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Objective: to identify the occurrence of common mental
disorders in students of a higher education institution
and

associate

with

sociodemographic

and

academic

characteristics. Method: this is an exploratory, descriptive
and quantitative survey conducted with 378 university
students from an institution in the interior of São Paulo,
with the application of semi-structured questionnaire and
Self-Reporting Questionnaire. Data was analyzed using
descriptive statistical analysis and respective instructions
for the analysis of the instrument used. Results: 151
(39.9%) of the university students interviewed presented
a classification score for a suspected case of mood, anxiety
and somatization disorders. Among the sociodemographic
variables, the highest rates were for women (43.7%),
homosexuals (50.0%), black skin color (42.9%) and in
stable union (50.0%). Among the academic variables, the
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highest rates stand out among Business Administration
students (57.5%) and students in the morning (44.0%).
Conclusion: the need for planning prevention and recovery
strategies related to the occurrence of common mental
disorders in this population is clear, given the vulnerability
to which they are exposed.

Descriptors: Mental Disorders; Students; Education, Higher;
Epidemiology.
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Transtornos mentais comuns em estudantes universitários:
abordagem epidemiológica sobre vulnerabilidades

Objetivo: identificar a ocorrência de transtornos mentais comuns em estudantes de uma instituição
de Ensino Superior e associar com as características sociodemográficas e acadêmicas. Método:
trata-se de uma pesquisa exploratória, descritiva e de abordagem quantitativa, de levantamento,
realizada com 378 estudantes universitários de uma instituição do interior paulista, com a
aplicação de questionário semiestruturado e do Self-Reporting Questionnaire. Os dados foram
analisados com o uso de análise estatística descritiva e instruções respectivas para a análise
do instrumento utilizado. Resultados: 151 (39,9%) dos estudantes universitários entrevistados
apresentaram escore de classificação para caso suspeito de transtornos de humor, de ansiedade
e de somatização. Das variáveis sociodemográficas, os maiores índices foram para mulheres
(43,7%), homossexuais (50,0%), cor de pele preta (42,9%) e em união estável (50,0%). Das
variáveis acadêmicas, destacam-se maiores índices entre estudantes do curso de Administração
(57,5%) e estudantes no período matutino (44,0%). Conclusão: a necessidade de planejamento
de estratégias de prevenção e recuperação relacionadas à ocorrência de transtornos mentais
comuns nessa população é clara, tendo em vista a vulnerabilidade a qual está exposta.

Descritores: Transtornos Mentais; Estudantes; Educação Superior; Epidemiologia.

Transtornos mentales comunes en estudiantes universitários:
abordaje epidemiologico acerca de las vulnerabilidades

Objetivo: identificar la aparición de transtornos mentales comunes en estudiantes de uma
institución de enseñanza superior y asociarla con las características sociodemograficos y
académicos. Método: es uma investigación de levantamiento, exploratório, descriptivo, de
abordaje cuantitativo, hecha con 378 estudiantes universitários de una institución del interior de
San Pablo, con aplicación de cuestionário semiestructurado y Cuestionario de Autoinforme. Los
datos fueron analizados con el análisis estadísticos descriptivos y instruciones respectivos para
el análisis del instrumento utilizado. Resultados: 151 (39,9%) de los estudiantes universitários
entrevistados presentaron puntuación de clasificación para caso sospechoso de transtorno de
humor, de ansiedad y de somatización. De los variables sociodemograficos, los mayores índices
fueron para las mujeres (43,7%), homosexuales (50,0%), color de piel negra (42,9%), en unión
estable (50,0%). De los variables académicos, los que más se distinguen con índices mayores
están los estudiantes de la carrera de Administración (57,5%), y estudiantes del período matutino
(44,0%). Conclusión: la necesidad de planificación de estratégias de prevención y recuperación
relacionadas a la aparición de transtornos mentales comunes en esta población es clara, teniendo
en vista la vulnerabilidad en la que están expuestos.

Descriptores: Trastornos Mentales; Estudiantes; Educación Superior; Epidemiología.
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Introduction

daily activities, and may also impair academic
performance(8).

