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Os transtornos mentais comuns (TMC) sdo condi¢gdes que podem comprometer o rendimento académico, laboral e as
relagdes sociais e familiares. Este estudo teve como objetivo analisar a epidemiologia dos TMC em estudantes da area
da saude, em associagdo com as caracteristicas sociodemograficas e académicas, incluindo a identificagdo de sintomas
psiquicos relevantes que podem ser determinantes para esses desfechos. Trata-se de um estudo epidemioldgico
transversal, de abordagem quantitativa, realizado com 570 estudantes de enfermagem, medicina e psicologia, por meio
do instrumento SRQ-20. Observou-se predominancia do sexo feminino (76,8%), com alta frequéncia de diagndstico
prévio de depressdo/ansiedade (52,8%) e histérico familiar dessas condi¢les (75,2%). A prevaléncia de TMC foi de
70,5%, indicando elevada ocorréncia entre os participantes. O rastreamento evidenciou sinais frequentes de sofrimento
psiquico, reforcando a importancia de estratégias institucionais voltadas a promog¢do da saide mental, com foco no
acolhimento, fortalecimento de vinculos e suporte aos estudantes.

Palavras-chave: Ensino. Estudantes Universitdrios. Transtornos Mentais.

Los trastornos mentales comunes (TMC) son afecciones que pueden comprometer el rendimiento académico y laboral,
asi como las relaciones sociales y familiares. Este estudio tuvo como objetivo analizar la epidemiologia de los TMC en
estudiantes de ciencias de la salud, considerando caracteristicas sociodemograficas y académicas, e identificar sintomas
psicoldgicos asociados que puedan ser determinantes de dichos eventos. Se trata de un estudio epidemioldgico
transversal con un enfoque cuantitativo, realizado con 570 estudiantes de enfermeria, medicina y psicologia utilizando
el instrumento SRQ-20. Se observd un predominio de mujeres (76,8%), con una alta frecuencia de diagndstico previo de
depresidon/ansiedad (52,8%) y antecedentes familiares de estas afecciones (75,2%). La prevalencia de TMC fue del 70,5%,
lo que indica una alta incidencia entre los participantes. El cribado reveld signos frecuentes de malestar psicolégico, lo
que refuerza la importancia de las estrategias institucionales dirigidas a promover la salud mental, centrandose en la
acogida, el fortalecimiento de los vinculos y el apoyo a los estudiantes.

Palabras clave: Educacion. Estudiantes Universitarios. Trastornos Mentales.

INTRODUCTION

The concept of Common Mental Disorders (CMD) developed in the 1970s through research on mental
iliness within the context of Primary Health Care (PHC). The term CMD, coined by Goldberg and Huxley', refers
to psychiatric ilinesses that encompass depressive disorders (excluding psychotic symptoms), anxiety disorders,
and somatoform disorders, such as pain, nausea, and dizziness?. Considering this panorama, university life,
marked by the development of academic and social skills that signal the beginning of a professional choice,
can constitute a context of vulnerability, since it is full of changes and social, family, and individual demands,
favoring the emergence or aggravation of CMD among students?®.

In Brazil, the prevalence of mental health disorders ranges from 19.7% to 43.7%, highlighting a significant
portion of the population potentially in need of specialized care*. Among the various social groups, university
students stand out as being more vulnerable to the development of mental disorders, especially anxiety and
depression. Evidence suggests that the prevalence of these conditions among students in the health field
is higher than that observed in the general population, which may be related to intense academic demands,
high workloads, and early exposure to situations of suffering and professional responsibility®.

University education is a period marked by intense and often significant transformations in students'
lives. Among the risk factors associated with academic experiences that can contribute to mental illness,
the following stand out: the stage of the course the student is in, the difficulty in reconciling graduation with
other activities, discomfort with assessments, dissatisfaction or lack of interest in the course, as well as low
expectations regarding the professional future®.
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Authors report other institutional demands that may pose a risk of illness in this population, such as
excessive study hours, demands related to the training process, adaptation to a new context, new sleep routines,
new demands for time management and study strategies, among others®. There is also an understanding that
the various courses, and also areas of knowledge, offer different stressors that may cause more or less illness
among students, with health-related courses registering high rates of illness’. In health-related courses, this
may occur due to the excessive study load and frequent contact with situations of disability, care of critically
ill patients or risk of death, presenting greater vulnerability to the onset of these disordersé.

