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Abstract 

Mental health is a crucial part of one’s life because it can have adverse effects on 

one’s emotions, thoughts and actions. This study explores the effect of poverty on 

the mental well-being of undergraduate students of the University of Benin. The 

study employs a cross-sectional survey design utilizing both quantitative and 

qualitative methods. The simple random sampling technique was adopted for the 

study to ensure representativeness and unbiased selection with data collected 

from 1080 respondents through structured questionnaire and 18 interviewees who 

were purposively selected via in-depth interviews. Data analysis involved 

descriptive statistics presented in the form of frequency tables, simple percentages 

and charts, supported by the statistical package for social sciences(SPSS) 

software. The qualitative data were analyzed through manual content analysis to 

identify recurring themes. Key findings reveal that 62% of students reported 

experiencing financial difficulties as students while 66.7% reported being 

dissatisfied with their current financial situation. Recommendations include 

provision of on-campus employment opportunities for students to earn income, 

when necessary, provision of scholarships and student loan facilities by the 

Government and other non-governmental organizations. 

 

Keywords: Poverty, Mental Health, Income, Financial Constraints. 

 

 

Introduction 

The mental health of individuals is determined by the social, environmental and 

economic conditions in which they are born and grow. Poverty and deprivation are key 

determinants of mental health. According to the World Bank Report (2002), Poverty can be 

defined as the inability of individuals to attain a minimum standard of living which is usually 

characterized by lack of resources, lack of education, poor health, malnutrition, lack of shelter 

and vulnerability to crime. In Nigeria, the poverty situation is alarming with a majority of its 



citizens living below the poverty line (Okeke, Igwe, Abamara and Eze, 2018). Statistics from the 

United Nations Development Programme classifies Nigeria among the one hundred and forty-

one poorest nations on human development index (Anumudu and Madu, 2013). 

Different studies have established clear associations between poverty and mental health. 

(Butterworth, Rodgers and Windsor, 2009). In a study carried out by Okeke et al (2018), it was 

observed that poverty significantly increases one’s risk of suffering from several psychological 

problems. Poverty can be a major determinant of mental health resulting in emotional 

disturbance, anxiety, obsessive, compulsive, and depressive disorder. The findings of Eamon 

(2002) on mental health of adolescents revealed that poverty was one of the factors affecting 

adolescents’ mental health. Knifton and Inglis (2020) further stated that children from poor 

background were likely to display emotional difficulties in life, face stigma and experience some 

form of discrimination. 

Financial struggles stemming from poverty can impose significant stress on individuals, 

particularly undergraduate students who might resort to taking loans for personal or academic 

reasons. The inability to repay these loans may lead to feelings of anxiety and depression which 

may be detrimental to their mental health (Andrews and Wildings, 2004). Financial difficulties 

create an atmosphere that leads to depression among students (Richardson, Elliot, Roberts and 

Jansen, 2017). Idakwoji (2002) asserts that poverty manifests among undergraduate students in 

the form of low income, low status and lack of basic necessities. Poverty can often result in low 

self-esteem, inferiority complex, students indulging in prostitution and other vices which can 

lead to anxiety and depression thereby posing a threat to their mental health (McCloud and Bann, 

2019). 

Therefore, it is against this back drop that the study seeks to examine the relationship 

between poverty and mental health behaviour of undergraduate students of University of Benin. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
This study is anchored on the attribution theory. Attribution refers to a term used in 

psychology to describe how people perceive the causes of everyday experiences as being 

external or internal. The attribution theory was developed by Fritz Heider, an Austrian 

Psychologist in 1958 to explain the reason behind an individual’s behaviour. Fiske and Taylor 

(1991) define attribution theory as the way a social perceiver uses information to arrive at causal 

explanations for events. It therefore, examines what information is gathered and how it is 

combined to form a causal judgement. The theory enables us understand the world around us and 

is often used to explain events. 

Dispositional attribution places the cause of an individual’s behaviour on internal traits 

such as one’s personality, beliefs and motivation while situational attribution on the other hand, 

focusses on external factors such as situations and events. In the context of mental health, 

individuals might attribute their symptoms to internal factors (personal flaws) or external factors 

(societal processes) influencing their emotional responses and coping strategies. This theory is of 

relevance to the study because it attributes the causes of events and behaviour to both internal or 

external factors. For instance, some people may attribute an individual going through depressive 

situations as resulting from poverty and other financial constraints. 