This study addressed the occurrence of mental

The likelihood of a person developing mental

disorders in university students of a higher education

disorders is usually related to the interaction between

institution in São Paulo, in a representative show

risk factors and protective factors. In general, health

including students in different courses, as well as the

promotion measures aim to expand the conditions for a

factors associated with these events.

healthy life, considering the person as an integral being

Or be two individuals, societies and countries is

when contemplating the field of disease, therapy and

related to the occurrence of mental health, of course,

health as a whole, either individually or socially, providing

of overloads of dozens, 12% are associated with

more humane conditions, better care, possibility of cure

mental disorders(1).

and reduction of suffering(2).

A mental disorder is a psychological pattern of

With the data obtained through the evaluation of

clinical significance, which is usually associated with

university students, there will be the possibility

malaise or disability. In this sense, it is worth noting

of contributing to the understanding and planning of

that a mental process and two changes in cognitive and

prevention and recovery strategies related to the

affective processes, which resulted in disturbance of

occurrence of common mental disorders in this population,

reasoning, behavior, understanding of the realization and

considering the vulnerability to which it is exposed.

adaptation of life conditions(2).

The study is justified by the importance of the

It is a condition, which presents different symptoms,

relationship between body and mind that can influence

associated with their atypical thoughts, emotions and

student learning. A person will not be able to evolve in

behaviors related to impact on the personal, family and
social levels. These disorders are objectively delimited
by the instability of the manifestations of symptoms
that present moments of remission and exasperation.
At the time of exasperation, delirium, hallucination
and agitation may be manifested as one of its main
symptoms(2).
In health situations where the individual has
symptoms of depression and / or anxiety of sufficient
intensity to interfere with daily activities, however,
without formal diagnosis, is called a common mental
disorder(3-5).
The prevalence of common mental disorders

their learning by experiencing somatic factors(1).
Common mental disorders in college students are
often assumed to be based on overload, double life, and
academic pressure, with fatigue, forgetfulness, insomnia,
irritability, and difficulty concentrating as major factors.
This study aimed to identify the occurrence of
common mental disorders in students of a higher
education institution and, from an epidemiological
perspective, correlate the sociodemographic and academic
vulnerabilities that may influence and be determinant for
the occurrence of common mental disorders.

Method

refers to their maintenance in the population, being
characterized by changes in thinking and mood or

This is a cross-sectional, exploratory, quantitative

behavioral changes associated with anxiety, distress

study, conducted with university students in a higher

and deterioration of psychic and somatic functioning.

education institution in a city in the Midwest of

According to World Health Organization (WHO)

São Paulo State.

estimates, common mental disorders affect about 30%
of workers and severe disorders, about 5% to 10%

.

(4,6)

One opted for a proportional stratified random
probability sampling model so that there were

In college students, the highest anxiety index

representatives of all undergraduate courses offered by

is prominent, revealing the academic daily life in

the institution. The population of university students

follow-up of activities performed in their institution

regularly enrolled in the educational institution was

such as tests, seminars, work and internships. This

2,164, and the sample calculated with 95% confidence

anxiety situation can lead to lack of interest in studies

and 5% margin of error was 326 participants. 378

and poor performance in these academic activities.

university students participated, who composed the

Thus, anxiety is a psychological symptom where

final sample.

students feel helpless

(4,7)

.

Common mental disorders, including depression,
anxiety and stress, correlate and end up impairing

www.revistas.usp.br/smad

Data collection took place during the third quarter of
2017, in classrooms or internal spaces of the institution
that provided privacy for its development.
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A semi-structured questionnaire was applied to

observed that college students who declared themselves

identify sociodemographic data and the Self-Report

homosexual had a higher rate of suspected cases

Questionnaire, an instrument developed by the World

(52.9%), with an average of 10.7.
Skin color revealed that students who declare

Health Organization and validated in Brazil(9-10).
The Self-Report Questionnaire is an instrument that

themselves black (42.9%), white (41.2%) and brown

has 20 questions with binary answers developed as a

(36.2%) are the highest rates of suspected cases of

tracking tool for common mental disorders. However, it

common mental disorders. There were no suspected

is important to note that this instrument does not imply

cases in yellow-skinned and indigenous students.

