and significant relationship with 

one another, that is, higher depression levels cause a rise in 

suicide ideation [40], [41]. The relationship between the 

stated variables has been studied among subjects of various 

age groups. A mixed-method survey by Kim & Kihl [42] 

found that suicide ideation was commonly associated with 

older adults that suffered from higher depression levels. 

Meanwhile, Ogboghodo et al. [43] reported that young 

adults who were depressed were more likely to have 

suicidal thoughts than those without depression. 

Compared to the other age bracket, the relationship 

between depression and suicide ideation among young 

adults, especially those studying in university or college, 

has been mentioned more than the others. For example, 

university students who had suicide ideation were 

considerably more likely to have depression than 

participants who did not have such thoughts [44]. In 

addition, Hasan et al. [45] also found that medical students 

in Bangladesh that experienced depressive symptoms were 

more likely to have suicide ideation. Therefore, the 

following hypothesis is proposed: 

Ha1: Depression is positively associated with suicide 

ideation. 

2.3. Self-Esteem and Suicide Ideation 

Self-esteem is another crucial idea in positive 

psychology that describes how someone feels about their 

value and significance [46], thus playing an important role 

in keeping one's mental well-being. Previous studies have 

proven that adolescents with low self-esteem are much 

more likely to have suicidal thoughts than those with high 

self-esteem [47]. In the context of university students, Dat 

et al. [48] revealed that suicide ideation of Japanese 

university students was negatively associated with their 

self-esteem level. Similarly, Owusu-Ansah et al. [49] also 

found that positive self-esteem resulted in a lower 

prevalence of suicide ideation in Ghana university students, 

which supported self-esteem as a protective factor against 

suicide ideation among young adults, especially university 

students. 
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Even though numerous in-depth studies on self-esteem 

have been conducted in the past, the impact of self-esteem 

on one's mental health status has rarely been discussed and 

investigated. So, there is a shortage in the literature 

regarding the relationship between self-esteem and mental 

health issues, especially on suicide ideation [13]. Thus, the 

following hypothesis is postulated: 

Ha2: Self-esteem is negatively associated with suicide 

ideation. 

Ha3: Depression and self-esteem are predictors of 

suicide ideation. 

3. Materials and Methods 

3.1. Design of the Study and Participants 

In this quantitative study, depression, self-esteem, and 

suicide ideation were measured using the convenience 

sampling method. Considering the COVID-19 pandemic 

and Movement Control Order (MCO) at the time of the 

study, an online survey invitation was created using Google 

Forms. A total of 770 invitation links were randomly sent 

to undergraduate students in the Faculty of Business, 

Economics and Social Development (FBESD), Universiti 

Malaysia Terengganu (UMT) via Telegram messages. The 

survey was voluntary, and the participants were assured of 

the confidentiality of their information and responses. A 

total of 455 students participated in this study, but only 439 

responses from the students (age in years: M = 22.13 years, 

SD = 1.33) were included in the final analysis. 

3.2. Measures 

3.2.1. Socio-demographic Information 

The survey questionnaire included a set of socio-

demographic data. For this study, gender, age, ethnicity, 

religion, marital status, academic courses, year, current 

semester, household income and funding sources were 

included in the analysis. 

3.2.2. Beck Depression Inventory II (BDI-II) 

Depression score was measured using the Malay 

adaptation of the Beck Depression Inventory II (BDI-II), 

which was translated to respect the cultural and religious 

perspectives of Malaysian that consisted of mainly Muslim 

and Malay [50]. BDI-II, a self-reporting inventory, was 

used to assess the behavioural manifestation and severity 

of depression in adolescents and adults [51]. It consists of 

20 items, with responses on a 0-3 scale [52], with 0 being 

the minimum and 60 being the maximum score [50]. 

Higher scores indicate a higher intensity of depressive 

symptoms. The interpretation of BDI-II is based on the 

summed point of value where the following cut-off points 

were applied [52]: 0-10: normal; 11-16: mild depression; 

17-20: borderline to clinical depression; 21-30: moderate 

depression; 31-40: severe depression; and 41-60: extreme 

depression. The reliability of the adapted scale measured 

with Cronbach's alpha coefficient was 0.99. 

