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 Students in Malaysia were significantly impacted when a mandatory 

Movement Control Order (MCO) was issued during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Because the COVID-19 pandemic is so severe, it is extremely 

important to evaluate the physical functioning of students who are 

socially isolated and do not participate in regular physical activity. In 

light of the gravity of the situation, the purpose of this concept paper is 

to shed some light on the state of Malaysian students' physical 

functioning throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Understanding how 

students' bodies functioned during the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of 

their overall health, risky behaviours, the quality of their sleep, and their 

eating habits could be essential for the formation of an endemic society 

and the development of effective measures to deal with catastrophic 

events. 
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1. Introduction 

Physical functioning has always been a prominent issue that has drawn public attention. Physical 

functioning is defined as the ability to perform daily living activities independently [28], [33]. Getting in 

and out of a chair, dressing, bathing, showering, or even something as simple as eating are examples of 

these activities. Furthermore, having the ability to do more than these basic activities can improve people's 

quality of life and sense of independence [19]. For example, grocery shopping, using a map, cleaning the 

house, and being able to cook on their own are all tasks that can help improve life quality. These daily life 

tasks indicate that people have good physical functioning and can live independently. Another frequently 

discussed topic in recent years is university students' lifestyle. Physical activities, sleep duration, alcohol 

consumption, food behaviour, and study hours may all be factors in this group of students' lifestyle [31]. 
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These factors, which are also components of their physical functioning, play an important role in shaping a 

healthy body and a good life for them. Furthermore, many people's lives have been impacted by the 

coronavirus disease (COVID-19) outbreak. Apart from causing an economic downturn, the pandemic has 

also had an impact on Malaysians' mental health [32]. Several studies on the impact of COVID-19 on 

Malaysian university students found that students experienced varying levels of stress, anxiety, and 

depression during the pandemic [47]. Students are stressed for a variety of reasons, including overloaded 

online tasks on various online learning platforms, limited and weak Internet connections, an unfamiliar 

study environment, financial constraints, and uncertainty about academic performance and future career 

opportunities [4], [43]. 

 

In addition, a study discovered that the majority of undergraduate students in Malaysia were less physically 

active, spent more than eight hours sitting down each day, and gained fewer than five kilogrammes during 

COVID-19 [44]. It is anticipated that daily sitting time will significantly increase due to the availability of 

remote learning and work opportunities during the pandemic [41]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, [20] 

found that female university students in Malaysia had a lower score for alcohol misuse than students in 

other countries. As a result, this article will provide a more in-depth discussion on the role that physical 

functioning plays in the lives of university students in Malaysia, specifically their overall health condition, 

risky behaviours, the quality of their sleep, and their eating habits. 

 

2. Overall Health Condition 

The [51] defines health as "physical, mental, and social well-being that is intact apart from simply being 

free of disease or frailty." Our daily habits have a significant impact on our physical health and well-being. 

Injuries, diseases, and impairments, for example, can limit our ability to function and enjoy life. Indeed, 

there is an increasing number of students who are dealing with mental health issues. [3] discovered that the 

majority of Malaysian undergraduate students experienced a variety of stress symptoms, including 

cognitive, emotional, physical, and behavioural symptoms. Female students also reported significantly more 

stress symptoms than male students. Symptoms include anxiety, phobias, anxious thoughts, and an inability 

to relax. Furthermore, [30] discovered that being stressed is linked to being overweight or obese. Adult 

obesity is more prevalent in Malaysia than in other Southeast Asian countries [42]. Despite this, overweight 

students are common among Malaysian university students [5]. Despite the fact that students with normal 

body weight continue to outnumber those who are overweight or obese, the proportions of the overweight 

and obese should not be overlooked. Several studies on Malaysian university students' body mass index 

(BMI) discovered that the percentages of overweight and obese students closely follow those of normal-

weight students [21], [18], [42]. This refers to university students' unhealthy lifestyle choices, which 

resulted in weight gain that was greater than what was considered normal or desirable. A poor diet, physical 

inactivity, and genetics can all contribute to overweight and obesity [11]. Furthermore, [18] discovered that 

females outnumbered males in the number of overweight and obese undergraduate students in Malaysia. 

This finding is consistent with [21] discovery that female university students in Malaysia had a higher 

prevalence of overweight and obesity than males. This could be because females consume more oily and 

fatty foods in their daily diets [18]. It is critical for human health to eat a healthy diet and drink plenty of 

water on a daily basis. However, according to [24], only a small percentage of the world's population 

appears to live a holistically healthy lifestyle. 

