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Objective: to identify the prevalence, severity and factors
associated with depression among university students in the
Federal District. Method: a cross-sectional study carried
out with 521 university students, aged between 18 and
60 years old. Depressive symptoms were assessed using
the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) scale. Descriptive
statistics and the chi-square test were used. Results:
among the 521 individuals studied, there was predominance
of females. The prevalence of depressive symptoms was
521 (96.6%) university students; 31.3% with mild depression;
23.4%, minimal depression, 13.1%, moderately severe
depression; 9.6%, severe depression; and 9.2%, moderate
depression. Family income and the semester attended are
associated factors for the severity of depression. Conclusion:
the prevalence of depression in the university environment is
common, being at a high and worrying proportion. It is crucial
to track depression, its severity and its associated factors,
in order to stimulate reflection on the theme and to think of
intervention strategies for the prevention and promotion of

mental health.

Descriptors: Depression; Students; Universities; Mental
Health.
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Prevaléncia, severidade e fatores associados a
depressao em estudantes universitarios

Objetivo: identificar a prevaléncia, a severidade e os fatores associados a depressdo entre
estudantes universitarios no Distrito Federal. Método: estudo transversal realizado com 521
estudantes universitarios, com idade entre 18 e 60 anos. Os sintomas depressivos foram avaliados
através da escala Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9). Utilizou-se estatistica descritiva e o teste
do qui-quadrado. Resultados: dentre os 521 individuos estudados, houve predominio do sexo
feminino. A prevaléncia de sintomas depressivos foi de 521 (96,6%) estudantes universitarios,
sendo 31,3% com depressdo suave, 23,4%, depressao minima, 13,1% depressdo moderadamente
grave, 9,6% depressdo grave e 9,2% depressao moderada. A renda familiar e o semestre cursado
sdo fatores associados para a severidade da depressdo. Conclusao: a prevaléncia da depressao no
ambiente universitario € comum, sendo uma proporgdo alta e preocupante. E crucial o rastreamento
da depressdo, sua severidade e seus fatores associados, a fim de estimular reflexdo sobre a

tematica e pensar em estratégias de intervencdo para a prevengdo e promogdo da salide mental.

Descritores: Depressdo; Estudantes; Universidades; Salde Mental.

Prevalencia, gravedad y factores asociados a la
depresion en estudiantes universitarios

Objetivo: identificar la prevalencia, la gravedad y los factores asociados a la depresion entre
los estudiantes universitarios del Distrito Federal. Método: estudio transversal realizado con
521 estudiantes universitarios, con edades comprendidas entre 18 y 60 afios. Los sintomas
depresivos se evaluaron mediante la escala del Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9). Se
utilizd estadistica descriptiva y la prueba de chi-cuadrado. Resultados: Entre los 521 individuos
estudiados, predominé el sexo femenino. La prevalencia de sintomas depresivos fue de 521
(96.6%) estudiantes universitarios, 31.3% con depresion leve, 23.4%, depresion minima, 13.1%
depresion moderadamente severa, 9.6% depresion severa y 9, 2% de depresion moderada.
Los ingresos familiares y el semestre asistido son factores asociados para la gravedad de la
depresidn. Conclusién: la prevalencia de depresion en el entorno universitario es comun, siendo
una proporcién alta y preocupante. Es crucial rastrear la depresion, su gravedad y sus factores
asociados, para estimular la reflexion sobre el tema y pensar en estrategias de intervencién para

la prevencion y promocion de la salud mental.

Descriptores: Depresion; Estudiantes; Universidades; Salud Mental.
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Introduction

Depression is a psychiatric chronic disease that
affects more than 300 million people worldwide®,
increasing among the university population®19, It is
characterized by severe or persistent sadness, interfering
with personal life, and it often decreases enjoyment in the
individual’s daily activity. Among the possible etiologies
of this disease, biological and psychosocial factors can
be mentioned®V,

There are examples of some of these factors that
influence on the emergence of depression, which are
commonly evidenced in the university context: difficulty
in reconciling personal life with academic life, sleep
loss, feeling of guilt, reduced self-esteem, fatigue,
dissatisfaction with the course, family conflicts, problems
with social and interpersonal relationships, low income,
unemployment, sedentarism, and loneliness(*2-13),

Although this is the disease of the century, there
still is too much prejudice, taboo, and misinformation
towards depression, as its prognosis is provided through
clinical information from the patient and with the use of
scales to help in the diagnosis, without the need to run
additional tests. This makes a lot of people not to believe
in the existence of the disease and, sometimes, the illness
is mistaken for laziness, discouragement, and lack of
interest, which causes more suffering to the patient*®,