formal psychiatric diagnosis, but indicates relevant

Regarding marital status, the highest rate of

psychological distress and deserves the attention of

suspected cases for common mental disorders was

mental health professionals

present in university students in stable union (50.0%),

(9-10)

. Data was analyzed

with an average of 12.0%.

using simple descriptive statistical analysis.
All research participants signed the Free and

The association between academic characteristics

Informed Consent Term (FICT), agreeing to participate,

and common mental disorders is presented in Table 2,

and then responded to the respective instruments for

which shows the academic variables and the tracking

this study in accordance with the specific legislation for

of common mental disorders through the application

research with human beings

of the specific instrument, including the results of non-

.

(11)

The research project was submitted to the Research

suspicious cases, suspicious cases, and Pearson’s chi-

Ethics Committee of the Amaral Carvalho Hospital and

square test (Table 2).

approved under Opinion No. 2.105.047, of June 07,

Table 1 - Association between sociodemographic

2017, in compliance with Resolution 466/12 of the

characteristics and screening for common mental

National Health Council and the Ministry of Health

disorders in college students (n = 378). Assis, SP,

.

(11)

Brazil, 2019

Results

Tracking common mental disorders
Non
suspicious
cases n (%)

Suspicious
cases n (%)

Female(222)

125 (56.3)

97 (43.7)

Male (156)

102 (65.4)

54 (34.6)

Variables (n)

Of the 378 university students interviewed, 151
(39.9%) had a classification score for a suspected case of
mood, anxiety and somatization disorders. Considering
that, when applying the Self-Report Questionnaire,
the score variation for suspected cases is eight to 20
points, which, of the university students who scored
for suspected cases of mood disorders, anxiety and
somatization, the score variation in this study was also

Sex

0.076

Sexual orientation
Heterosexual (351)

0.523
212 (60.4)

139 (39.6)

Homosexual (17)

8 (47.1)

9 (52.9)

Bisexual (10)

7 (70.0)

3 (30.0)

Skin Color

0.426

eight to 20 points, with an overall mean score of 5.9,

White (301)

177 (58.8)

124 (41.2)

and a mean of suspected cases of 10.5.

Brown (58)

37 (63.8)

21 (36.2)

Black (14)

8 (57.1)

6 (42.9)

Yelow (4)

4 (100.0)

0 (0.0)

Indigenous (1)

1 (100.0)

0 (0.0)

Single (333)

197 (59.2)

135 (40.8)

through the application of the specific instrument,

Married (24)

17 (70.8)

7 (29.2)

including the results of non-suspicious cases, suspicious

Stable Union (14)

7 (50.0)

7 (50.0)

cases, and test. Pearson’s chi-square (Table 1).

Divorced(6)

5 (83.3)

1 (16.7)

Widow (1)

1 (100.0)

0 (0.0)

Yes (319)

192 (60.2)

127 (39.8)

No (59)

35 (59.3)

24 (40.7)

No (343)

206 (60.1)

137 (39.9)

Yes (35)

21 (60.0)

14 (40.0)

No (358)

218 (60.9)

140 (39.1)

Yes (20)

9 (45.0)

11 (55.0)

The

association

between

sociodemographic

characteristics and common mental disorders is presented
in Table 1, which demonstrates sociodemographic
variables and the tracking of common mental disorders

Of the 378 students evaluated, 222 (58.7%) were
female and had a higher rate of suspected cases of
common mental disorders (43.7%), compared to male
students, 156 (41.3%), with 34.6% of suspected cases.
However, the average score of suspected cases between
women and men was 10.8 and 10.1, respectively, which
shows a similar result of intensity.
In the association between suspected cases of
common mental disorders and sexual orientation, it is

P Value*

Marital Status

0.412

Religion

0.901

Physical pathology

0.995

Psychiatric disorder

0.158

*Pearson’s chi-square test

www.revistas.usp.br/smad

Gomes CFM, Pereira Junior RJ, Cardoso JV, Silva DA.
Table 2 - Association between academic characteristics

One reason for the high rates of common mental

and screening for common mental disorders in college

disorders refers to the lifestyle of college students,

students (n = 378). Assis, SP, Brazil, 2019

consisting of the large amount of compulsory activities to

Variables (n)

Tracking common mental
disorders
Non
Non
suspicious suspicious
cases n (%) cases n (%)

Course
Law (162)

P
Value*
0.486

100 (61.7)

be performed at the university, as well as the overload, a
product of a double life consisting of academic pressure
and work load(15).
Still, environmental change, characteristic of the
transition from high school to higher education, is an

62 (38.3)

important factor for the development of stress(1).

