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ABSTRACT

Objective: to describe the prevalence of common mental disorders and their related factors in
undergraduate nursing students. Method: this is an analytical study with cross-sectional temporality
with approaches of quanti-qualitative variables, carried out with 125 undergraduate students, 104
of them female, from an institution in the southeastern Minas Gerais, with the application of the Self-
Reporting Questionnaire (SRQ-20).

Results: in the analysis of emotional conditions in nursing students, the predominance was female, with
69 women (66.35%) presenting indicators for CMD, while among men, 5 (23.80%) presented CMD while
16 (76.20%) did not. For females, only the physical activity variable was significant with p-value (0.02)
with a ratio of 2.69, i.e, this means that the chances of a woman not practicing physical activity to present
CMD is approximately twice as high as the practicing one. In the male gender, family income showed
p-value (0.02) of significance, with a ratio of (14.39), which allows us to infer that family income higher
than two salaries for men is 14 times more likely to present CMD compared to lower income.

Conclusion: the need for preventive and interventive actions related to the occurrence of common
mental disorders in Brazilian college students of the nursing course, especially of the female gender,
since it is clear the exposure to vulnerability factors.

Keywords: Mental Disorders; Students; Nursing; Education; Higher; Epidemiology

Abbreviations: SRQ: Self-Reporting Questionnaire; CMD: Common Mental Disorders; ICT: Informed
Consent Term; WHO: World Health Organization; CEP: Committee for Research with Human Beings

Introduction

try to serve everyone equally. Thus, one of their biggest concerns is
related to the academic failure of students, which is manifested in var-

The university population has grown more and more in recent
years, both in public and private institutions, despite the fact that the
number of places is still not enough to meet the demand for admission
of the population. This growth has generated more heterogeneous so-
cial strata in Higher Education Institutions, that is, different socioeco-
nomic and cultural profiles, different age groups, different skills and
academic experiences. Therefore, the need arises for universities to

ious ways, such as low grades, dropout, missing courses and pending
subjects [1]. Faced with the new requirements of Higher Education
in relation to High School, when entering college, the student goes
through a process of academic adaptation. This adaptation to Higher
Education can be costly, as the teaching methodology differs from that
of high school, external demand decreases and responsibility, free-
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dom and maturity increase. This experience is usually accompanied
by personal questions in relation to several areas, including: ethical,
vocational, social and academic. Academic experiences are defined as
a composite of situations relevant to the context of university life [2].

Difficulties in adapting can be stressful for students, so they can
use coping strategies, also called coping, to deal with these situations.
These strategies are emotional, cognitive and behavioral resources
that allow minimizing suffering and stress. Studies show that cop-
ing strategies can be divided into active or based on social support,
which translates into a good adaptation to the academic context. On
the other hand, behaviors based on escape or avoidance behaviors
demonstrate a low index of adjustment to the institution [3]. During
the beginning of their academic training, students encounter chal-
lenges that they must face in different aspects. As related to the insti-
tution and academic life, they require organization and commitment
to learning, in addition to cognitive efforts. In the social aspects and
aimed at personal development, there is the relationship to be es-
tablished with other academics and professors, learning to deal with
differences and with authorities in a mature way. To face the tasks
of psychosocial and vocational development, autonomy, commitment
and decision-making are essential [4].

The great milestone that is for many students to enter a Higher
Education is followed by several stressful factors that make the adap-
tation complex, such as increased responsibilities, a new network of
interpersonal relationships, financial and personal issues and, still for
many, distancing from the family environment, which involves leav-
ing home. Just the fact of entering college itself can generate anxiety
and expectations, positive or negative. The way in which the academic
deals with the different challenges encountered in this environment
influences his personal maturation and his development as a future
professional. During graduation, he will get to know the course bet-
ter, discover better the functions of the chosen profession and acquire
knowledge to later practice it [5]. The academic carries with him a
variety of attributes, characteristics, previous student experiences
and family traits. All this contributes to the student’s expectations and
their commitment to the institution and studies. When making deci-
sions related to staying in college, what matters most is the feeling of
belonging to something, being a member of a community. Integration
with the environment based on interpersonal relationships and par-
ticipation in activities, as well as interaction with professors, can be
measured in the form of grades and in the development that occurs
over the undergraduate years [4].

