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INTRODUCTION

The conceptualization of the psychological well-
being has been in the state of divergence ever 
since it was the fi rst study. Some researchers 

have associated psychological well-being with the 
fulfi llment of life potential and happiness [1], while 
others have associated well-being with personal ex-
perience of individuals [2] or with the result of accom-
plishing goals [3], as well as the feeling of pleasure 
from participating in fascinating activities [4]. Accord-
ing to Ryff et al. [5], psychological well-being refers 
to the extent to which people feel that they have 
meaningful control over their life and their activities. 
Nevertheless, psychological well-being problems 
have become increasingly common among univer-
sity students nowadays, especially postgraduate 
students who are prone to psychological problems 
[6]. Researchers have shown that the poor psycho-
logical well-being appears to be a very crucial and 
critical issue among postgraduate students who are 

changing academic environments from a structured 
environment (course-taking) to a more unstructured 
environment (independent research). Lovitts et al. 
stated that postgraduate studies entail two different 
stages, dependent and independent [7]. The depen-
dent stage would include the Master’s degree stage, 
whereby students are required to take courses and 
conduct research projects under close supervision 
from their advisors, while the independent stage in-
cludes the doctorate degree whereby students are 
conducting creative and original work to contribute to 
the specialized body of knowledge. Nevertheless, for 
any of these stages or transitions, students need to 
deal with intellectual, social, and psychological trans-
formations, as these transitions are also perceived as 
a process of maturation [7-9].

Therefore, postgraduate students often have to deal 
with challenges and problems that hinder the com-
pletion of their studies [9]. Moreover, they need to 
avoid any high stress which is becoming increasingly 
worrying, as it has been found that the number of 
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psychological problems and their severity are on the 
rise among student population [10-12]. Hence, prob-
lems such as fi nancial restrain [13], time constraints, 
which limit the time left to complete their assignment 
and research paper due to working, classes and fam-
ily [8] affect students’ psychological well-being. Poor 
psychological well-being and mental state may affect 
the positive learning and task performance of the stu-
dents.

Hence, Ryff et al. [5] had introduced six core dimen-
sions of psychological well-being, specifi cally: 1) 
self-acceptance (state of having positive thoughts 
and feelings about oneself); 2) positive relations with 
others (ability to engage in warm and trusting rela-
tionship with others); 3) autonomy (ability to be in-
dependent and coping with social pressure); 4) envi-
ronmental mastery (ability to adapt, change or create 
one’s environment according to one’s needs through 
physical and mental activities); 5) purpose in life 
(state of having objectives and goals in life and work-
ing towards achieving goal-oriented); and 6) personal 
growth (continuously growing and developing as one-
self). This multidimensional concept of psychological 
well-being demonstrates the relationships between 
psychological well-being and life esteem as well as 
life satisfaction [14], mindfulness [15], physical activ-
ity [16-19], and social support [20].

Regarding psychological problems of students in Ma-
laysia, the Ministry of Health in Malaysia has reported 
that among 400,227 patients with mental illness in 
2008, 14.4% were adolescents. A study conducted 
at the University Putra Malaysia (UPM) by Zulkefl y 
et al. [21] also found that 47.1% of UPM students 
scored low level of psychological well-being indicat-
ing that a considerable number of students are at risk 
for psychological problems. Meanwhile, the National 
Health and Morbidity Survey conducted by the Min-
istry of Health in Malaysia in 2011 reported high level 
of mental health problems among Malaysian adults, 
with 0.3 million (1.7%) of them experiencing anxiety 
disorders and having suicidal thoughts, another 0.3 
million (1.8%) of adults experiencing depression, and 
0.2 million (1.1%) having attempted suicide.

In addition, another study conducted in a Malaysian 
private medical college showed that 46.2% of its 
students suffered emotional disorders [22]. Another 
study by Fuad et al. [23] conducted at the UPM found 
that the prevalence rates of student stress, anxi-
ety, and depression among medical students were 
16.9%, 52%, and 24.4%, respectively. These studies 
have revealed much about the discouraging psycho-
logical state of Malaysian students in tertiary educa-
tion institutions. Studies conducted in Malaysia have 
also shown decreased level of psychological well-

being among university students in Malaysia [21-23]. 
Yusoff et al. [24] further reported that academic-relat-
ed stressors affected students the most. 