Depression among students is recognized, throughout
the graduation course, as having consequences in several
life spheres, such as personal, family, professional,
and academic. In the academic setting, the following
characteristics are observed in students diagnosed
with depression: drop in performance, increased risk of
abandonment/discontinuation of the course, and increased
risk of suicide417),

Considering the high prevalence of depression in
the world-19 and its negative impact on multiple aspects
of life, especially, on the university population820 it is
believed that early identification of the disease, its severity,
and its associated factors is crucial for the population,
health professionals, governmental bodies, and public
policy managers to recognize the impact of this disease,
in order to stimulate the reflection on the theme and to
investigate the development of strategies/action aimed at
preventing the disease and promoting mental health, for
example, in the university setting®32!24, Therefore, the
aim of this study is to identify the prevalence, severity,
and the factors associated with depression in students
from a private Higher Education Institution (HEI) in the

Federal District.
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Method

Study design/locus/period

This is a cross-sectional and descriptive study
that was carried in a private HEI located in Brasilia,
Federal District, Brazil. This Teaching Institution had
5,507 students enrolled in various knowledge fields, such
as Health Sciences, Exact Sciences, and Human Sciences,
during the study data collection period. Data collection
took place between April and May 2019.

Sample selection

Students between 18 and 60 years of age, regularly
enrolled in the HEI, were the subjects of the research,

and a convenience sample was used.
Data collection

A structured questionnaire which was elaborated
by the researchers themselves was used to collect the
sociodemographic data. To evaluate the frequency of
the signs and symptoms of depression in the last two
weeks, the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9)
was used. This questionnaire was validated in Brazil
for its use in the adult population and has 9 questions
arranged in a 4-point scale which goes from 0 (not
once) to 3 (almost every day), with a score sum ranging
from 0 to 27 points. A total score from 1 to 4 indicates
minimal depression; from 5 to 9, mild depression;
from 10 to 14, moderate depression; from 15 to 19,
moderately severe depression; and from 20 to 27,
severe depression. In addition, this instrument is used
to indicate greater depression, when the total score is
equal to or higher than 10 points(18-19.25),

Data collection took place in a university environment
by inviting the students to participate in the study.
Subsequently, the researchers explained the study details,
read the Free and Informed Consent Form (FICF) and,
those who accepted, were asked to sign it and were given
the questionnaires.

Data analysis

The collected data were analyzed through the
Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) software,
version 21.0. The categorical variables were expressed
as absolute frequency, and the percentages and the
continuous variables were analyzed with median and
interquartile range, depending on their nature. The
chi-square test was used to identify the association
of the sociodemographic and academic variables with
the severity levels of depression. The associations with
p < 0.05 were adopted as statistically significant.
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Ethical aspects

The study was approved by the Institution Ethics
Committee, under opinion No. 3,193,785; CAAE:
08598819.4.0000.5056. All the participants signed the
FICF.

Results

A total of 521 university students participated in
the study, with an age median of 21 years old, ranging

from 19 to 23 years of age. Most of them were women,

347 (66.6%), 259 (49.7%) were single, 117 (21.7%) did
some work activity, and 258 attended the initial semesters
of the graduation course. Regarding the courses, most
of the participants were attending the Nursing course,
147 (26.7%), followed by Law with 110 (20.0%), and
by Odontology with 72 (13.1%).

As for the distribution of depression among the
students, 163 (31.3%) were classified as individuals with
mild depression, 122 (23.4%) as with minimal depression,
100 (19.2%) as with moderate depression, 68 (13.1%)
as with moderately severe depression, and 50 (9.6%) as
with severe depression (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 - Frequency of depression in university students according to the PHQ-9 scale classification, Brasilia, FD,

Brazil, 2019

Regarding the association of the sociodemographic
and academic factors with the severity levels of depression,
it was verified that family income and the semester
attended showed statistical significance (Table 1).

Table 1 - Associations of the sociodemographic and
academic variables with the severity of the depressive
symptoms in university students. Brasilia, FD, Brazil, 2019

Depression- n (%)

Variables Minimal/  Moderate/ p’
Mild Severe
Gender 0.137
Female 171 (63.1) 165(71.1)
Male 96 (35.4) 63 (27.2)
Relationship status 0.310
Single 133 (49.1) 121 (52.2)
Dating 80 (29.5) 70 (30.2)
Married 21(7.7) 13 (5.6)
Otherst 36 (13.3) 27 (11.6)
Profession 0.700

(to be continued...)

