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ABSTRACT: Common Mental Disorders (CMDs) can be triggered by situations of 

psychological distress and may be influenced by socio-demographic variables. In the university 

context, these disorders may arise due to lack of time for health care, the stigmatization of 

mental illnesses, and difficulties adapting to the academic environment. This study aimed to 

characterize university students in terms of mental health indicators and perceived social 

support, comparing students from Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) 

and Health Sciences courses through a survey. Based on responses from 638 students (85.4% 

from STEM and 14.5% from Health Sciences), the results showed low levels of psychological 

distress and high levels of perceived social support, with significant differences between 

courses and genders. The findings suggest that social support and physical activity contribute 

to maintaining mental health, and no evidence of psychological distress directly attributable to 

university education was identified. 

 

KEYWORDS: Psychological distress. Mental health. Social support. Students. 

 

RESUMEN: Los Trastornos Mentales Comunes (TMC) pueden ser desencadenados por 

situaciones de sufrimiento psicológico y pueden estar influenciados por variables 

sociodemográficas. En el contexto universitario, estos trastornos pueden surgir debido a la 

falta de tiempo para el autocuidado, la estigmatización de las enfermedades mentales y las 

dificultades de adaptación al entorno académico. Este estudio tuvo como objetivo caracterizar 

a los estudiantes universitarios en cuanto a los indicadores de salud mental y la percepción de 

apoyo social, comparando a alumnos de carreras en las áreas de Ciencia, Tecnología, 

Ingeniería y Matemáticas (STEM) y Ciencias de la Salud (CS) mediante una encuesta. A partir 

de las respuestas de 638 estudiantes (85,4% de STEM y 14,5% de CS), se observó un bajo nivel 

de sufrimiento psicológico y una alta percepción de apoyo social, con diferencias significativas 

entre carreras y géneros. Los hallazgos sugieren que el apoyo social y la práctica de actividad 

física contribuyen al mantenimiento de la salud mental, además de no haberse identificado 

indicios de malestar psicológico atribuible directamente a la formación universitaria. 

 

PALABRAS CLAVE: Distres psicológico. Salud mental. Apoyo social. Estudiantes. 

 

RESUMO: Os Transtornos Mentais Comuns (TMCs) podem ser desencadeados por situações 

de sofrimento psicológico, podendo ser influenciados por variáveis sociodemográficas. No 

contexto universitário, esses transtornos podem ser provocados pela falta de tempo para 

cuidados com a saúde, pela estigmatização de doenças mentais e por dificuldades de adaptação 

ao ambiente acadêmico. Este estudo objetivou caracterizar universitários quanto aos índices 

de saúde mental e à percepção de suporte social, comparando alunos de cursos das áreas de 

Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) e de Ciências da Saúde (CS) por meio de 

um survey. A partir das respostas de 638 estudantes (85,4% STEM, e 14,5% CS) observou-se 

um baixo índice de sofrimento psicológico e alta percepção de suporte social, com diferenças 

significativas entre os cursos e entre os gêneros. Os achados sugerem que o suporte social e a 

prática de atividades físicas contribuem para a manutenção da saúde mental, além de não 

terem sido identificados indícios de adoecimento psicológico atribuídos diretamente à 

graduação. 

 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Sofrimento psicológico. Saúde mental. Apoio social. Estudantes.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Common Mental Disorders (CMD) can arise from prolonged periods of psychological 

distress, with anxiety and depressive mood being the most prevalent symptoms in these 

conditions (Campos et al., 2020; Lopes et al., 2022). It is understood that the development of 

CMD is strongly influenced by socio-cultural variables, such as financial conditions, gender, 

race, and other social markers (Gomes et al., 2020). In addition to socio-demographic variables, 

family, social, educational, and work contexts also act as risk or protective factors for the 

development of CMD; among these contexts is entry into and persistence in higher education. 

It should be noted here that CMD is not a psychiatric disorder per se, but rather a set of 

intrapersonal emotional, cognitive, and somatic relationships that negatively impact those 

affected (Monteiro et al., 2019). 

Entering and persisting in higher education have been linked to the onset or worsening 

of mental health conditions (Graner & Cerqueira, 2019). Although experiences in higher 

education (HE) provide opportunities for developing new skills and professional growth, this 

environment is simultaneously marked by challenges related to adapting to a new phase with 

specific demands and requirements (Bolsoni-Silva et al., 2020; Fior & Almeida, 2023; Silva & 

Ximenes, 2022). Another factor affecting students is the unmet expectation that this 

environment will be welcoming and fun, as if it were an extension of high school (Sunde et al., 

2022). Even so, a large proportion of college students (specifically younger students and males) 

tend to cope with their distress alone (Montagni et al., 2020). Research on mental health issues 

(i.e., depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation) among young college students has identified several 

predictive variables related to the phenomenon. Correlations have been found between CMD 

and other psychological distress, such as difficulties adapting to the academic environment 

(Sunde et al., 2022), difficulties with time management and social skills (Bolsoni-Silva et al., 

2020), task overload and academic social pressure (Campos et al., 2020; Gomes et al., 2020; 

Gundim et al., 2022), socio-demographic characteristics, and student retention policies (Fior & 

Almeida 2023). 