3.2.3. Beck Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) 

The level of self-esteem was measured using the Malay 

version Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES), translated 

by Jamil [53]. The test consists of 10 items divided into 

positive and negative questions containing five items each 

[54] to assess overall self-worth and self-respect [55]. The 

responses for the RSES were given on a four-point Likert 

scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly 

agree), producing a cumulative score from 10 to 40 

(Morley, 2019), whereby higher scores indicate high self-

esteem [56]. The cut-off score for RSES is 30, where a 

score below 30 suggests low self-esteem [57]. In validation 

studies among the Malaysian population, the scale was 

determined to be a reliable tool [58]. The Cronbach's alpha 

coefficient for the current study was 0.86. 

3.2.4. Yatt Suicide Attitude Scale (YSAS) 

Yatt Suicide Attitude Scale (YSAS) is a newly 

developed questionnaire to determine the presence of 

suicide ideation and attempt [59]. It contains 10 items 

divided into the ideation and suicide attempt subscale [59]. 

Each subscale contains 5 items. Item's responses are given 

on a scale of 1 (never) to 5 (often). The current study only 

adopted suicide ideation-related items to assess the 

respondent's suicide ideation. The total score for suicide 

ideation items in YSAS ranged from 5 to 25. A higher score 

indicated that the respondents often think about suicide. 

The cut-off score for RSES is 15, where a score of 15 and 

above suggests the presence of suicide ideation. The 

reliability of RSES measured with Cronbach's alpha 

coefficient was 0.88. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

Descriptive and inferential statistical procedures were 

applied to extract the answers to the research questions. 

Multiple regression analysis explored the statistical 

relationship and predictive effects between the study's 

independent variables and suicide ideation. All 

significance levels were two-tailed, and significance values 

less than 0.01 were considered statistically significant. 

Data were analysed with the SPSS program, version 28.0. 

Furthermore, Harman's single factor test was conducted [60] 

to check the potential of a common method bias. As the 

first-factor loading only accounted for 33.76%, which is 

less than 50-60% of the variance among variables [61], thus, 

there was no common method bias in this study. 

4. Results 

4.1. Demography Profile of Respondents 

For demographic data, out of the total number of 

respondents, 81.5% were female students. Most 
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participants were Malay (87.9%) and Muslim (90.7%). 

Almost all the participants were single (99.3%). Most 

students enrolled in marketing (32.6%) and counselling 

(32.3%) courses. First-year students dominate the number 

of participants who responded to the questionnaire (43.1%) 

(see Table 1). 

Table 1.  Demography profile of respondents 

 Freq. Percentage 

Gender  
Male  81 18.5 

Female  358 81.5 

Age 

19 years old 1 0.2 

20 years old 18 4.1 

21 years old 164 37.4 

22 years old 101 23.0 

23 years old 70 15.9 

24 years old 69 15.7 

25 years old 10 2.3 

26 years old 6 1.4 

Ethnicity 

Malay 386 87.9 

Chinese 21 4.8 

Indian 15 3.4 

Others 17 3.9 

Religion 

Muslim 398 90.7 

Buddha 19 4.3 

Hindu 14 3.2 

Christian 8 1.8 

Marital 

Status 

Single 436 99.3 

Married 3 0.7 

Course 

Bac. of Economics 56 12.8 

Bac. of Marketing 143 32.6 

Bac. of Accounting 39 8.9 

Bac. of Counselling 142 32.3 

Bac. of Policy Studies 37 8.4 

Bac. of Tourism 

Management 

22 5.0 

Academic 

Year 

1st year 189 43.1 

2nd year 117 26.7 

3rd year 56 12.8 

4th year 77 17.5 

4.2. Descriptive Analysis on the Level of Studied 

Constructs 

Table 2 displays the results of descriptive statistics for 

the studied variables. The result shows that 50.8% (n = 223) 

of participants identified with normal symptoms, while the 

percentage having mild depression was 20.5% (n = 90). 

Some 10.5% (n = 46) and 16.4% (n = 72), respectively, had 

borderline and moderate depressive symptoms. Roughly 

1.8% (n = 8) of students suffered from severe depression 

level. 