(Table 1 - continuation)

Depression- n (%)

Variables Minimal/  Moderate/ p’
Mild Severe
Student 198 (73.1) 159 (68.5)
Student/Worker 51(18.8) 56 (24.1)
Others* 20 (7.4) 17 (7.4)
Individual
income(minimum
0.663
wage 2019-
R$998,00)
Up to one
. 62 (22.9) 65 (28.0)
minimum wage
01 to 03 minimum
55(20.3) 51 (22.0)
wages
03 to 05 minimum
9(3.3) 5(2.2)
wages
05 to 15 minimum
3(1.1) 1(0.4)

wages

(to be continued...)
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(Table 1 - continuation)

Depression- n (%)

Variables Minimal/  Moderate/ p
Mild Severe
More than 15
. 2(0.7) 0(0.0)
minimum wages
No family income 135 (49.8) 107 (46.1)
Family
income(minimum
0.006
wage 2019-
R$998,00)
Up to one
. 19(7.0) 25(10.8)
minimum wage
01 to 03 minimum
105 (38.7) 84 (36.2)
wages
03 to 05 minimum
70 (25.8) 68 (29.3)
wages
05 to 15 minimum
47 (17.3) 30 (12.9)
wages
More than 15
. 15 (5.5) 8(3.4)
minimum wages
No family income 8(3.0) 12 (5.2)
Course 0.418
Law 57 (21.0) 41 (17.7)
Physical
i 28 (10.3) 15(6.5)
Education
Nursing 61(22.5) 71 (30.6)
Pharmacy 15 (5.5) 12 (5.2)
Physiotherapy 24 (8.9) 23 (9.9)
Odontology 37 (13.7) 29 (12.5)
Others(Crush)s 48 (17.7) 39 (16.6)
Semester 0.004
st 66 (24.4) 37 (15.9)
2nd 8 (3.0) 8(3.4)
3rd 60 (22.1) 52 (22.4)
4t 4 (1.5) 9(3.9)
5th 25(9.2) 18 (7.8)
6n 16 (5.9) 9(3.9)
7t 42 (15.5) 28 (12.1)
8h 18 (6.6) 20 (8.6)
ot 21(7.7) 36 (15.5)
10t 5(1.8) 10 (4.3)

“Chi-square test; 'Others = Administration, Architecture, Accounting
Sciences, Civil Engineering, Environmental Management, Medicine,
Nutrition, Psychology, Student/Intern, Student/Worker/Volunteer;
50thers(Crush) = Stable Union

Discussion

The results of this study cause concerns due to the
high frequency of depression (96.6%) in its sample, with
varying severity. As pointed out in the literature, this is
a considerable problem, since depression is a disabling
disease which can even lead to suicide®®, Although the
mild level presented the highest frequency classification of

depression in this sample, it is essential that the academic
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community draws due attention to this population because
of the risk for this level to evolve to the highest levels of
the disease, according to the classification in the PHQ-9
scale®),

A cross-sectional study conducted with 1,245 students
in Saudi Arabia showed that 34% of the participants had
mild depression; 26%, minimal depression; 24.6%,
moderate depression;10.4%, moderately severe
depression; and 5%, severe depression®”), Likewise,
the present study showed similar results with regard to
the classification percentage, mild depression being the
most common in this sample, which can be perceived in
daily habits as polyphagia and hyporexia, procrastination,
apathy, carelessness with personal hygiene, constant
desire to sleep or stay in bed, and excessive use of social
mediat4.,

On the other hand, another cross-sectional study
conducted by Andreas and Brunborg with a sample of
1,326 Norwegian students, verified that the score of
minimal depression was the most frequent (46.8%), a
result which differs from the one observed in this study®?.
It is important to note that, in several aspects, the reality
of these countries is different from the Brazilian’s and,
even so, they have results similar to those of this study.

In a cross-sectional study conducted with 234 medical
students from the Pernambuco Health School, whose aim
was to determine the prevalence of depression symptoms,
it was verified that 5.6% of the participants manifested
symptoms suggestive of depression. Also, an association
of the prevalence of depression symptoms with the use
of psychoactive and illicit drugs was observed, which
indicates the need for prevention measures and early
diagnosis of the disease?"),

In Brazil, there are few actions for the promotion/
prevention of mental health in the university environment;
however, some HEIs have been raising discussions as
for the topics related to mental health and developing
health promotion/prevention activities for this target
population(8-29),

As an example, an action conducted by the University
of Rio Grande do Norte can be mentioned: in 2018, it
promoted a project called Integrative Practices in the
Health Sciences School, with the objective to develop
weekly psychosocial appointments with psycho-
pedagogues and educational and clinical psychologists©®.