Business
Administration(40)

17 (42.5)

23 (57.5)

In other words, the university student routine

Computer Sciences (34)

22 (64.7)

12 (35.3)

can lead to illness due to a number of factors linked to

Nursing (32)

18 (56.2)

14 (43.8)

the large amount of time that is required to be made

Advertising and marketing (28)

17 (60.7)

11 (39.3)

available to academic activities and to the demands

Chemistry (27)

17 (63.0)

10 (37.0)

related to these activities. Still, the unavailability

System A. (25)

15 (60.0)

10 (40.0)

of leisure time, which is a protective factor, reflects

Medicine (22)

16 (72.7)

6 (27.3)

Photography (8)

5 (62.5)

3 (37.5)

Shift

emotional impairment, fatigue and sleep disturbance(16).
0.357

Night(284)

171 (60.2)

113 (39.8)

Morning (72)

40 (55.6)

32 (44.4)

Full time (22)

16 (72.7)

6 (27.3)

*Pearson’s chi-square test

The high rate of common mental disorders in college
students can be affirmed when compared to other extracts
of the population, such as health workers (21%)(17).
It is important to understand the respective
vulnerabilities to the university student, however, these
questions would not justify the fact of presenting a

Regarding the courses offered by the institution

higher index for suspected cases in this region, as they

chosen for the study, there is a high rate of suspicious

are characteristic experiences in university students as a

cases for common mental disorders among Business

whole. Thus, there is a need for studies that deepen this

Administration students (57.5%), with an average of

gap of regional differentiation.

10.8, followed by students from the Nursing course

Regarding gender identification, in 43.7% of the

(43.8%), with an average of 10.4, and students of the

university students participating in this study, there

Systems Analysis course (40.0%), with an average of 9.3.

was a suspicion for common mental disorders, higher

The study shift also revealed a significant imbalance

than 34.6% of men. Regarding the statistical analysis,

in the rates of suspected cases of common mental

the result found, even if it does not deduce statistically

disorders in college students, with higher rates in

different behavior between the sexes, is close to this

morning students (44.0%), followed by night students

reality (p=0.076).

(39.8%) and full time students (27.3%).

Discussion
Among the students interviewed, the index of
suspected cases for common mental disorders was
39.9%, similar to the survey conducted in Recife
(PE), where 35% of university students had the same

Similar fact was found in a study conducted in
Botucatu (SP) where women had higher index for
common mental disorders (46.8%) compared to the
index for men (42.4%). However, this difference was
not significant(18).
This scenario can also be observed in a study
conducted with high school students where the highest
rate of common mental disorders was in women

situation(12). In Jequié (BA), the prevalence of common

(38.4%). It was also observed that the rates of suspicion

mental disorders was 32.2%(13). However, research

increased with age for students of both sexes(19).

conducted in the municipalities of Campo Grande (MS)

In the association between suspected cases of

and Dourados (MS) showed a lower rate of suspected

common mental disorders and sexual orientation,

cases of common mental disorders in college students

it is observed that college students who declared

than 25%(14).

themselves homosexual had a higher rate for suspected

This scenario allows us to state that the university

cases (52.9%). There was no specific investigation to

students participating in this study had a higher rate of

understand this fact in this population. Thus, further

suspected cases of common mental disorders compared

studies are necessary to address this differentiation in

to the rates of suspected cases in other states of Brazil.

intensity of common mental disorders.

www.revistas.usp.br/smad
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There are different results in published studies on the

Significant scarcity is observed in the literature

association between mental disorders and skin color. In

regarding the publication of studies that have as their

this study, the highest rate for common mental disorders

object of investigation the university students who are

was for college students who reported being black-

in a different area of health, this fact raises this need,

skinned (42.9%), followed by white-skinned (41.2%) and

reinforced when there are high rates of suspicion of

brown students (36.2%).

common mental disorders in this population.

