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Abstract: Ever since the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) was announced as a pandemic by the start of 2020, countries 
have adopted a quarantine system where citizens were urged to work and study from home. In order to adapt to this 
new norm, university students nowadays spend most of their time at home either studying or doing housework while 
not engaging in enough physical activity. This is suspected to increase the risk of developing idiopathic chronic fatigue 
which is a condition where the affected suffer from bouts of fatigue without engaging in any physical exertion. 
Currently, there are no available prevalence studies regarding the risk of idiopathic chronic fatigue among university 
students during this period of COVID-19 pandemic. Hence, this study was made with the following objectives in order 
to address this issue: (i) To determine the prevalence of idiopathic fatigue syndrome among university students during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic by using the students’ physical activity level as an indicator. (ii) To determine the correlation 
between the credit hours registered and students’ physical activity level. (iii) To determine the correlation between 
students’ physical activity level and idiopathic chronic fatigue. The objectives were fulfilled with the usage of an 
adjusted form of the International Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ) which was distributed via online platforms. 
169 respondents participated in the study where they were asked to report on their physical activity during the previous 
seven days prior to filling the questionnaire. It was found that respondents who have failed to achieve at least a 
moderate level of physical activity have shown a strong correlation with the prevalence of idiopathic fatigue thus 
confirming that the lack of adequate physical activity could lead to the development of idiopathic fatigue. This study will 
contribute information regarding the largely unknown causes and preventions of idiopathic fatigue which serves the 
community’s health and well-being contributing to the 3rd goal of the sustainable development goals (SDGs). 
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1.0     INTRODUCTION 
 

Coronavirus disease (Covid-19) is a disease that began affecting the world since the end of 2019 

and was officially classified as a pandemic on the 11th of March 2020. Currently, throughout the world, 

there have been 292,539,411 cases reported to date, with 5,449,423 deaths directly related to 

complications due to the disease [1]. In direct response to these numbers, governments of countries 

worldwide have adopted a quarantine system where citizens are urged to live their lives and fulfil their 

obligations from the comfort of their homes. This new norm has forced the public and especially 

university students to spend most if not all of their time at home sitting in front of a device to 

accomplish their daily requirements leaving very little time for basic physical functions such as 

walking which could increase the risk of developing chronic fatigue syndrome among students [2], [3], 

[4]. Hence, university students could also be at greater risk of developing idiopathic chronic fatigue.  
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Idiopathic chronic fatigue (ICF) is a condition characterized by severe disabling fatigue which is 

not a result of any medical or psychiatric causes and has persisted for at least six months [5]. Despite 

the introduction of many theories which have been proposed and investigated, the certain cause of ICF 

has yet to be determined. However, it can be differentiated from its counterpart which is the chronic 

fatigue syndrome (CFS) by checking for the existence of symptoms in addition to the crippling fatigue 

which is only present in CFS including impairments in neurological or cognitive function, 

musculoskeletal pain, sleep dysfunction, and immune dysfunction [6]. To date, the recovery rates for 

ICF and CFS have been very poor where studies have shown that less than 30% of ICF and 10% of CFS 

patients fully recover from these diseases [7]. Such alarming numbers have given rise to the importance 

of maintaining physical health through consistent physical activity which by extension can also have a 

positive effect on mental health. 

To date, there are no available prevalence studies regarding the risk of idiopathic chronic fatigue 

among university students during this period of COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, there is a dire 

need for more studies that explain the causes of idiopathic fatigue which is still largely unknown up to 

this date. Therefore, this study is required to raise awareness of the risk of being affected by this 

syndrome among students. And once available, this study can be furthered by researching possible 

ways to minimize the effects of idiopathic fatigue among university students. 

This study aims to provide knowledge regarding the increased risk of developing idiopathic 

fatigue syndrome amongst university students during the COVID-19 pandemic. In line with this goal, 

three objectives have been identified:  

(i) To determine the prevalence of idiopathic fatigue syndrome among university students 

during the COVID-19 pandemic by using the students’ physical activity level as an 

indicator. 

(ii) To determine the correlation between the credit hours registered and students’ physical 

activity level. 

(iii) To determine the correlation between students’ physical activity level and idiopathic 

chronic fatigue. 
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2.0 METHODS 
 

Participants 

 The study included 169 undergraduate Engineering students from the International Islamic 

University Malaysia (males, n = 111; females, n = 46) who were between the ages of 18 and 29 (mean = 

23.24; SD = 1.96). The majority of the respondents (n = 74) were Malay, with the rest being Bumiputra 

(n = 14), Indian (n = 6), and others e.g. foreign students (n = 61). The semester's total registered credit 

hours among them range from 3 to 21 (mean = 16.54; SD = 3.67). All of the study's participants were 

active undergraduate students who had registered for and taken online classes in order to maintain a 

comparable lifestyle. Additionally, participants are also required to not have any diseases or conditions 

that could affect the reliability of their answers to this study. 