Meanwhile, regarding the age factor, the results of 
past research have shown some discrepancies. 
Creed et al. [25] found no difference in psychologi-
cal well-being across age groups (young, middle age, 
and mature-age). However, Ludban et al. [26] dem-
onstrated that there were age differences between 
students aged 18-23 and students aged 24 years 
and above. A study conducted by Panahi et al. [27] 
among postgraduate students at the UPM revealed 
a signifi cant relationship between age and psycho-
logical well-being, denoting that the level of students’ 
psychological well-being increases with age. The au-
thors [27] confi rmed also the signifi cant relationship 
between age and psychological well-being in terms of 
autonomy, personal growth, and purpose in life. Thus, 
this study aimed 1) to determine the level of psycho-
logical well-being among postgraduate students, 2) to 
assess the correlation between students’ demograph-
ic profi le and their psychological well-being.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Sampling and population

A total of 192 Master’s degree students were em-
ployed from the various program in the Faculty of 
Educational Studies from the University Putra Malay-
sia. Sampling technique using cluster involves divid-
ing the accessible population into groups (clusters) 
that would be subsequently picked in a simple ran-
dom manner. The engaging this sampling method in 
the study is due to no proper access to the entire 
population as most of the students were on part-time 
studying schedule. 

Measurement 

The questionnaires were divided into two parts, part 
A contained questions assessing the respondents’ 
demographics and part B contained the 42 items 
version of Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scales 
(PWB). This questionnaire, developed by Ryff et al. 
[5], is divided into six subscales, self-acceptance 
(sample item – “When I look at the story of my life, I 
am pleased with how things have turned out”), posi-
tive relationship with others (sample item – “Most 
people see me as loving and affectionate”), autonomy 
(sample item – “I am not afraid to voice my opinions, 
even when they are in opposition to the opinions of 
most people”), environmental mastery (sample item 
– “In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in 
which I live”), purpose in life (sample item – “I have a 
sense of direction and purpose in life”), and a sense 
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of personal growth (sample item – “I think it is im-
portant to have new experiences that challenge how 
you think about yourself and the world”). Seven items 
were designed to measure each subscale on a six-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 6 (strongly agree). This scale also includes both 
positive and negative statements to look at the con-
sistency of students’ responses for each subscale.

The respondents completed the questionnaire com-
prising items measured on a six-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). Negative items were reverse coded into posi-
tive ones, and the respondents with high scores were 
deemed to possess high psychological well-being 
and vice versa. 

Data analysis

The data from research instruments were numeri-
cally scored and quantifi ed. The descriptive analy-
sis, such as frequencies, percentages, means, and 
standard deviations, were employed to determine 
students’ level of psychological well-being. ANOVA 
was conducted to examine the differences between 
students’ age groups and fi eld of study with their level 
of psychological well-being. In addition, Spearman’s 
rho correlation analysis was also done to determine 
the relationship between age and variables. 

RESULTS

Demographics Distribution

A total of 192 respondents were randomly selected 
to participate in this study. Among the respondents, 
the highest percentage of participants were 26 to 
30 years old (43.6%), followed by 25 years old and 
younger (41.9%), 31 to 35 years old (8.1%), 36 to 40 
years old (4.1%), and 41 years old and above (2.3%). 
Regarding gender, female sex consisted of 162 
(84.4%) compared to 30 males (15.6%). Most of the 
respondents were self-fi nanced – 111 (57.8%) and 
sponsored – 81 (42, 2%) with the majority in the third 
semester – 63 (32.8%), followed by the fi rst semes-
ter – 57 (29.7%), the second semester – 44 (22.9%), 
the fourth semester – 20 (10.5%) and the fi nal fi fth 
semester where there were 8 respondents (4.2%). 
Findings demonstrated that 139 (72.4%) were single 
and 53 (27.6%) were married. Nevertheless, in this 
research fi ndings have been concentrated on the 
age and fi eld of study factors, based on the results 
that other demographic factors did not show any sig-
nifi cant difference in the respondents’ psychological 
well-being.