 

Staying at home during a pandemic, according to [27], is the safest option because it prevents the spread of 

infections. Staying at home for an extended period of time, on the other hand, will contribute to anxiety and 

depression; this lifestyle may result in a variety of chronic health conditions. When a person is confined to 

their home for an extended period of time, they are more likely to develop new snacking and eating habits 
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[15]. Additionally, hearing about COVID-19 cases on a regular basis made someone anxious [7]. Most 

people will overeat to relieve their anxiety, particularly dessert, because eating "comfort foods" relaxes 

them (Di Renzo et al., 2020). Another study discovered that during the COVID-19 pandemic, most students 

increased their consumption of unhealthy foods and engaged in uncontrolled eating and snacking among 

themselves [6]. Healthy eating habits are not only necessary for optimal mental health, but they are also 

beneficial to overall health [16]. Aside from that, people who eat healthy foods and follow a healthy diet 

can reduce their disease susceptibility, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic [10]. The negative 

effects of COVID-19 on emotional states and healthy lifestyles highlight the importance of addressing this 

issue [17]. As a result, maintaining healthy eating habits is critical in order to avoid a variety of health 

issues. 

 

3. Risky Behaviors 

Risky behaviour entails deliberately taking part in forms of behaviour that involve possible unfavourable 

effects or losses as well as perceived beneficial effects or gains (Kish- Gephart, 2017). Behaviors such as 

smoking, drinking alcohol, abusing substances, and engaging in sexual activity without protection are all 

examples of risky behaviours. Engaging in dangerous activities poses a significant threat to one's health and 

even their life. For example, alcohol consumption can result in slurred speech, blackouts, damage to the 

liver, and stomach distress (Pietrangelo, 2018). In contrast, smoking is associated with an increased risk of 

cancer, lung diseases, stroke, and heart disease [13]. Consumption of alcohol and smoking are behaviours 

that are detrimental to one's social and physical health and are becoming increasingly common among 

college students. According to the findings of a survey that was carried out by [37] in Malaysia on 

university students, 67.5% of respondents reported that they have consumed alcohol at least once in their 

lifetime. In addition to this, the majority of the students were of the male gender. This finding is consistent 

with the findings of the study conducted by [30], in which the researchers reported that male university 

students in Malaysia use cigarettes, alcohol, and drugs at a higher rate than female students do. These 

behaviours are some of the symptoms of stress that male students go through, which suggests that engaging 

in risky behaviours may be due to going through stress [30]. 

 

Alcohol consumption among college students during the COVID-19 pandemic can be attributed to a 

number of different factors. Among the possible explanations are social functions, depression, pressure 

from peers, anxiety, and widespread availability [34]. The most common reasons for drinking among 

students with social anxiety at universities in Malaysia were to obtain peer acceptance and to avoid 

experiencing negative affections such as depression and anxiety. Students with social anxiety did not drink 

alcohol to satiate their need for social affiliation and positive affect states [37]. Individuals are motivated to 

be liked and conform to peer group pressures in order to gain adult status and avoid aversive consequences 

such as social embarrassment [31], [36]. 

 

4. Sleep Quality 

A restful and rejuvenating night's sleep is absolutely necessary for everyone, and its importance cannot be 

overstated in comparison to that of maintaining a healthy diet and getting regular exercise. The ability to 

concentrate better, increase one's output, and improve one's quality of life as a whole are all improved by 

getting sufficient sleep [38]. In addition, getting enough sleep can help an individual's athletic performance, 

immune function, and mental health by preventing depression [45]. On the other hand, people who have 

trouble falling or staying asleep may have a higher risk of cardiovascular disease and stroke, as well as 

increased inflammation, altered emotions, and impaired social interactions [46]. The amount of time that a 

person ought to spend dozing off depends, among other things, on their age. It is suggested that adults aged 

18 to 60 get at least seven hours of sleep each night, as stated by the [14]. In contrast, the research 



Wider, et.al, 2022                                                                                                   Azerbaijan Medical Journal 

 

5956 
 

conducted by [42] on Malaysian undergraduate students between the ages of 18 and 25 years old revealed 

that the quality of sleep experienced by half of the respondents was subpar. It was discovered that the 

majority of the students had a shorter sleep duration than seven hours, which does not meet the 

recommended number of hours for sleeping. In addition, research has shown that stress can affect one's 

quality of sleep. According to the findings of [30], university students in Malaysia exhibited behavioural 

symptoms of stress, the most common of which was either excessive or insufficient sleeping, particularly in 

females. This finding is supported by findings from previous studies which showed that females were 

poorer sleepers compared to males due to a higher prevalence of psychologic problems such as anxiety and 

depression in females than in males [22]. The research conducted by [42] found that sleep has a significant 

association with body weight status. This suggests that undergraduate students in Malaysia who were 

overweight or obese had a lower quality of sleep than those who were underweight or of normal weight. 