 

Methodology 

The study adopted a one-time survey design to enable the study gather data on a one-time 

basis from respondents with the aim of providing answers to the objective of the study. The 



research population comprised of 41,196 full-time undergraduate students enrolled in the 

2021/2022 academic session of the University of Benin, Nigeria. Out of this figure, 1,080 

respondents constituted the sample size that was administered with the questionnaire and the 

figure was determined using the Andrew Fisher Formular for size determination. 18 interviewees 

were purposively selected as the study was both quantitative and qualitative in nature. 

The structured questionnaire and the in-depth interviews were engaged to gather both 

quantitative and qualitative datafor the study. The choice of the questionnaire was due to the fact 

that it was time and cost effective and was suitable for reaching many respondents. The in-depth 

interview guide was considered suitable for the study as it allowed for direct interaction with the 

interviewees thereby ensuring that useful and detailed information were obtained. The simple 

random sampling method was adopted for the study while the administration of the questionnaire 

and the conduct of the interview sessions were done by the researcher.  

Data collected through the structured questionnaire were coded using the Statistical 

Package for Social Sciences. The quantitative data derived from the questionnaire were 

statistically analyzed using frequency tables, simple percentages and charts.The qualitative data 

were analyzed according to themes using the manual content analysis. 

 

Findings 

Relationship between Poverty and Mental Health Behaviour among Undergraduate Students of 

University of Benin. 

Table 1: Financial Difficulties. 

Variable       Frequency  Percentage 

I currently experience financial difficulties as 

a student 

Yes        670   62.0 

No        119   11.1 

Partially       291   26.9 

Total        1080   100 

Source: Field Work, 2024. 

Table 1 provides data on the prevalence of financial difficulties among undergraduate 

students at the University of Benin. The findings highlight the fact that a significant percentage 

of the students are currently facing financial difficulties, potentially impacting their mental 

health. 62% of the students reported experiencing financial difficulties implying that most 

students may be struggling to meet some of their essential needs. It should however be noted that 

a combined 37.9% reported either not experiencing financial difficulties or experiencing them 

only partially. This implies that some students may have access to financial resources or have 

developed effective coping mechanism for managing financial difficulties. 

 

Table 2: Satisfaction with current financial situation 

Variable       Frequency  Percentage 

How satisfied are you with your current financial 

Situation 

Very Dissatisfied      360   33.3 

Dissatisfied       361   33.4 

Neutral      325   30.1 

Satisfied       17   1.6 



Very Satisfied       17   1.6 

Total        1,080   100 

Source: Field Work, 2024 

Table 2 investigates the subjective perception of financial well-being among 

undergraduate students at the University of Benin. The data reveals a mixed picture, highlighting 

both satisfaction and dissatisfaction with current financial situations. A combined 66.7% of 

students (33.4% dissatisfied + 33.3% very dissatisfied) reported being dissatisfied with their 

current financial situation. This data suggests that a portion of the students experience financial 

concerns that may impact their overall well-being and have adverse effect on their mental health. 

It is however noteworthy to mention the 3.2% of the students who reported being satisfied with 

their financial situation indicating that some students have adequate financial resources or have 

developed effective coping mechanisms to manage their finances. 

 

Table 3: Degree of impact of financial concerns on mental well-being 

Variable       Frequency  Percentage 

To what extent do financial concerns impact your  

Mental well-being 

No Impact       86   8.0 

Slight Impact       188   17.3 

Moderate Impact      327   30.3 

Significant Impact      257   23.8 

Very Significant Impact     222   20.6  

Total        1080   100 

Source: Field work, 2024. 

The data in table 3 delineates the degree to which financial concerns affect the mental 

well-being of these students, with responses characterized into five distinct levels of impact: no 

impact, slight impact, moderate impact, significant impact and very significant impact. Out of 

1080 respondents, a minimal 8% reported that financial concerns had no impact on their mental 

well-being. 17.3% indicated that financial concerns had a slight impact on their mental well-

being. The largest category comprising 30.3% reported a moderate impact of financial concerns 

on their mental health indicating the fact that financial pressure constitutes a significant source of 

stress for many students, affecting their mental health to a degree that cannot be ignored. 