Furthermore, the covid-19 pandemic and social distancing policies have had negative 

impacts on the mental health of college students, resulting in increased rates of CMD, 

particularly among the most vulnerable students (Chien et al., 2022; Ribeiro et al., 2023). 

Gundim et al. (2022) demonstrated a prevalence of CMD following the pandemic period, 

particularly among nursing students. However, the literature also includes studies with 
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divergent results, in which the majority of students do not exhibit clinical symptoms related to 

depression, anxiety, or stress (Graner & Cerqueira, 2019; Rocha et al., 2021).  

Variability in mental health indices and the prevalence of MHD among university 

students may stem from institutional conditions, such as the climate of the educational 

organization (Hoy et al., 2015), or from individual conditions, such as the presence of 

psychological distress prior to entering university (Bolsoni-Silva et al., 2022). Furthermore, 

there are indications that university students are exposed to situations negatively correlated with 

mental health, such as the abusive use of alcohol and other drugs (Fagundes et al., 2020), and 

poor sleep quality due to the multiple demands of work, study, and home life (Gomes et al., 

2020). Currently, excessive use of social media is also emerging as a factor detrimental to the 

mental health of this population (Andrade et al., 2021; Ortuño-Sierra, 2024). 

In an integrative literature review, Graner and Cerqueira (2019) identified risk and 

protective factors frequently associated with CMD among college students. The six main risk 

factors were: socio-demographic conditions (i.e., female gender, older age, and low income); 

health conditions (i.e., smoking and use of psychoactive substances, low physical activity, sleep 

quality, diet, and psychological distress/history of mental health issues); relational conditions 

(i.e., difficulty making friends, adjustment difficulties, feelings of rejection and not belonging, 

lack of social support); perceptions of academic life (i.e., first and final years in higher 

education, institutional pressure, uncertainty about course choice); psychological conditions 

(i.e., poor self-awareness, lack of coping strategies, deficits in authenticity and dispositional 

control); and, finally, social variables and violence (i.e., social discrimination based on markers 

of oppression such as gender, age, social class, sexual orientation, and others).  

In summary, DMC can be triggered by psychological distress influenced by both socio-

demographic and psychological variables (Campos et al., 2020; Gomes et al., 2020; Graner and 

Cerqueira, 2019). The higher education environment can be marked simultaneously by 

rewarding opportunities and by exhausting challenges and demands, which may lead to adverse 

effects on college students’ mental health (Bolsoni-Silva et al., 2020; Fior & Almeida, 2023; 

Silva & Ximenes, 2022; Sunde et al., 2022). Among its consequences, the pandemic has also 

harmed the mental health of this segment of the population, as well as increased rates of DMC 

and social media use, which has drawn attention to problematic internet use (Gundim et al., 

2022; Ricarte, 2020; Ortuño-Sierra, 2024). Despite this, some studies indicate that the sample 

of university students analyzed did not exhibit symptoms related to mental health conditions, 
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making further research on the topic necessary using multiple methodologies and across various 

universities (Bolsoni-Silva et al., 2022; Rocha et al., 2021).   

Given this context, the objective of this study was to identify and characterize university 

students’ mental health indicators and perceptions of social support based on two socio-

demographic variables: gender and field of study. This study aims to quantitatively understand 

the “picture” of university students’ psychological conditions, with a view to designing future 

projects focused on the remediation, prevention, and maintenance of mental health and well-

being.  

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This is an observational, descriptive, cross-sectional study that assessed mental health 

and perceived social support among college students. The study was approved by the Ethics 

Committee (No. 6.650.812; CAAE: 77212624.0.0000.5097) and is based on the analysis of data 

collected by the Emotional Collaboration Laboratory at the Higher Education Institution. This 

laboratory systematically monitors students through educational programs, experiential 

activities, workshops, and institutional support for socio-emotional needs.  

 

Participants 

 

A total of 1,164 students from a higher education institution in a city in the interior of 

the state of São Paulo participated in the study. Students from all programs, class schedules, 

and semesters were invited to voluntarily complete the questionnaires. Of the total, 818 

consented to the use of their data for this study; 638 of these questionnaires were included in 

the analysis because they were fully completed. Thus, the sample for this study consists of 545 

STEM students and 93 Health Sciences students (Biomedicine, Nursing, Dentistry, Veterinary 

Medicine, and Psychology). Among the STEM3 students (Science, Technology, Engineering, 

and Math), 407 self-identified as male, 138 as female, and one person as non-binary; among 

the Health Sciences students, there were 17 males, 76 females, and two non-binary individuals. 

The mean age of all students was 21 years (Dp = 4.8). 