Descriptive Analysis 

In this study, the level of psychological well-being was 
calculated by subtracting the minimum score from 
the maximum score, and it was classifi ed into 3 cat-
egories, low (1.40-2.82), moderate (2.83-4.25), and 
high (4.26-5.67). Concerning the overall level of psy-
chological well-being, the mean level was in the high 
category (M = 4.39, SD = 0.61), as shown in Table 1. 
Descriptive analysis was used to determine the level 
and pattern of students’ psychological well-being on 
six of its dimensions (self-acceptance, positive rela-
tions with other, autonomy, environmental mastery, 
purpose in life, and personal growth). The fi ndings 
indicated high score on the dimension of personal 
growth (M = 4.84, SD = 0.87), followed by Purpose 
in Life (M = 4.57, SD = 0.85), Positive Relations with 
others (M = 4.52, SD = 0.85), Self-acceptance (M = 
4.26, SD = 0.78), Environmental Mastery (M = 4.23, 
SD = 0.88), and Autonomy (M = 3.97, SD = 0.75). 

Table 1. Overall Level of Students’ Psychological 
Well-being by Subscale

Subscale Mean SD
Autonomy 3.97 0.75
Environmental Mastery 4.23 0.88
Personal Growth 4.84 0.87
Positive Relations with Others 4.52 0.85
Purpose in Life 4.57 0.85
Self-acceptance 4.26 0.78
Overall of Psychological Well-being 4.39 0.61

Comparison of Students’ Psychological Well-being 
by Age 

Table 2 displays the difference between students’ 
age groups and their level of psychological well-be-
ing. Since the students’ age were classifi ed into fi ve 
groups, 25 and below, 26-30, 31-35, 36-40, 41 and 
above, ANOVA was conducted to analyze the data. 
The results indicated that students in different age 
groups differed signifi cantly in self-acceptance (F (4, 
192) = 3.71, p = .003) and overall score of psycho-
logical well-being (F (4, 192) = 3.18, p = 0.50). 

Tukey HSD test for psychological well-being and its 
dimensions showed that the mean score for overall 
level of psychological well-being was signifi cantly 
higher for students aged 41 and above (M = 4.83, 
SD = 0.58). Furthermore, the mean score for the 
dimension of self-acceptance was also signifi cantly 
higher for students aged 41 and above (M = 5, SD 
= 0.71).
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Table 2. Level of Psychological Well-being Dimen-
sions across Age Groups

Dimension Age N Mean F P-value
Autonomy 25 and below 77 3.95 0.11 .97

26-30 84 3.97 
31-35 18 4.08 
36-40 8 3.88 
41 and above 5 3.96 

Environ-
mental 
mastery 

25 and below 77 4.35 2.43 .05
26-30 84 4.02 
31-35 18 4.37
36-40 8 4.57 
41 and above 5 4.89 

Personal 
Growth

25 and below 77 4.97 1.77 .14
26-30 84 4.64 
31-35 18 5.04
36-40 8  4.88 
41 and above 5 5.21 

Positive 
relations 
with others 

25 and below 77 4.68 2.37 .06
26-30 84  4.31
31-35 18  4.71 
36-40 8 4.43
41 and above 5  4.96 

Purpose in 
life 

25 and below 77 4.70 1.84 .12
26-30 84 4.38 
31-35 18 4.72 
36-40 8 4.73
41 and above 5  4.96 

Self-accep-
tance 

25 and below 77 4.38 3.17 .00
26-30 84  4.02 
31-35 18 4.63
36-40 8  4.39 
41 and above 5 5.00 

Overall psy-
chological 
well-being 

25 and below 77 4.51 3.18 .01
26-30 84 4.22 
31-35 18 4.59 
36-40 8 4.48 
41 and above 5 4.83 

Comparison of students’ psychological well-being by 
fi eld of study 

Table 3 shows the difference between students’ fi eld 
of study and their level of psychological well-being. 
Students’ fi eld of study was classifi ed into 9 differ-
ent fi elds of study; Curriculum and Instruction, Ed-
ucational Administration, Educational Psychology, 
Educational Technology, Guidance and Counseling, 
Sports Science, Teaching English as Second Lan-
guage (TESL), Teaching of Malay as a First Lan-
guage and Technical and Vocational Education, thus, 

ANOVA was conducted to analyze the data in achiev-
ing this objective. 