The character of undergraduate courses is of scientific and tech-
nical training, aiming at preparation for the job market, where the
academic, in the end, is faced with the need to be concretized in an
occupation, the mission of the institution must cover the integral
development academic rather than focusing only on the strictly pro-
fessional training of the student. The duration of the course should
not be limited to formal education. Another point that must be taken

into account is academic satisfaction, which changes throughout the
course due to the experiences lived over time and the characteristics
of the individual himself [6,7]. The quality of teaching must be based
on three pillars, the faculty, the academics and the structure. And it
is essential to understand the relationship of mutuality between the
three factors so that there is quality of teaching in the subjects cov-
ered. Therefore, there must be a reassessment of old paradigms in
order to create a motivating environment in the institution so that it
is possible to make teaching effective, efficient and effective. In other
words, it is necessary to adapt the physical structure of the institu-
tion, add new materials and equipment, train employees and ensure
the seriousness of the selection process [8].

Interest in studies with university students and their experiences
has grown and this interest is justified by the increase in the num-
ber of new students, as mentioned above. Thus, it became essential
to know the academic reality, as a way of identifying possible factors
of difficulties or dropping out of the course and the quality of life of
academics, in addition to aspects related to the student’s psychosocial
development [9]. Quality of life aims to observe physical, mental and
social well-being and also how the individual manages to organize
himself in relation to self-improvement. Due to this, there is a grow-
ing increase in the number of studies on quality of life, and the results
show that health professionals, the elderly, caregivers, public servants
and prisoners have a deficit in this regard. Due to this fact, new re-
search focused on the academic context has been carried out with the
aim of measuring this factor, since a new and growing phenomenon is
the student-worker who works to pay for their studies [10].

Therefore, it is essential that the institution can offer the most
fragile academics a support service that promotes adaptation to the
academic context. What commonly occurs is the fact that young en-
trants raise their expectations, usually somewhat unrealistic, about
the institution can cause decreases in academic development. This
need shows a higher level of success as academic experiences are bet-
ter experienced. These experiences can be divided into four dimen-
sions, academic, personal, social and vocational [11,12]. Common
Mental Disorders (CMD) correspond to non-psychotic symptoms
characterized by insomnia, fatigue, irritability, forgetfulness, diffi-
culty concentrating and somatic complaints. Due to the importance
of the topic, with the aim of promoting better support to the most
fragile and unmotivated students and based on review studies and
field studies found about academic experiences and the applicability
of the SRQ-20. That way, oh the aim of the study is to describe the
prevalence of common mental disorders and their related factors in
undergraduate Nursing students.

Method

It is an analytical study with transversal temporality with ap-
proaches of quanti-qualitative variables related to emotional behav-
ior. The research scenario took place in a Higher Education Institution
in the city of Ub4, Minas Gerais, Brazil, with undergraduate students
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in Nursing, from the first to fourth year of the course, with students
regularly enrolled, present on the day of data collection and who are
not consuming Psychopharmaceuticals. Data collection took place in
the classroom, at a time predetermined by the pedagogical direction.
Of the total of 158 students, only 125 participated in the research,
according to the selection criteria, where the research objectives were
explained to the students, the voluntary nature of participation and
the confidentiality of their responses and identities. Thus, upon the
reading and acceptance, they will sign the Free and Informed Consent
Term (ICT).

For the collection of information, the Self-Reporting Question-
naire (SRQ-20), a self-administered instrument developed by the
World Health Organization (WHO)composed of 20 questions that as-
sess neurotic symptoms such as: anxiety, depression, psychosomatic
reactions, irritation and mental fatigue, with dichotomous response
scales (yes/no). Not establishing a specific diagnosis of the existing
disease or condition. For the selection of the sample, we opted for the
use of non-probabilistic methods to choose the participants, since
they had to participate voluntarily and attend the Nursing course, at
any time. The choice of periods is based on the differences in expe-
rience acquired during the academic training process over the five
years of the course.

Affirmative responses to the questionnaire were added up with
a cut-off point of 7/8 for CMD classification [13]. Fisher’s Exact Test
was performed in R software. (R Development Core Team, 2018)and
verified the independence of variables (gender, marital status, family
income, age, children, physical activity and semester attended) with
classification of presence of CMD. This test aims to assess the inde-
pendence of qualitative variables, especially in studies with little ob-
served data [14]. as is the case with the number of men present in this
study. According to Agrestil4, the null hypothesis of this test is: The

variables act independently. The p-value of Fisher’s Exact Test was
obtained to test this hypothesis. In cases where this value was greater
than a significance level (5%), the null hypothesis was not rejected,
indicating that the variables act independently, that is, the levels of a
variable do not interfere with the presence or absence of TMC When
the p-value was less than the significance level, the null hypothe-
sis was rejected, indicating a dependence between the levels of the
variable and the presence of CMD. For those cases in which the test
was significant, the odds ratio was obtained, which allows us to infer
about the dependence of the variable with the presence of CMD.H_0
a=0,05 The work was approved by the Ethics Committee for Research
with Human Beings (CEP) in accordance with Resolution No. 466, of
December 12, 2012, which regulates ethics and research involving
human beings, protocol 06/20.