For the reasons mentioned, this study is justified, as a better understanding of the challenges these
students face and the development of effective interventions are ways to contribute to ensuring that these
future healthcare professionals are prepared to offer quality care in their profession. Thus, this study seeks to
answer the following guiding question: what stressors related to sociodemographic and academic variables
are associated with the occurrence of mental health disorders (MHDs) among university students in the health-
related fields? To address this question, the objective is to analyze the epidemiology of CMDs among health
students, in association with sociodemographic and academic characteristics, including the identification of
relevant psychological symptoms that may be determining factors in these outcomes. It is understood that
mapping the psychological symptoms will allow for the creation of results-focused campaigns that can improve
the quality of life of students.

METHOD

This is an epidemiological, cross-sectional, descriptive study with a quantitative approach, developed
in a private Higher Education Institution (HEI) located in the capital of Parand state. The target population
of the study, selected through convenience, consisted of university students of both sexes from Medicine,
Nursing, and Psychology courses, totaling 1100 students. Based on the sample size calculation, considering
95% confidence and a 5% margin of error, it was determined that 285 responses to the research instruments
were needed. Inclusion criteria were: being a regularly enrolled student in the aforementioned courses and
being over 18 years of age. There were no exclusion criteria.

Initially, a questionnaire developed by the authors was used to collect sociodemographic and academic
data. Subsequently, the Self-Reporting Questionnaire (SRQ-20), developed by the World Health Organization
(WHO), widely used for screening indicators of mental health disorders, especially in primary care settings and
epidemiological studies, was applied. A descriptive analysis of the specific items of the SRQ-20 was chosen
due to their clinical relevance, including the item related to suicidal ideation. This analysis was exploratory
and complementary to the main outcomes of the study.

The SRQ-20 instrument, validated by Mari and Williams® (1986), consists of 20 questions with binary
responses, covering the dimensions of anxious and depressive mood, somatic symptoms, decreased energy,
and depressive thoughts. Each affirmative response corresponds to one point, totaling scores from 0 to 20.
A cutoff point of > 7 positive responses was adopted to indicate probable mental health disorder (MTD).
The instrument presents adequate validity and reliability, being widely used in mental health studies. Scores
equal to or greater than 7 suggest psychological distress, while 20 affirmative responses indicate a high
probability of MHD.

For data analysis, the free software R.Cran version 4.3.3, with specific packages, was used. Descriptive
analysis was then performed, based on the absolute and relative frequencies of the investigated variables.
Possible associations between the SRQ-20 results and demographic variables were verified using Student 's
t-test (for dichotomous variables), ANOVA test (for polytonic qualitative variables), and Pearson's r correlation
(for continuous variables), and internal reliability was calculated using Cronbach's alpha coefficient. Inferential
analysis was performed with... The association between low CMD indication and CMD indication and the
sociodemographic variables of the participants was assessed using Pearson's Chi-square or Fisher's Exact
tests, depending on the adequacy of the data. The significance level adopted was 5% (p < 0.05).
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The study was based on the ethical precepts of NHC (national health council) Resolution 466/12 and
Circular Letter No. 2 /2021/CONEP/SECNS/MS and was approved by the FPP (Faculdades Pequeno Principe)
Research Ethics Committee under Substantiated Opinion No. 7,094,640.

RESULTS

In total, 570 students responded to the research instrument, with 232 (40.7%) from the medicine
course, 118 (20.7%) from nursing, and 220 (38.6%) from psychology. Regarding age, the average age of the
respondents was 22.93 years (SD - 6), ranging from 18 to 53 years. The average age per course did not show
significant differences, with medicine having an average of 22.62 years (SD — 4.1), nursing 22.99 (SD - 6.76),
and psychology 23.23 (SD - 716).

In the study, the majority of students are female, corresponding to 437 (76.8%) participants. Regarding
academic and sociodemographic characteristics, 337 (59.1%) attend classes in only one shift; 415 (72.8%) are
in the initial semesters; 512 (89.8%) are single; and 361 (63.3%) follow some religion.