Table 3. Differences in Psychological Well-being 
across students’ fi eld of study

Field of study N Mean F P
Curriculum & Design 7 3.98 2.66 .01
Administration 20 4.34
Psychology 33 4.60
Technology 13 4.31
Counseling 12 4.19
Sport Science 18 4.44
Teaching English as Second 
Language 40 4.18

Teaching Malay as First Language 7 4.86
Technical and Vocational 22 4.59

Meanwhile, Tukey HSD test for psychological well-
being and its dimensions showed that for personal 
growth Educational Psychology students (M = 5.13, 
SD = 0.92) scored signifi cantly higher than TESL stu-
dents (M =4.49, SD = 0.91). In addition, for positive 
relations with others, Educational Psychology stu-
dents (M = 4.81, SD = 3.71) scored signifi cantly high-
er than Curriculum and Design students (M = 3.71, 
SD = 1.14). Furthermore, for the dimension purpose 
in life, Educational Psychology students (M = 4.94, 
SD = 0.83) also scored higher than TESL students (M 
= 4.26, SD = 0.79) 

Table 4. Tukey HSD Multiple Comparisons Results 

Dependent 
Variable

Field of Study Mean 
Difference

P-value

Personal 
growth 

Educational Psychol-
ogy and TESL 

0.64 .04 

Positive 
relations with 
others 

Educational Psychol-
ogy and Curriculum 
and Design 

1.09 .04

Purpose in life Educational Psychol-
ogy and TESL

0.68 .02

Correlation of Age Groups and Psychological Well-
being 

In this study, the fi nding showed a signifi cant differ-
ence between students’ overall psychological well-
being (r = .918, p = .00) across different age groups; 
25 and below, 26-30, 31-35, 36-40, 41 and above. 
This shows that students’ psychological well-being is 
affected by age, as shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5. Correlations on Age between Psychological 
Well being 

r

Spearman’s rho Age
Correlation Coeffi cient .918**
Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 192

** Correlation is signifi cant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
* Correlation is signifi cant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Students’ Level of Psychological Well-being 

The descriptive analyses indicated that students 
involved in this study possess rather high levels of 
overall psychological well-being. Nevertheless, the 
dimension with the highest mean score was personal 
growth, followed by purpose in life, positive relations 
with others, self-acceptance, environmental mastery, 
and autonomy. In this study context, as postgraduate 
studies require students to constantly deal with chal-
lenges, students are able to experience a higher level 
of personal growth. In support of this claim, Teren-
zini et al. [28] reported that students’ personal growth 
increased during the fi rst years of their academic 
life. Schaefer et al. [29] and Tedeschi et al. [30] also 
stated that growth is attained by retaining constant 
adaptability when encountering life crises or trau-
matic events, as individuals who have encountered 
traumatic events are also able to be self-governing in 
diffi cult situations. 

For the second highest dimension, purpose in life, the 
participant scored the highest on items that indicated 
agreement with positive items, such as “I have a 
sense of direction and purposes in life,” “I enjoy mak-
ing plans for the future and working to make them a 
reality,” and “Some people wander aimlessly through 
life, but I am not one of them.” Students are believed 
to have objectives and goals that need to be fulfi lled 
in their life and that they perceive daily endeavors as 
meaningful, in the sense that each day should bring 
them closer to realizing their goals. The level of pur-
pose in life in this study was found to be high. Ac-
cording to Pinquart et al. [31], a decline in purpose in 
life is more signifi cant in older ages. For this reason, 
the high level of purpose in life in this study could be 
caused by the higher number of young adults who 
participated in this study. 