This could be because of a lack of sleep, which causes an imbalance of hormones in the body, which in turn 

leads to overeating and an increase in body weight [2]. In addition, [42] provided evidence that university 

students in Malaysia who were overweight or obese had a longer sleep latency and experienced frequent 

instances of sleep disruptions. As a result of the disruptions in metabolism and circadian rhythms that 

obesity causes, people who are obese frequently struggle with falling or staying asleep, a condition known 

as insomnia [39]. 

 

5. Eating Habits 

[23] define eating habits as "how and what people eat on a regular basis." There are two kinds of eating 

habits: good habits and bad habits. A healthy eating habit is essential for all humans because it can help us 

reduce health problems [35]. A healthy eating habit entails eating nutritious foods in the proper amount and 

manner [9]. It, for example, keeps people's hearts healthy, lowers their risk of developing cancer, and 

improves memory [12]. It can also help with maintaining a healthy body weight and boosting the immune 

system [49]. Poor eating habits, on the other hand, can lead to decreased problem-solving ability, core 

strength, and alertness [1]. To follow a healthy diet plan, the [50] recommends eating plenty of fruits and 

vegetables, consuming less fat, and limiting sugar and salt intake. 

 

Meanwhile, once students begin their university careers, they begin to recognise their personal 

responsibility for the lifestyle decisions they make. A healthy diet, on the other hand, is especially difficult 

for university students to maintain because they have poor eating habits in terms of fruits and vegetables 

consumption, mealtimes, and food intake proportion upon entering university [26]. According to [21], the 

majority of Malaysian university students eat regularly, but less than half of them consume breakfast on a 

daily basis. In order to maintain health, eating regular meals should include a daily breakfast. This is due to 

the fact that breakfast helps to kick-start the day by providing energy to the body and increasing brainpower 

[48]. Furthermore, more than half of Malaysian university students rarely consume fruits in their diet, 

whereas vegetables and fried foods are consumed every day or at least frequently by the majority of them 

[21]. Vegetables and fruits are both beneficial to one's health. They contain vitamins, minerals, dietary 

fibre, and antioxidants, which help reduce the risk of diseases such as obesity, heart disease, stroke, 

diabetes, and certain types of cancer [50]. To achieve a healthy body, both fruits and vegetables should be 

emphasised and consumed on a regular basis. Fried foods, on the other hand, should be avoided by students 

because they have been linked to serious health problems such as type 2 diabetes and heart disease [29]. 

 

More than half of Malaysian university students preferred cheap foods over nutritious foods, and the 

students who preferred cheap foods were mostly overweight or obese [21]. This is because students 

frequently seek pre-packaged or fast food that is inexpensive and readily available near the university [40]. 

Furthermore, [18] discovered that female undergraduate students in Malaysia are more likely to develop 
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eating disorders. Females' food intake is frequently restricted as they strive for perfect body figures and 

beautiful faces, particularly during their college and university years [25]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 

[27] discovered an increase in sedentary behaviour, moderate changes in eating habits, and deteriorating 

mental health in Italian citizens. Domestic confinement has also changed their eating habits during 

lockdown; the prevalence of eating at home has increased. Furthermore, a study by [8] has focused on 

eating habits and an inadequate diet. They reported that students had poor eating habits during the pandemic 

due to a lack of vegetables, fruits, nuts, and grains. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Physical functioning should be emphasised among university students in order for them to live a healthy 

lifestyle. Malaysian university students frequently struggle with both their physical and mental health, as 

evidenced by the country's alarmingly high obesity and mental health rates. Most Malaysian university 

students sleep less than the recommended seven hours per night. More than half of the students skip 

breakfast, eat few fruits, and favour fried foods. All of these behaviours suggest that Malaysian university 

students do not fully utilise their physical functioning to engage in health-promoting lifestyle practises. As a 

result, in order to live a healthy, quality life, this group of students should make an effort to pursue their 

own well-being, particularly during COVID-19, by engaging in beneficial to their bodies activities such as 

maintaining a balanced diet, avoiding risky behaviour, and getting enough sleep. 
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