Table 2.  The result of depression levels 

Depression Level Freq. Percentage 

Normal 223 50.8 

Mild 90 20.5 

Borderline 46 10.5 

Moderate 72 16.4 

Severe 8 1.8 

Table 3 displays the results of the descriptive analysis 

and the level of self-esteem. The students' self-esteem 

levels were 75.4% (n = 331), and were classified as high, 

while the remaining were at low levels (24.6%; n = 108). 

Table 3.  The result of self-esteem levels 

Self-Esteem Level Freq. Percentage 

High 331 75.4 

Low 108 24.6 

Table 4 displays the prevalence of respondents based on 

suicide ideation. The results indicated that most 

participants were identified without suicide ideation 

(99.3%; n = 436). Roughly 0.7% (n = 3) had a suicidal 

thought. 

Table 4.  The result of the presence of suicide ideation 

Suicide ideation Freq. Percentage 

Present 3 0.07 

Absent 436 99.3 

Table 5 displays that depression is positively correlated 

with suicide ideation (r = 0.52; p < 0.01), whereas self-

esteem is negatively associated with suicide ideation (r = -

0.49; p = <0.01). 

Table 5.  The result of the descriptive statistics and correlation between 
depression, self-esteem, and suicide ideation 

Variable(s) Mean Standard Deviation Suicide Ideation 

Depression 11.53 8.58 0.52** 

Self-esteem 34.71 6.89 -0.49** 

Note: ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

The result of multiple regression analysis in Table 6 

shows that suicide ideation is significantly predicted by 

depression (β = 0.36; p < 0.001) and self-esteem (β = -0.24; 

p < 0.001). The predictors (depression and self-esteem) 

accounted for 30% of the variance in the measure of suicide 

ideation (R2 = 0.30). 
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Table 6.  The result of regression analysis 

Model Unstandardised Coefficients Standardised Coefficients   

 B SE B t Sig. 

Constant 8.50 0.84  10.15 <0.01 

Depression  0.10 0.02 0.36 6.36 <0.01 

Self-Esteem -0.09 0.02 -0.24 -4.25 <0.01 

R 0.55 Adjusted R Square 0.30 

R2 0.30 Std. Error of the Estimate 2.05 

Note: Dependent variable: Suicide Ideation. 

5. Discussion 

The current study found a relatively small fraction (0.7%) 

of undergraduate students in FBESD, UMT experiences 

suicide ideation. The current finding is much lower than the 

prevalence rate of suicide ideation found in Malaysia [62].  

The significant difference between the results of the 

current study and the results of previous studies might be 

influenced by the dishonesty of the respondents in 

answering the questions they were asked about suicidality. 

It is because discussions about suicide are still generally 

limited in Malaysia, especially on the East Coast, as Islam 

prohibits its followers from harming themselves, including 

suicide [62]. This limitation could affect the respondents' 

choice of answers in this study and further affect the results 

of the current study because they are afraid of being judged 

negatively by the community, even though the researcher 

guaranteed the confidentiality of their information before 

data collection. Therefore, cultural differences, as well as 

the social acceptance of issues related to suicide, greatly 

impact the study results [63]. The low percentage of young 

adults with suicide ideation in this study suggested that it 

might not be a serious issue for university students. 

However, it still requires attention to take early preventive 

steps before it's too late. 

This study sought to determine how depression and self-

esteem impacted Malaysian young adults purchasing 

university degrees. The results of the current study show an 

association between depression and suicide ideation. This 

result was consistent with previous studies [40], [42], [45], 

in the current study, depression showed a positive and 

significant relationship with suicide ideation with a 

moderate proportion between these two variables. It 

showed that as the severity of depression increases, so does 

the presence of suicide ideation.  

Previous studies examining the relationship between 

these two variables have revealed factors that influence 

depression and suicide ideation in individuals. Hasan et al. 

[45] have generally listed depression and suicidal thoughts 

as symptoms of mental health problems in university 

students. In addition, Hasan et al. [45] found that students 

who study subjects that are difficult and critical to the 

market, such as medicine, often suffer from depression. 