Apparatus 

For this study, the apparatus utilized was an adjusted version of the International Physical 

Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ) which was developed by an international consensus group in 1998 [8]. It 

is regarded as one of the most reliable self-report questionnaires that assist in assessing physical health 

and activity. It is made up of seven questions that capture the average daily time spent walking, sitting, 

and engaging in moderate and strenuous physical activity over the previous seven days. However, this 

questionnaire was modified to suit the purposes of the study and confirm the correlation between the 

lack of activity and ICF by adding questions that explore the participants’ lifestyles. The questionnaire 

consists of two main parts: i) participants’ demographic information and ii) the participants’ physical 

activity over the last seven days. This questionnaire has been utilized in numerous studies before and 

has proven its validity by having acceptable and reliable measurement properties [9], [10], [11]. 

Therefore, it was chosen to be the apparatus for this study. 

The initial questionnaire was created as a pen and paper version. Because the study will be 

conducted online, it was transformed into a Google Form for this study. The form starts by greeting the 

participants and assuring them of the confidentiality of this study and that it is completely voluntary 

and acquiring their consent to participate. Then it proceeds to gather the participants’ information 

including age, gender, race, credit hours undertaken, and whether or not they were diagnosed with any 

diseases that could affect the reliability of their answers. After that, it is followed by the short form of 
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the IPAQ which includes questions about the participants’ vigorous and medium activity as well as 

time spent sitting during the past 7 days. Finally, the questionnaire ends by confirming whether the 

participants’ have experienced symptoms which point to having ICF. 

Data Collection Procedure 

 The study's data were collected by sending the questionnaire to possible participants via social 

media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, and other platforms which are crowded by the 

presence of undergraduate engineering students. Even though the majority of respondents didn’t have 

any problems filling out and submitting the questionnaire, assistance and explanations were provided 

whenever necessary. The survey was launched on May 19, 2022 and ended on May 26, 2022. Following 

the completion of the questionnaire, the data was exported to an Excel file and kept for data analysis. 

Data Analysis 

 The data that were extracted to Microsoft Excel was utilized to perform a descriptive analysis 

of the information that has been gathered such as the participants’ distribution based on their race, age, 

and gender, the number of registered credit hours for the current semester during the time of the study, 

and the existence of an unrelated disease or condition which could affect the reliability of the answers 

provided. Furthermore, the acquired data that came in the form of short answers were then converted 

into numerical values to aid in the data analysis phase. For example, the data for the respondents’ 

gender were represented as 1 for male and 2 for female respondents.  

 After numerical conversions have been completed, the converted data were processed by 

means of grouping the respondents’ physical activity into categories of high, medium, and low levels. 

These categories were defined based on the Metabolic Equivalents (METs) which act as this study’s 

continuous variable. These MET minutes represent the amount of energy expended in one minute of 

doing physical activity. For the IPAQ questionnaire, METs were calculated as a multiple of energy 

spent during one minute of rest. Therefore, one minute of rest is equal to 1 MET, one minute of walking 

amounts to 3.3 METs, one minute of moderate physical activity is considered as 4 METS, and one 

minute of vigorous activity is 8 METS [12]. Furthermore, physical activity categories were scored based 

on the following requirements: 
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1. HIGH physical activity: In order to score HIGH on the IPAQ, participants need to engage in 

one of the following requirements: 

 At least 3 days of vigorous activity achieving a minimum of 1500 MET minutes per week 

 7 days of combined walking, moderate intensity, and vigorous-intensity activities achieving 

a minimum of 3000 MET minutes per week 

2. MODERATE physical activity: In order to score MODERATE on the IPAQ, participants need to 

engage in one of the following requirements: 

• At least 30 minutes per day of vigorous activity and/or walking for 3 or more days 

• At least 30 minutes per day of moderate activity and/or walking for 5 or more days 

• At least 5 days of combined walking, moderate intensity, and vigorous activity achieving a 

minimum of 600 MET minutes per week 

3. LOW physical activity: Scoring LOW on the IPAQ means participants have failed to meet the 

requirements of either moderate or high activity. 

Having processed all the data, it was then transferred to the Statistical Package for Social Science 

(SPSS) – version 26 in order to fulfil Objective 1, 2, and 3. The data included were: (i) Total credit hours 

registered during the time of the study by the participant; (ii) The level of physical activity of the 

participant based on weekly METs; and (iii) Existence of symptoms of idiopathic fatigue amongst the 

participants. Firstly, this data were identified by the SPSS under the variable view tab, then the 

numerical data were transferred to it from the Excel file using the data view tab, and finally, the data 

were analysed in order to confirm the existence of correlations between the acquired data using the 

bivariate analysis correlation function. 

 

3.0 RESULTS 
 

 Descriptive Statistics: Overall, 169 respondents participated in the study, of which 12 of them (4 

males, 8 females) were excluded from the study due to the fact they were reported to have a condition 

that could cause fatigue as a symptom. Thus, only data from the remaining 157 participants proceeded 

for data analysis. Out of the 157 respondents, 111 of them (71%) are male and the other 46 respondents 

(29%) are female. They were between 18 and 29 years of age (mean = 23.24; SD = 1.96). In term of 
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race/ethnicity, 74 (47%) of the respondents are Malay, 14 (9%) is Bumiputra, 5 (3%) are Indian, and 64 

(41%) are others – foreign students. Total number of credit hours undertaken by the respondents varies 

between 3-21 credit hours (mean = 16.54; SD = 3.67).  