Meanwhile, positive relations with others dimension 
had high scores on the positive items, such as “I 
enjoy personal and mutual conversations with fam-
ily members or friends,” “I know that I can trust my 
friends, and they know they can trust me,” and “Most 

people see me as loving and affectionate.” Postgrad-
uate students are perceived as having the ability to 
engage in warm and trusting relationships with the 
people in their environment. They are also viewed 
as affectionate, trustworthy, and empathetic. As most 
students seek social approval and social support, it is 
deemed important for them to have positive relations 
with others. This could be due to cultural infl uences 
on students’ well-being. Members of collectivistic cul-
tures (i.e., Eastern cultures) are more likely to seek 
approval and fi nd pleasure in interconnectedness 
with other people [32]. For this reason, they also pre-
fer shared preference, which portrays the infl uence of 
others on individuals’ opinions and decision-making. 
Due to this fact, they are more likely to value positive 
relations with others compared to people from indi-
vidualistic cultures (i.e., Western cultures).

The dimension of self-acceptance also had high 
scores on positive items. Students reported feeling 
confi dent about themselves and liking most aspects 
of their personalities. In addition, they were also more 
accepting of their past. As the respondents from this 
study experienced a high level of personal growth, 
as a result of their academic undertakings, it is un-
derstandable that they have accepted their strengths 
and fl aws along the process of developing them-
selves. 

For environmental mastery dimension, high respons-
es were reported for items that indicate students are 
able to be in charge of their life in terms of managing 
their responsibilities and adjusting their environment 
in ways that refl ect their liking and personal moods. 
This fi nding is in line with the fi ndings of a research 
conducted by Ryff et al. [33], who demonstrated that 
the level of environmental mastery is higher among 
older adults. Since the respondents in this study were 
students aged 25 and below, it is not surprising that 
students’ environmental mastery was still only mod-
erate. 

The overall score for autonomy dimension was the 
lowest among other dimensions. Even though the re-
sponses with high scores were related to confi dence 
and the ability to self-govern one’s judgments of their 
opinions, the responses pertaining to their opinions 
and decision making that correspond with those of 
other people were also quite high. This indicated that 
students involved in this study were self-governing 
in their opinions and decision-making. Nonetheless, 
they also tended to worry about the evaluation of 
other people, and this affected their sense of auton-
omy. This could be due to the fact that postgraduate 
students are mostly on their own in their academic 
endeavors; however, they are also aware of the im-
portance of the people in their academic surround-
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ings who they can rely on for social support. A study 
by Iyengar et al. [32] demonstrated that individuals 
in some cultures (particularly the Eastern cultures) 
were inclined to prefer decisions that are made for 
them by their signifi cant others. As the respondents 
of this study were from an Eastern culture, this ex-
plains the low level of autonomy and high level of 
positive relations with others. 

Overall, students’ psychological well-being demon-
strated higher levels of personal growth, purpose in 
life, and positive relations with others and lower levels 
of self-acceptance, environmental mastery, and auton-
omy. This fi nding is in accordance with the fi ndings by 
Ryff et al. [34], who demonstrated that individuals from 
the Eastern culture showed higher levels of positive 
relations with others and individuals from the Western 
culture showed higher levels of self-acceptance and 
autonomy. This fi nding is also in line with the fi nd-
ings from Ryff et al. [5], who revealed that students 
from Educational Studies had high levels of personal 
growth and positive relations with others. 

Demographic factors affecting psychological well-
being 

The demographic factor in this study was age. Sig-
nifi cant differences have been observed between 
students’ overall psychological well-being and self-
acceptance by age. The results showed that students 
who are 25 years old and below possessed better 
overall psychological well-being and self-acceptance 
compared to students who are 26 to 30 years old. 
In this study, students aged 25 years old and below 
reported signifi cantly higher level of self-acceptance 
compared to students aged between 26 to 30 years 
old. This fi nding contradicts the results of Ryff et 
al. [34], who found no difference in self-acceptance 
across age groups.

In addition, in terms of different fi eld of study, there 
were also signifi cant differences in students’ overall 
psychological well-being, personal growth, positive 
relations with others and purpose in life. Educational 
Psychology students seemed to have signifi cantly 
better personal growth and purpose in life than TESL 
students. Results also showed that Educational Psy-
chology students have better positive relations with 
others than Curriculum and Design students. These 
fi ndings depicted that Educational Psychology stu-
dents may have experienced meaningful learning 
experiences in comparison to TESL and Curriculum 
and Design students. Positive and meaningful learn-
ing experiences would then contribute to personal 
growth and good rapport with their classmates as 
well as the people in their environment, thus resulting 
in better psychological well-being.
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