Nevertheless, university students, in general, are exposed 

to mental health problems, including depression and 

suicidal thoughts, which are the focus of the current study. 

It is because the learning environment and educational 

procedures that were time- and energy-consuming put them 

under pressure, which further worsens mental health due to 

significant discomfort and burnout [45]. 

There is also concern that age factors play a role in 

mental health problems among university students, as 

young students [64], especially in their first year of 

university [45]. More prone to depression and suicidal 

thoughts due to changes in the learning environment and 

difficulty adjusting to the environment [40]. However, 

previous studies showed that academic stress is not the only 

factor for poor mental health among university students. It 

depends on internal factors of individuals, such as their 

ability to cope with stressful situations, the social support 

they receive, and the level of satisfaction they have 

achieved in their lives [45]. 

The combination of these factors increases the stress 

level among students, which further promotes the 

development of burnout among them [45]. Burnout is 

related to depression, while depression is the trigger and 

key factor for suicidal thoughts among university students 

[65], [66]. Students with depression may suffer from 

feelings of being a burden, helpless [42] and hopeless [40] 

to others and being excluded from the social group, social 

isolation, interpersonal difficulties, and poor self-

perception [40]. These negative feelings of burden and 

belonging are associated with a high prevalence of suicide 

ideation among university students [40]. The results of the 

current study showed that the number of students with 

suicidal thoughts was much lower than the number of 

students with depression. It may be because the depression 

in the students in this study is not so severe that they 

contemplate suicide. 

The research results show that self-esteem was 

negatively related to suicide ideation among university 

students. The results of this study are consistent with the 

prior studies that also found a significant relationship 

between self-esteem and suicide ideation [29], [48]. This 

result shows that an increase in the self-esteem of 

university students leads to a decrease in their suicidal 

thoughts. Gender inequality is one factor in determining the 

relationship between self-esteem and suicide ideation [47]. 
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It is because in some countries, female students, in 

particular, face various obstacles due to the culture and 

customs in their country that have a negative impact on the 

development of their mental health [67], not to mention that 

female students are more prone to developing an 

emotionally unstable personality compared to male 

students [47]. However, this does not mean that no male 

students are in the same situation, but their number may be 

lower than that of female students.  

In addition, the relationship between low self-esteem and 

suicide ideation among students is fostered by a learning 

environment that is unpleasant and unsuitable for them and 

by academic pressures due to competition and curriculum 

loads that increase from year to year [47], [67]. The 

economic status of students and their families also affects 

their self-esteem [47]. Students from low-income families 

often have self-esteem issues because they have difficulty 

financing their studies while depending on their families to 

cover university expenses. Student loans or scholarships 

cannot cover all expenses throughout the semester due to 

the high cost of living. Some students take the opportunity 

to work alongside their studies to earn extra income. 

However, 113 work fatigue affects their academic 

performance [47], which also influences the decline in 

individual self-esteem. 

The current study results show that depression and self-

esteem are predictive factors of suicide ideation in 

university students. This study's results are consistent with 

prior studies' [29], [49]. However, there is a slight 

difference between the results of the current study and 

Ibrahim et al. [20] study, in which only depression was 

identified as a predictive factor for suicide ideation, but not 

self-esteem. 

The present study found that suicide ideation was 

associated with those suffering from higher depression 

levels than those who did not [68]. Depression and self-

esteem are among the most significant factors associated 

with suicide ideation [69]. University students are exposed 

to various factors that affect their psychological well-being. 

The main factor for depression among university students, 

which has been frequently cited in previous studies, is the 

excessive academic load and poor academic performance 

[45], [47] and the low-income class of the student's family 

[47]. 

The above factors burden the students so much that they 

feel powerless against them. Over time, they lost hope of 

being able to continue living. Suicidal thoughts began to 

dominate their thoughts because they felt they could not 

solve the problems they faced, which could lead them to 

actions in the sense of the Three-Step Theory of Suicide 

[32], according to which ideation precedes actions. 