Furthermore, 23.8% of the respondents indicated a significant impact of financial concerns on 

their mental well-being. The final category with 20.6% reported a very significant impact on 

their mental well-being. This group represents those who are most affected by financial stress, 

experiencing considerable mental health challenges as a direct result of financial instability. 

Data collected from the qualitative aspect of the study through the in-depth interview 

revealed that several students highlighted the direct correlation between financial difficulties and 

academic strain. The respondents unanimously agreed that the emotional toll of financial 

difficulties among students resulted in anxiety, aggression, stress, depressive feelings and a 

feeling of hopelessness. 

 

Discussion of Findings 

This section sought to discuss the findings on the relationship between poverty and 

mental health behaviour among undergraduate students of University of Benin. The findings of 

the study reveal that 62% of the respondents reported experiencing financial difficulties as 



students. The data hints a strong link between poverty and mental health. Some potential 

contributing factors from the findings of the study include inadequate financial aid programs or 

limited scholarship opportunities which could leave students struggling to cover tuition fees, 

living expenses and academic materials. The rising cost of living in Benin-City, particularly for 

housing, transportation and basic necessities could put a significant strain on students’ finances. 

Additionally, students from lower socio-economic background might have limited family support 

or lack access to financial resources, making them more vulnerable to financial difficulties. The 

findings of this study align with that of Nyagwecha-Nyamweya (2022); Knifton and Inglis 

(2020) indicating a significant relationship between poverty and mental well-being of students. 

Table 2 investigates the subjective perception of financial ell-being among undergraduate 

students of University of Benin. The data reveals a mixed picture highlighting both satisfaction 

and dissatisfaction with current financial situation. A combined 66.7% of students reported being 

either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their current financial situation as students. This 

finding is in line with that of Butterworth, Rodgers and Windsor (2009) who established a link 

between financial difficulties and students’ perception of their financial situation. 

Table 3 demonstrates the relationship between financial concerns and mental well-being 

among undergraduate students of the University of Benin. The data delineates the degree to 

which financial concerns affect the mental well-being of these students with responses 

categorized into five distinct levels of impact: no impact, slight impact, moderate impact, 

significant impact and very significant impact. 17.4% of the respondents asserts that financial 

concerns have a slight impact on their well-being. While this groupdoes experience some level of 

stress due to financial difficulties, the effect is relatively mild, indicating that it does not severely 

affect their daily mental functioning. The largest category, comprising 30.3% reported a 

moderate impact indicating that financial worries are a significant source of stress for many 

students, affecting their mental health. 23.8% of the respondents indicated a significant impact 

highlighting a severe degree of stress and anxiety. These students likely experience frequent and 

intense worry about their financial situation, which can detract from their academic performance 

and overall quality of life. The final category with 20.6% reported a very significant impact on 

their mental well-being. This group represents those who are most affected by financial stress, 

experiencing considerable mental health challenges as a result of financial instability. The 

implications for these students are severe, potentially leading to mental health conditions such as 

depression and anxiety disorder. 

 

Conclusion 

The study concludes that there is a potential link between poverty and mental health 

behaviour among undergraduate students of the University of Benin, Nigeria. The implication is 

that a majority of undergraduate students are experiencing financial difficulties which may be 

having adverse effects on their mental health. Students struggling with financial insecurity may 

face problems associated with anxiety and depressive feelings, having negative consequences on 

them and which may be detrimental to their mental well-being. 

 

Recommendations 

The paper recommends the following with the aim of enhancing the mental health of 

undergraduate students of the University of Benin: 

Individuals, Corporate Organizations as well as non-governmental organizations should be 

encouraged to provide financial aid or scholarships to well-deserving indigent students within the 



school environment. The Federal Government should provide emergency assistance funds in the 

form of student loans and make it accessible for students who may be having financial 

challenges to assess it. The paper also recommends the provision of on-campus employment 

opportunities for students to earn income through on-campus jobs when necessary. By 

implementing these recommendations, the University of Benin can better support and safeguard 

its students’ mental health and overall well-being. 
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