National studies show higher rates, with significant

In addition to the need for studies, not least is the

difference, in people of black and brown skin color and

development of educational public policies that address

lower index of person of white skin color

all university students.

.

(20-22)

Pointing out the factors for this change of scenery

Overall, the most prominent risk factors are drug

is important in understanding the factors related to

abuse, depression, genetic inheritance, physical illness,

regional differences or even the implementation of

trauma, personality traits, sleep disorders and stress.

individual health actions.

Most mental disorders begin before age 24, affecting one

Differently from a systematic review about the
factors of illness in health students, where having

in five people. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to
establish healthy habits and relationships(25-26).

children is a protective factor against mental disorders,

About healthy habits, including physical activity, a

In this study, students who claimed to have children had

study conducted with students from a federal university

a higher rate of suspicion of common mental disorders

found that inactive students were three times more

when compared to students without children

likely to develop common mental disorders when

.

(16)

In this study, factors related to religion showed no

compared to active students. They also state that the

significant difference regarding the suspicion of mental

absence of healthy habits, the practice of physical

disorders, a result similar to a study conducted in the city

activity and the coexistence with various stressors in

of São Paulo where no significant differences were found

higher education constitute graduation as a risk phase

between religiosity and common mental disorders(23).

for common mental disorders(15).

However, the absence of religion is an important risk
factor for the development of mental disorders(16).
In the analysis of the difference in behavior for
suspected cases of common mental disorders, in the
absence or presence of physical pathologies, a tendency
towards equality was observed (p=0,995).
Concerning the academic variables, it was observed

In addition, a healthy teaching environment,
composed of student-centered teaching strategies,
favors and encourages student participation in the
learning process, a situation that can contribute to the
psychological health of students(18).

Conclusion

that undergraduate Business Administration students

In college students, a large portion of the population

had a higher rate of common mental disorders, followed

has a classification score for a suspected case of mood,

by Nursing and Systems Analysis students.

anxiety, and somatization disorders, the common mental

It is important to highlight that 57.5% of the
participants enrolled in the Administration course had

disorders, which in this study were generally present in
39.9% of participants.

a suspicious result of common mental disorders, which

The need for planning prevention and recovery

shows the immediacy of intervention in this population.

strategies related to the occurrence of common mental

Nursing students showed variation in the rates of

disorders in the Brazilian university population is clear,

common mental disorders according to the region where

given the vulnerability to which it is exposed.

they live. This fact can be affirmed when comparing the

It is emphasized, considering the high rate of

results of this study with those of a study conducted in

suspected cases of common mental disorders presented,

Rio Grande (RS), which presented an index of 25% of

which are in line with other studies, and that this

students with common mental disorders, and another

occurrence may be related to specific situations of this

study in Araçatuba (SP), with 55%

phase of life, the need to implement local student care

.

(1,24)

The lowest rate in this study was in medical
students, as 27.3% of students had results for suspected

policies that include addressing mental health issues and
considering this information in their study planning.

common mental disorders. Situation inferior when

The limitations of this study include the fact

compared to the results of studies in Jequié (BA), with

that data collection was performed in a single higher

32.3%, and in Botucatu (SP), with 44.9%(13,18).

education institution in a certain Brazilian city, a situation
www.revistas.usp.br/smad
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that does not allow to extend the findings to the entire

12. Carlotto

university population. However, it should be considered

em trabalhadores de Unidades Básicas de Saúde:

that the exposed knowledge is promising in helping

Prevalência

to understand the development of common mental

Argumento. 2016;34(85):133-46. doi: 10.7213/psicol.

disorders in the university population and in planning

argum.34.085.AO04

interventions and future investigations on the theme

13. Santos LS, Ribeiro IJS, Boery EN, Boery RNSO.

that address the gaps identified in this study.

Qualidade de vida e transtornos mentais comuns
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