Regarding lifestyle habits, 262 (46.1%) reported having two hours of leisure time daily and 369 (64.7%)
engage in physical activity. It was also observed that 457 (80.7%) do not use Integrative and Complementary
Practices (ICP).

Regarding mental health conditions, 300 (52.8%) reported a previous diagnosis of depression and/or
anxiety, while 427 (75.2%) reported a family history of these conditions. Furthermore, 336 (59.3%) do not have
paid employment and 405 (71.2%) are neither scholarship recipients nor have academic funding.

A relevant finding of the study indicates that 402 (70.5%) of respondents showed an indication for
CMD. Among these, 142 (61.2%) are medical students, 84 (71.2%) are nursing students, and 176 (80.0%) are
psychology students.

Responses to the SRQ-20 research instrument indicated that 307 (54.0%) of participants reported
frequent headaches; 309 (54.2%) reported poor sleep; 486 (85.3%) stated they felt nervous, tense, or worried;
and 293 (51.4%) reported feeling sad recently. In addition, 331(58.4%) reported difficulty performing their daily
activities with satisfaction; 294 (51.8%) reported difficulty making decisions; 405 (71.3%) stated they felt tired
all the time; and 404 (70.9%) stated they tired easily.

A significant finding, relating to Question 17, indicates that 51 students (9.0%) of the total respondents
reported suicidal ideation, with 14 (6.1%) from the medical course, 13 (11.0%) from nursing, and 24 (10.9%)
from psychology.

It is noteworthy that the Cronbach's alpha coefficient of the applied instrument was 0.84, indicating good
internal consistency. This result demonstrates that the instrument's items exhibit adequate homogeneity and
reliability for evaluating the construct investigated in the studied sample.

Graph 1 presents the distribution of responses categorized into two groups: (1) “Yes” and (2) “No”. The
questions are organized in ascending order, from the lowest to the highest percentage of positive responses.
Overall, question Q17: “Have you had thoughts of ending your life?” showed 9% affirmative responses. In
contrast, question Q6: “Do you feel nervous, tense, or worried?” registered 85% positive responses, placing it
at the bottom of the graph in the general information. It is observed that, for the three courses, the percentage
distribution coincides regarding the question with the lowest index (Q17) and the one with the highest index
(@6); however, the intermediate sequence of questions shows variations between the courses.
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Figure 1 - Distribution of responses categorized into 2 groups: “Yes” (1) and “No” (2).
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The following is an analysis of the responses to the SRQ-20 instrument, grouped into symptom categories
(dimensions), as follows: Factor I: anxious and depressive mood questions; Factor |l: somatic symptoms
questions; Factor lll: decreased energy questions; Factor IV: depressive thinking questions.

The distribution of questions, grouped into the four dimensions (Table 1), shows the overall and specific
results for each course. It is noteworthy that respondents from psychology and nursing presented the highest
percentages in relation to the symptoms evaluated.

Table 1- Symptom groups from the Self-Reporting Questionnaire (SRQ-20): distribution of positive
respondents' answers, by course.

Dimension N % General N Med % Med N Nurse % Nurse N Psycho % Psycho
Depressive anxious mood 300 52.54 m 47.95 64 54.03 124 56.59
Somatic Symptoms 239 41.93 86 36.93 55 46.89 98 44.55
Decrease in vital energy 312 5471 m 4799 68 5777 132 60.15
Depressive Thoughts 135 2373 42 181 33 2797 60 27.39

Source: Survey data. Anxious and depressive mood questions: Q4, Q6, Q9 and Q10; somatic symptoms questions: Q1,
Q2, Q3, Q5, Q7 and Q20; decreased energy questions: Q8, Q11, Q12, Q13, Q18 and Q19; depressive thinking questions: Q14,
Q15, Q16 and Q17

Regarding Factor | (anxious and depressive mood), question 6, “Do you feel nervous, tense, or worried?”,
had 486 (85.3%) affirmative responses, predominantly among nursing students, who totaled 103 (87.3%) “yes”
answers. Concerning Factor Il (somatic symptoms), question 1, “Do you sleep poorly?”, registered the highest
number of positive responses, with 309 (54.2%) affirmative answers, the highest prevalence observed in the
psychology course, with 117 (53.2%) affirmative responses. As for Factor lll (decreased energy), question 18, “Do
you feel tired all the time?”, had 405 (71.0%) positive responses, with nursing students standing out, accounting
for 89 (75.4%) “yes” responses. Finally, in Factor IV (depressive thinking), question 15 “Have you lost interest
in things?” received 246 (43.2%) affirmative responses, again more frequently among nursing students, who
recorded 61 (51.7%) positive responses.