Results

Atotal of 125 students participated in the research, with a predom-
inance of females 104 (83.2%), with marital status of 93 (74.4%) as
single. In an analysis of the emotional conditions in Nursing students,
the predominance was the female gender, with 69 women (66.35%)
presented indicators for CMD, while among men, 5 (23.80%) present-
ed CMD while 16 (76, 20%) do not present. With the application of
Fisher’s Exact Test, a positive relationship between gender and pres-
ence of CMD was verified, with p-value (0.0004). Furthermore, the
test also presented an odds ratio of 6.2103, that is, in this population
studied, the chances of a woman having CMD is approximately 6 times
greater when compared to men. Thus, with the dependence between
the levels of the gender variable, the study describes the genders
separately, see (Table 1). For females, only the physical activity vari-
able was significant with p-value (0.02) with reason 2.69, that is, this
means that the chances of a woman not practicing physical activity to
present CMD is approximately twice as high as that of a practitioner.

Table 1: Analysis of Common Mental Disorders among male and female nursing students.

Genre Variable levels Absence Presence p-value
Feminine Married/Stable union 4(22.22%) 14(77.78%) 0.41
Marital status

Single/Widow /Divorced 31(36.05%) 55(63.95%)
up to two salaries 23(34.85%) 43(65.15%)

Family income 0.83
More than two salaries 12(31.58%) 26(68.42%)

up to 25 years 26(34.21%) 50(65.79%) 1
Age
Over 25 years old 9(32.14%) 19(67.86%)
No 27(33.33%) 54(66.67%) 1
Children

Yes 8(34.78%) 15(65.22%)

No 16(25.00%) 48(75.00%) 0.02*

Physical activity

Yes 19(47.50%) 21(52.50%)

1¢ period-4" period 20(28.99%) 49(71.01%) 0.18

Semester ‘
5% period-8" period 15(42.86%) 20(57.14%)
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Male Married/Stable union 2 (50.00%) 2 (50.00%) 0.22
Marital status
Single / Widowed / Divorced 14(82.35%) 3(17.65%)
More than two salaries 3(42.86%) 4(57.14%) 0.02*
Family income
up to two salaries 13(92.86%) 1(7.14%)
up to 25 years 11(73.33%) 4(26.67%) 1
Age
Over 25 years old 5(83.33%) 1(16.67%)
No 15(78.95%) 4(21.05%) 0.42
Children
Yes 1(50.00%) 1 (50.00%)
No 9(64.29%) 5(35.71%) 0.12
Physical activity
Yes 7(100.00%) 0(0.00%)
1¢t period-4" period 11(78.57%) 3(21.43%) 1
Semester
5% period-8" period 5(71.43%) 2(28.57%)

Note: Fisher’s exact test (p-value) of significance. a=0,05.

For the variables marital status, family income, age, children and
semester, the p-values obtained were not significant for females. Thus,
there is no type of association between the levels of these variables
and the presence of CMD. Analyzing the male gender, family income
showed p-value (0.02) of significance, with a ratio of (14,39), allows
us to infer that a family income greater than two salaries of men is 14
times more likely to have CMD compared to a lower income. For the
variables marital status, age, children, physical activity and semester,
p-values were not significant for males.

Discussion

This study showed significant relationships between the vari-
ables gender, physical activity and family income with the prevalence
of common mental disorders. As for the variables marital status, age,
child(ren) and semester attended, there was no positive relationship
for the presence of CMD. Considering the gender variable, we infer
that most women (66.35%) had indicators for CMD. This fact was ob-
served in the findings of other studies, in which female undergradu-
ates, when compared to male students, have a higher prevalence of
CMD [15-17]. Some authors argue that female students sometimes
need to reconcile academic activities with housework and work. Oth-
er possible causes would be hormonal influences, neuronal aspects
linked to mood and anxiety, as well as stressors linked to the social
role of gender [15-17]. Some indicators lead us to highlight the reflec-
tion of the Brazilian sociocultural context in the university field, such
as social inequalities, gender issues and health inequities [18].

Regarding the prevalence of CMD and the practice of physical
activity, we observed that the chances of an inactive undergraduate
student to present CMD is approximately twice as high as a practi-
tioner. Similar data were also found in another cross-sectional study,
carried out with 220 university students in the health area (biolo-
gy, physical education, nursing, pharmacy, nutrition and dentistry),
which showed a higher prevalence of CMD in students of the nursing

course, considered inactive in the practice of physical activity [17].
This data can be correlated with another survey also carried out with
students in the health area, in Rio Grande do Sul, which identified the
second highest occurrence of CMD among nursing students [19]. We
observed that health training is closely linked to mental suffering and
to the loss of quality of life, given the academic overload, responsi-
bilities of the profession, approximation with human suffering, high
frequencies of stress, anxiety and depression [15,16,20,21]. As a re-
sult, it is observed that the most frequent complaints among health
students are feeling nervous/tense/worried, sleeping poorly, getting
tired easily, losing interest in things and having difficulty making de-
cisions [15,20,22,23].