Another successful experience identified in the
literature was the one conducted by the Federal University
of Pernambuco, which used positive psychology to
stimulate feelings of well-being, happiness, and pleasure
in the academic population®V. The main objective of
positive psychology is to encourage positive feelings, that
is, it does not aim to minimize psychiatric symptoms or
negative emotions. The case is that, when they have
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positive thoughts, human beings tend to diminish negative
feelings as a consequence®?),

Thinking about the mental health of the population,
psychology professionals from the state of Minas Gerais
created a campaign called “White January”, planned
and designed to promote the citizens’ emotional health,
seeking political, social, and cultural strategies for
emotional distress to be prevented, known, and fought
by the whole population©?,

By means of a number of studies, the Federal
University of Rio Grande do Sul also disclosed examples of
health promotion actions. For example, the promotion of
debates in meetings and rounds of talks with students and
teachers about mental health in the institution in order to
create initiatives to reduce mental pathological processes
in this population(34)., Likewise, in this institution a specific
material for an institutional website called “Mental Health”
was developed, which gathered several instructions on the
recognition of signs and symptoms of psychic suffering,
in addition to indicating places for psychological support.
Another project that took place in this organization, called
“Take it Easy” and developed by students, had as its action
the work of students who played the role of “mental health
agents”, by helping other students with psychic/emotional
problems to find support placesG9.

A number of studies show that health promotion
strategies in the academic setting exert a positive
influence on the improvement of health, reduce risk
behaviors, and improve the students’ physical and social
environment. Furthermore, they are essential so that the
students perceive the importance of balancing their daily
activities with leisure activities, such as diverse relaxation
techniques, interaction with other students, and playful
dynamics(22:24),

Given the aforementioned successful experiences,
the importance of actions directed to the promotion and
prevention of health is highlighted. As pointed out in the
results of this study, family income and the semester
are factors that can exert an influence on depression
and on its severity. It is therefore understood that the
identification of such factors is essential to support the
promotion and prevention actions for mental health,
considering that these factors are some of the critical
nodes that lead to depression.

Diverse evidence shows the association of
the socioeconomic factors with mental problems,
such as depression. For example, in a study by
Yohannes and collaborators, whose objective was to
explore the socioeconomic status of families having a
member with a severe mental disorder (SMD; psychosis or
bipolar disorder) or depression, in comparison to families
with no affected individuals, the results show that those
that have a member with a severe mental disorder or
depression were socioeconomically disadvantaged when

compared with the general population. Likewise, in a study
conducted in Germany with 12,484 participants, which
aimed to analyze the cross-sectional and longitudinal
association of three defined dimensions (schooling,
occupational position, and liquid household income) of
the Higher Education System with the occurrence of
high depressive symptoms in relation to the impact of
important co-variables, it was observed that socioeconomic
status plays an important role in the development of the
severity of the depressive symptoms and that, the greater
the income, the lower the risk to develop depressive
symptomsG5-36),

It is understood that, based on the factors identified,
more health strategies can be planned and carried out
in different communities and in health and teaching
institutions. In addition, the importance of this survey
for the adequacy of such strategies is emphasized, so
that mental health actions are shaped to the reality of
each population and place.

Although it was not one of the objectives of this
study, it is important to highlight that the HEI where this
research was carried out has a support center for the
student in terms of psychosocial monitoring. Thus, it is
believed that the findings of this study can contribute to
decision-making related to actions planned for the profile
of this university target population, aiming at decreasing
depressive symptomatology and at stimulating awareness
in the academic community on the factors leading to
depression.

However, it is worth mentioning the need to sensitize
the university population as for the identification of the
depressive signs/symptoms, for the search by the mental
health support services, by the students themselves and/
or by referencing from professors/coordinators of the
HEI courses.

It is worth highlighting that this study was limited
by information loss, since data collection was conducted
by applying a questionnaire and some students left some
questions unanswered.

Conclusion

It is believed that disclosing the results of this
research is important for knowledge, both of the academic
community and of the external community of the HEI,
due to the high frequency of depression (96.1%) and
its associated factors, so that these populations are
encouraged to discuss the theme, as well as to develop/
reflect on actions for the promotion and prevention of
mental health in the university environment. Thus, it is
crucial to think together about efficient ways to identify
individuals in the academic setting with psychic-emotional
problems and to survey the causes that lead to such
disorders, such as depression, object of this study.
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It is also believed that more studies on the frequency
and associated factors of depression in university students
are needed, in the different regions of the country, in order
to increase the theoretical-scientific background about the
disease and, therefore, raise awareness in the population
on the importance of talking about the topic, aiming at
preventing complications emerging from depression, like
suicide.
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