Suicidal thoughts usually come before a suicide attempt. A 

complete suicide requires at least one attempt it is carried 

out [70]. In other situations, however, suicidal thoughts are 

only a fleeting desire to end one's life. Most people who 

have suicidal thoughts do not attempt suicide, and those 

who do attempt suicide do not die as a result of their 

attempt, which is consistent with the explanation in the 

Three-Step Theory of Suicide [70]. Therefore, this theory 

is considered the most appropriate to explain the 

relationship between depression and suicide ideation. 

Students are often exposed to various things that can 

jeopardise their mental balance. Students who have just 

started studying at the university have to deal with an 

environment and system that is new and strange to them 

compared to their school days [40]. Therefore, some 

university students have problems adapting to this situation. 

This situation sometimes puts them under pressure when 

they feel they are far behind others and keep forcing 

themselves to catch up with their fellow students. In 

addition, academic stress [45] increases and becomes more 

difficult as the years and semesters of study increase, 

leading to a low confidence level to cope with life as a 

university student, which negatively affects their self-

esteem. Low self-esteem is one of the triggering factors for 

depression in university students [69]. Therefore, it is safe 

to say that self-esteem can also predict suicidal thoughts in 

university students. 

The predictive model in this study found that self-esteem 

was a significant predictor of adolescent suicide ideation, 

supporting the role of self-esteem in determining 

behavioural outcomes, including suicide ideation. 

Consistent with Baumeister's Theory of Escaping the Self, 

the results state that university students are less likely to 

have suicidal thoughts when they have higher self-esteem. 

However, those with low self-esteem were found to have 

higher levels of depression. It suggests that university 

students' self-esteem is an important protective factor 

against depression because it helps them cope with 

depressive symptoms. Baumeister's  

Theory of Escaping the Self assumes suicide to escape 

oneself from distress and an unmanageable mental state. It 

was posited to explain that suicide is a series of processes 

rather than one of the symptoms of a mental illness [71]. 

This theory states that a person's suicidal behaviour is 

usually triggered by failing to meet expectations, which 

leads to self-reproach [72], which is associated with self-

hatred; feelings of inadequacy, humiliation, and rejection 

along with guilt, are the most common factors leading to 

suicidal behaviour [73]. It provokes feelings of 

worthlessness and rejection by others, leading to negative 

self-evaluation [29]. Low self-esteem is a highly associated 

and well-established factor leading to an individual's 

involvement in suicidal behaviours [7]. Baumeister Theory 

of Escaping the Self is the best model to explain the 

relationship between self-esteem and the development of 

suicidal behaviour [71]. 

6. Conclusions 

The starting point of suicide is suicide ideation. Thus, it 

is crucial to highlight this issue even though the prevalence 

of university students in Terengganu with suicide ideation 
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is relatively small compared to other studies. So, 

determining the factors capable of predicting the future 

development of suicide ideation among university students 

is considered the first step in planning better preventive 

steps to cater for this issue. Therefore, this study aimed to 

evaluate the predictive effects of depression and self-

esteem on suicide ideation in young adults, specifically 

university students. This study found that depression and 

self-esteem significantly predict young adults' suicide 

ideation. Depression is addressed as a risk factor for suicide 

ideation, while self-esteem is the protective factor. 

6.1. Research Limitations and Suggestions 

Despite the benefits generated by this study, it has some 

limitations. First, respondents in the current study were 

recruited from one higher institution; therefore, there is a 

need to widen the respondents with different profiles to 

validate the current findings. Second, this study is a 

quantitative-based cross-sectional design where all 

findings are based on self-reported data. However, 

Harman's one-factor test supported that a common method 

bias is not a serious threat to data validity. Finally, future 

studies might employ the third variable (e.g., resilience) 

that buffers suicide ideation to expand the existing 

literature in the context of Malaysian respondents. 

6.2. Research Implications 

The current study highlighted the role of depression and 

self-esteem as predictors of suicide ideation in young adults. 

The findings can be used to improve their awareness of the 

importance of maintaining good mental health and well-

being as a student in a higher education institution. This 

study can enhance their understanding of the challenges 

and issues that significantly impact their mental health and 

self-esteem as they adapt from adolescence to adulthood. 

Thus, it also encourages them to seek help to prevent and 

overcome this issue. Moreover, this study provides insights 

into the severity of mental health issues among young 

adults from eastern cultural perspectives. 
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