For the inferential analysis of the participants, the total score of the SRQ-20 questionnaire was calculated
by summing the number of YES responses. Based on this score, the participants were categorized into two
groups: those with a low indication for CMD (with a score < 7), and those with an indication for CMD (with a
score > 7) in association with sociodemographic variables.

A statistically significant association was observed with the indication for TMC (Therapeutic Medical Care)
for the following variables: gender (p < 0.001), shift (p < 0.001), following a religion (p < 0.001), hours of leisure
per day (p < 0.02), physical activity (p < 0.004), previous diagnosis of depression/anxiety (p < 0.001), family
history of depression/anxiety (p < 0.001), and being a scholarship recipient or having funding (p <0.021). For the
other variables analyzed in this study, no statistically significant differences were observed between the groups.

When performing the stratified analysis by course, it was observed that, among medical students, there
was a statistically significant difference in the indication of CMD for the following variables: gender (p <0.002),
previous diagnosis of depression (p < 0.001), family history of depression/anxiety (p < 0.001), and being a
scholarship recipient or having funding (p < 0.016). Among nursing students, a significant difference was found
for gender (p < 0.009) and previous diagnosis of depression/anxiety (p < 0.04). In the psychology course, a
statistically significant difference was observed only for the variable previous diagnosis of depression/anxiety
(p < 0.004) in relation to the indication of CMD.
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DISCUSSION

In the present study, a prevalence of females was observed, corresponding to 437 (76.8%) students
in the three courses investigated. This finding is similar to the study carried out at the Federal University of
Campina Grande, which analyzed depressive symptoms in the pandemic context and also showed greater
participation and involvement of women (64.74%)%.

When analyzing the courses separately, also in relation to gender, a statistically significant difference
was observed for the medicine course (p < 0.002) and for the nursing course (p < 0.009). On the other hand,
in the psychology course, the association did not show statistical significance (p = 0.091). These findings
are consistent with other findings in the literature, carried out in different contexts, which point to a positive
association of CMD in female individuals in nursing students", and medical students™™®.

The higher prevalence of anxiety in women can be understood from the interaction of biological and
hormonal factors that influence both the development and manifestation of these symptoms. From a biological
point of view, hormonal differences play a relevant role, since fluctuations in estrogen and progesterone levels
can impact mood regulation and stress response. In addition, testosterone has been associated with possible
protective effects against symptoms of anxiety and depression, contributing to the differences observed
between the sexes™.

The data obtained in the study show that, in the overall count of the three courses surveyed, 402 (70.5%)
of the students have an indication of mental health issues, that is, they had a score of 7 or higher on positive
responses. The screening revealed signs of mental illness, with prevalent symptoms common to all courses,
such as sleep disorders, feelings of nervousness, tension and worry, difficulty in performing daily activities
with satisfaction, and frequent fatigue.

Corroborating these findings, Oliveira™, when investigating students, especially in the health field,
identified that 72.6% of participants presented scores indicative of CMD, with a higher prevalence in females
(74.8%) and in association with worse self-assessment of health status. Similarly, Abreu and Macedo'™, when
researching psychology students, also showed a high prevalence of TMC (60.2%), being more frequent among
women (77.7%) and single people (68.2%).

According to the literature, these findings can be partially explained by the fact that entering and remaining
in higher education corresponds to a period of intense personal, cognitive, affective, and social transformations.
This is a phase marked by multiple academic experiences and challenges arising from adapting to university
life, factors that can significantly contribute to psychological distress in this population’.