Objective 1: The first objective was to determine the prevalence of idiopathic fatigue syndrome 

among university students during the COVID-19 pandemic. On the last question of the International 

physical activity questionnaire (IPAQ), the respondents were asked, during the past six months, if they 

experienced periods of unjustifiable fatigue which is the main symptom of idiopathic fatigue. 

 The results reveal that, among the respondents, 88 (56%) of them have reported experiencing 

idiopathic fatigue symptoms six months prior to the study, while 69 (44%) have declared not 

experiencing the described symptoms (refer to Figure 1). These results show that slightly more than 

half of the university students who underwent online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic are 

starting to show early signs of idiopathic fatigue. This falls in line with the assumption that in the past 

two years since the start of quarantine in March of 2020, students would spend the majority of their 

time at home with very minimal exercise involved in their daily routine, thus, accomplishing the first 

objective. 

 

Fig. 1. Prevalence of idiopathic fatigue syndrome amongst participants 

Objective 2: The second objective of this study was to determine the correlation between the 

credit hours registered and students’ physical activity levels. This was done by asking respondents 

Experienced 
idiopathic fatigue 

syndrome 
(56%) 

Idiopathic fatigue 
syndrome 

(44%) 

Prevalence of idiopathic fatigue syndrome 
amongst participants (%) 
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about their weekly exercising habits and categorizing them into groups of high, moderate, and low 

levels of physical activity, and then by analysing the correlation between their activity level and the 

number of credit hours they registered using SPSS. The respondents have reported their levels of 

activity and after analysis, it was found that 36 (23%) of the respondents showed a high level of 

physical activity while 53 (34%) reported a medium level and 68 (43%) was attributed to low levels of 

physical activity (refer to Figure 2). The participants were also divided into three categories based on 

their reported credit hours registered with them being low work rate for students who registered less 

than 12 credit hours, a normal work rate for students who had between 12 and 18 credit hours, and a 

high work rate group that registered more than 18 credit hours (refer to Figure 3). Additionally, the 

SPSS analysis showed a negligible correlation, r (157) = -0.043; P>0.5, since the correlation coefficient’s 

value is less than 0.35 it is considered a weak correlation [13] meaning that there is no connection 

between the number of credit hours registered and the participants’ activity level. Thus, the second 

objective was completed. 

 

 

Fig. 2. Participants’ reported activity levels          Fig. 3. Participants’ credit hours registered     

 

Objective 3: The third objective was to determine the correlation between the credit hours 

registered and students’ physical activity levels. This was done by searching and analysing the 

correlation between respondents who have reported a low level of physical activity and the ones who 



 
 
Human Factors and Ergonomics Journal (HFEJ) 2022, Vol. 7 (1): 72 – 80 

 

 

 79 

have reported experiencing symptoms of idiopathic fatigue. The result of this relationship, revealed 

through SPSS analysis after assigning numerical numbers to the activity levels being 1=low, 

2=medium, and 3=high, shows that there was a positive strong correlation r (157) = 0.866; P<0.001 

between the two variables, having a correlation coefficient greater than 0.68 is sufficient to regard it as 

a strong or high correlation [13] meaning that there is a strong relationship between the participants’ 

activity level and the prevalence of idiopathic fatigue syndrome, completing the third and final 

objective. 

 

4.0 CONCLUSION 
 

This study’s first objective was to determine the prevalence of idiopathic fatigue syndrome 

among university students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results have revealed that 54.4% of the 

respondents have reported experiencing periods of unjustifiable fatigue which is the main indicator of 

their idiopathic fatigue syndrome. This confirms that idiopathic fatigue is indeed prevalent among 

university students who have been undertaking online classes ever since the start of the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

The second objective of this study was to determine the correlation between the credit hours 

registered and students’ physical activity level. The results confirmed that majority of the respondents 

practiced a low level of physical activity. However, it also denied the existence of a correlation between 

students’ credit hours registered and their activity level. This leads to the conclusion that the students’ 

workload does not have a direct impact on students’ activity level, meaning the main reason for 

students’ lack of activity remains unknown and can also be a mixture of factors such as added stress of 

studies and workload, lack of adequate sleep, and mental health issues such as anxiety and 

depression. 

The third objective was to acquire a better understanding of the causes of idiopathic chronic 

fatigue syndrome by relating it to a low level of physical activity. The consequent SPSS analysis has 

shown that there is a strong correlation, among respondents, between having a low level of physical 

activity and reporting symptoms of idiopathic fatigue. This analysis confirms that a lack of adequate 
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physical activity is a large contributor to the prevalence of idiopathic fatigue amongst university 

students, hence, completing the final and main objective of this study. 
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