In this sense, the practice of physical activity can be used as a strat-
egy to considerably increase the quality of life and mental health of
undergraduates, as it is associated with better sleep quality, improved
self-esteem, mood, cognitive functions and physical conditioning [17].
That is, a great protective factor to mitigate the impacts of stressors
[18,21,22]. In this way, physical activity is considered a possible way
to promote health and prevent CMD among nursing students [16]. Re-
garding the positive association of family income and the prevalence
of CMD, analyzing the male gender, we infer that the higher the family
income, the more likely the individual has to present CMD. What may
have influenced this result is the small variability of family income
presented among students. However, this finding may show an excess
of professional activity that points to an exhausting routine, causing
damage to rest and leisure activities and, consequently, loss of quality
of life and mental health. A fact pointed out by the authors Silva [19],
in a survey carried out with 88 nursing students at a college in the
interior of Sdo Paulo.

Contrasting this result, a literature review study pointed to CMD
as more prevalent in low-income populations, with low levels of ed-
ucation and residing in underdeveloped or developing countries. In
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addition, he described low income as one of the sociodemographic
characteristics most associated with psychological distress among
university students, considering discrimination and concern for per-
sonal safety as two major risk factors [18].

Another study associated per capita family income < R$ 2,000.00
with possible cases of CMD, at the beginning of the semester, with
medical students from a public university in southern Brazil. In that
same survey, “financial problems” appear as the third most cited
cause (32.4%) among the stressors in students. It is argued that lower
income results in difficulties for basic subsistence, acquisition of ma-
terial, leisure activities, among other issues of social inequality that
negatively impact students’ mental health [22].

In addition, discrimination based on race, sex, sexual orientation
or even with “quota” students, suffered within the academic insti-
tution, is closely linked to the psychic suffering of these individuals
[18]. Such a situation can impair the adaptation to university, causing
a greater probability of CMD occurrence in this population [24]. An-
other research evaluated the stress in academics, of American origin,
who attended the university in Israel. Such research pointed out the
double stress in these individuals due to the difficulty of cultural ad-
aptation, even though Israel is considered a developed country and
with one of the highest economies in the Middle East [25].

Considering such discussions and the results presented around
the family income variable, it is worth highlighting the challenge of
recent studies in relation to social determinants and health. Due to
the impossibility of establishing a direct cause-and-effect relationship
between the factors that affect the health of individuals, we cannot
directly correlate the macro-indicators of a society’s wealth with the
health indicators. As a result, we found that a country with a high GDP
will not always have more satisfactory levels of health indicators com-
pared to a country with a lower GDP [26]. It is observed that “.. it is
not the richest societies that have better levels of health, but those
that are more egalitarian and have high social cohesion” [19].

This understanding makes us reflect on the Dahlgren and White-
head model in which individuals are permeated by issues of age, sex,
hereditary factors, lifestyle, social and community networks, living
and working conditions, in addition to macro-determining influences
such as conditions economic, cultural and environmental aspects of
society [26]. Furthermore, it is worth considering that globalization
has increased poverty in some countries, as well as economic, social
and health inequities (Buss, 2006). Thus, it is observed that the tra-
jectory of academic life goes beyond the university area, affecting and
being affected by the community and economic development of the
country [20]. These, in turn, have a heavy impact on the health of in-
dividuals and the population as a whole [27].

This study had limitations such as the fact that it was carried out
in a single institution of higher education and the methodological use

of the cross-sectional view, which only assesses the association be-
tween variables, making it impossible to define the causal link. There-
fore, the development of longitudinal studies with this population is
recommended. However, the results may contribute to the identifica-
tion of possible factors associated with CMD, considering that it ad-
dressed the entire universe of nursing students. In addition, it used
specific, standardized and validated instruments.

Conclusion

Thus, the study described a predominance of CMD in females, a
determining factor for behavioral changes and the need for preventive
and interventional actions in the academic environment. Where some
behavioral factors had an influence with mental health. The research
involves constraints due to data collection, which was carried out in
only one institution of higher education. Although, the importance of
the exposed knowledge is highlighted to assist in the understanding
of the development of common mental disorders among university
students of the nursing course and in the planning of interventions, as
well as investigations and respect for the theme that address the gaps
pointed out in this study.
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