In this context, university students in the health field are even more prone to developing mental health
disorders, since they need to learn to deal with pain, suffering, and professional responsibility on a daily basis,
with the recurrence of these disorders being associated with the advancement in years of training. According
to the authors, the main psychological disorders triggered in the university environment are depression and
anxiety, with higher levels of these symptoms among women studying medicine”.

Regarding the variable of physical activity practice, the present study identified a significant association
with the indication of CMD (p<0.004). Similar results have been described, in which participation in leisure
physical activities was related to the promotion of well-being™*®. Furthermore, involvement in physical practices
is associated with the preservation of a healthy lifestyle, constituting an important strategy for health promotion
and improvement of quality of life™.

Considering the variable of leisure hours per day, the analyses carried out indicate a significant result
in relation to the indication of CMD (p<0.02), in which respondents who have 2 hours or more of leisure time
per day have a lower risk of being indicated for CMD. According to the literature, the intense routine results in
few or rare free times for students to engage in leisure activities, making them predisposed to CMD. Another
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study points out that a proportionally higher frequency of students with CMD was observed among those
who reported having less than two hours of leisure time per day, demonstrated dissatisfaction with the time
available for leisure activities, and stated that they do not practice physical activity regularly®°.

For the variable to have a prior diagnosis of depression/anxiety, the findings found in this study, the
results were significant (p<0.001) in relation to the indication of CMD, as well as for the variable family history
of depression/anxiety (p<0.001). The data obtained may be associated with predictive factors of CMD, present
even before graduation, taking into account both genetic and environmental factors. Another study® also
found an association between CMD and family history of mental disorder, reinforcing the multicausal model
of mental disorders, which involves the interaction between genetic and environmental factors and can be
aggravated by stressful experiences throughout life.

The research identified a significant association between being a scholarship recipient or having student
funding and the occurrence of mental health disorders (p<0.021), indicating that socioeconomic vulnerability
can negatively impact students' mental health. A study with university students, including medical students
from the North region of Brazil?, also points to low family income as one of the main factors associated with
a higher prevalence of psychological distress and mental health disorders.

The spiritual dimension also stood out as an important indicator of health. In this study, following a
religion proved to be a protective factor against the development of mental health disorders (p<0.001), being
reported by 361 (63.3%) of the participants. The study indicates that religiosity and spirituality promote well-
being, help in coping with adverse situations, and act as protective factors against anxiety, depression, and
suicide. Despite these benefits, this topic still receives little attention in the university environment?,

This study identified a 70% prevalence of positive screening for CMD, a result similar to that observed in
other studies that used the SRQ-20%+%5, Among the symptoms evaluated, the question "feeling nervous, tense
or worried" stood out, presenting the highest frequency of positive responses, evidencing the predominance
of manifestations of anxiety and stress in the academic context. A similar finding was reported in a study with
nursing students, reinforcing that symptoms of depressive-anxious mood constitute a frequent pattern among
university students in the health area?.

Regarding Factor Il (somatic symptoms), the question "Do you sleep poorly?" stood out, with a high
frequency of positive responses, indicating a significant impairment in sleep quality among students. This
result is concerning, as the literature?” points out that sleep is essential for physical and emotional health,
and its poor quality is associated with the occurrence of CMD, in addition to increasing the risk of anxiety,
depression, and impairments in academic performance. These findings reinforce the need for actions aimed
at promoting healthy sleep habits in the university environment.

Within Factor Ill (decrease in vital energy), the most prevalent symptom was "Do you feel tired all the
time?", indicating fatigue. A similar finding was described among nursing undergraduates?®. According to the
authors, these students present high levels of stress, with more frequent psychological and physiological
manifestations than students from other health-related courses. This vulnerability is related to multiple university
demands, such as deficiencies in the quality of teaching and the educational environment, personal issues,
uncertainties regarding career planning, the need for organization in the face of a large volume of information,
stress resulting from practical activities, and constant contact with death.

Regarding Factor IV (depressive thoughts), the question with the highest frequency of positive responses
was "Have you lost interest in things?". Although no question in this dimension showed a predominance of
positive responses, the percentage of suicidal ideation (8.95%) deserves attention. Studies indicate that?®
difficulties adapting to the academic environment, weakened interpersonal relationships, and a smaller
support network are associated with an increased risk of suicidal ideation. Furthermore, higher prevalences
were observed among homosexual, black, and mixed-race®® students, and among those without religious
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affiliation?®. These findings reinforce the importance of institutional strategies that promote social integration,
psychosocial support, and extracurricular activities as measures to prevent mental suffering and suicide.

A meta-analysis with medical students identified that factors such as poorer mental health status,
female sex, living alone, alcohol consumption, history of parental neglect, physical or sexual abuse, and family
history of mental disorders are associated with a higher risk of suicidal ideation®. Furthermore, the SRQ-20
has demonstrated clinical validity in differentiating clinical and non-clinical populations and in predicting
suicide risk, reinforcing its usefulness as a screening tool for mental health problems and early identification
of risk situations®2.

When examining the distribution of positive responses from respondents by course, medical students
did not present affirmative responses above 50% in any factor. It is noteworthy that psychology and nursing
students presented the highest percentages in relation to the evaluated symptoms, above 50%, in the factors
"Depressive-anxious mood" and "Decreased vital energy".

Therefore, the observed evidence reinforces the importance of mental health care services in the student
context. Authors® highlight the need for universities to value the promotion of mental health and education for
the well-being of university students, recognizing that psychological balance is essential for academic success.

Corroborating this perspective, by highlighting that a significant portion of the university student body
presents with mental health disorders, the importance of early recognition of these symptoms is emphasized3*.
Furthermore, the need for the implementation of preventive and interventional programs directed at psychological
distress among university students® is reinforced. These programs should consider the sociocultural context and
the specificities of academic life, aiming at promoting well-being, strengthening coping strategies, and providing
comprehensive care for the mental health of students. Such programs should be sensitive to the sociocultural
context and the specificities of the students, aiming at promoting well-being and comprehensive care.

In this context, group workshops are recommended as a strategy for preventing and managing symptoms,
as they provide a space for interaction, listening, and sharing experiences among participants. These spaces
favor the collective construction of coping strategies, strengthen bonds, and encourage mutual support®. In
addition, the workshops contribute to validating and acknowledging the students' suffering, promoting greater
awareness of issues related to mental health and encouraging the development of self-care and emotional
regulation skills.

CONCLUSIONS

This study identified a high prevalence of mental health disorders (CMDs) among health science students
at a private higher education institution in the capital of Parana state. Although the sample is representative,
its restriction to a single institution limits the generalizability of the results. The main signs of psychological
distress observed were sleep disturbances, nervousness, tension, worry, fatigue, and difficulty performing daily
activities with satisfaction. Furthermore, the presence of suicidal ideation in some participants reinforces the
need for further investigations and the implementation of permanent strategies for promoting mental health,
prevention, and early identification of risk situations.

A comparison between the health science courses surveyed revealed differences in the prevalence
of mental health disorders, with a higher occurrence among psychology students compared to nursing and
medicine students. This finding suggests that curricular, emotional, and formative characteristics can influence
the psychological distress of students, highlighting the need for mental health promotion strategies adapted
to the specificities of each course, rather than uniform institutional approaches.

As an additional contribution, it is worth highlighting that the study was conducted in a private higher

education institution, a context still little explored in the national literature, broadening the understanding of the
phenomenon in different academic realities. In this sense, the development of actions based on translational
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research is recommended, allowing these findings to be transformed into practical interventions, adapted to the
specificities of each educational setting, with a view to promoting mental health in the university environment.

Considering the importance of caring for human beings, the coordinators of the investigated courses
should join efforts to promote preventive and therapeutic actions among students, aiming to reduce the
occurrence of severe mental disorders. Therefore, the study's findings point to the need to develop strategies
within the scope of translational research in the context of higher education institutions, in order to convert
epidemiological evidence into practical interventions focused on the mental health of students.

The results should be interpreted considering the limitations of the cross-sectional design, which allows
for the identification of associations but does not establish cause-and-effect relationships. Even so, the study
contributes to the epidemiological tracking of psychological distress among university students and highlights
the need for longitudinal research to identify its main predictors throughout undergraduate studies. The findings
reinforce the importance of implementing welcoming and supportive spaces for students, promoting mental
health, strengthening bonds, and developing institutional student assistance policies.
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