  

 
3 Science, Technology, Engineering and Math. 
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Instruments 

 

The sample was drawn from the database compiled by the University Center’s 

Emotional Collaboration Laboratory. Data were collected between April and May 2024. Data 

collection was conducted via an online form, which was distributed in person and through a 

digital app. The instruments used were: 

 

1. A socio-demographic questionnaire containing 20 related questions to identify the 

participants’ socio-demographic characteristics; 

2. The Depression, Anxiety, Stress Scale (DASS-21) (Vignola & Tucci, 2014). This self-

report instrument consists of 21 items, seven for each of the assessed factors. The 

assessed factors are depression (α = 0.92), anxiety (α = 0.85), and stress (α = 0.90). This 

instrument uses a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 to 4. We followed the suggestion 

by Martins et al. (2019) to analyze the results of the anxiety subscale by omitting item 

2 (i.e., “I felt my mouth was dry”) due to the low factor loading of this item; 

3. Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) (Brugnoli et al., 2022). A 

self-report instrument consisting of 12 items, divided into four items per factor: (1) 

family social support, (2) social support from friends, and (3) social support from other 

significant others. The three factors presented a factor loading of α = 0.96 in the 

validation and adaptation study of the scale. 

 

Data analysis procedure 

 

Descriptive and inferential statistics were calculated using JASP software. Given the 

imbalance between the sample groups and the lack of normality in the distributions, 

comparisons were performed using the Mann–Whitney test. To avoid interpretations based 

exclusively on statistical significance, effect sizes were also reported using the biserial rank 

correlation, allowing for an assessment of the magnitude of the differences between the groups. 

Finally, Spearman’s correlation was used to verify the direction and strength of the relationships 

between variables. 
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RESULTS  

 

In this section, we will present the results based on the participants’ socio-demographic 

characteristics and psychometric assessments. Next, we will examine the differences in 

students’ mean scores according to their fields of study (STEM and HS) and gender (male and 

female). Finally, we will present the correlation between mental health indices and social 

support. Discussions and suggestions for future research, as well as considerations regarding 

the mental and psychosocial health of college students, will be addressed in the next section. 

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the sample for this study. A total of 638 students 

participated, including 545 STEM students and 93 HS students; regarding gender, there were 

424 male participants, 214 female participants, and three non-binary individuals. The 

significant imbalance between participants from the two fields may have occurred because the 

Health Sciences programs were recently established, with no graduating class at the time of 

data collection. Additionally, STEM programs exhibit a marked gender bias, with 74% of 

students self-identifying as male. The fact that there is a significant number of male STEM 

students is a distinguishing feature of this study, given that most of the literature reviewed was 

based on research where the majority of the sample consisted of students in the health or 

humanities fields (Brugnoli et al., 2022; Cutrim et al., 2025; Fagundes et al., 2020; Maciel et 

al., 2023). In addition to gender, it was observed that 87.7% of students identify as heterosexual, 

with this group representing 90.2% of students in STEM programs. The students’ racial identity 

is predominantly white (76.4%), followed by Black and Brown (18.4%). Of the participants, 

65.5% work during off-hours, and only 14% sleep eight or more hours per night. 

Regarding variables related to mental health, it was found that 35.7% of students had a 

history of mental health issues prior to entering higher education, and this percentage remained 

largely unchanged, as 32.6% reported experiencing mental health issues during their time in 

higher education. The prevalence of psychological distress before or during HE is higher among 

HS students, as is the use of psychotropic medications, observed in 15% of these students, 

compared to 6.4% of STEM students. Physical activity was more common among STEM 

students (45.4%) than among HS students (30.5%). 
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Table 1. 

Socio-demographic and health characteristics of STEM and HS students 
 STEM (%) HS (%) Total (%) 

n 545 (85.4) 93 (14.5) 638 (100) 

Gender    

Male 407 (74) 17 (17.8) 424 (66.4) 

Female 138 (25) 76 (80) 214 (33.5) 

Non-binary 1 (0.1) 2 (2.1) 3 (4) 

    

Sexual orientation    

Heterosexual 493 (90.2) 67 (70) 560 (87.7) 

LGBT 53 (9.7) 28 (30) 81 (12.6) 

    

Race/ethnicity    

White 411 (75.2) 77 (81) 488 (76.4) 

Black and Brown 106 (19) 12 (12) 118 (18.4) 

Asian 24 (4.3) 6 (6.3) 30 (4.7) 

    

Work    

Yes 367 (67.2) 51 (53.6) 418 (65.5) 

No 179 (32.7) 44 (46.3) 223 (34.9) 

    

Physical activity    

Yes 248 (45.4) 29 (30.5) 277 (43.4) 

No 145 (26.5) 32 (33.6) 177 (27.7) 

Sometimes 153 (28) 34 (25.7) 187 (29.3) 

    

Mental health issues before college    

Yes 169 (30.9) 59 (62.1) 228 (35.7) 

No 242 (44.3) 25 (26.3) 267 (41.8) 

Doesn’t know 135 (24.7) 11 (11.5) 146 (22.8) 

    

Mental health issues during college    

Yes 154 (28.2) 54 (56.8) 208 (32.6) 

No 275 (50.3) 24 (25.2) 299 (46.8) 

Doesn’t know 117 (21.4) 17 (17.8) 134 (21.0) 

    

Use of psychotropic drugs    

Yes 35 (6.4) 15 (15.7) 50 (7.8) 

No 492 (90.1) 74 (77.8) 566 (88.7) 

Doesn’t know 19 (3.4) 6 (6.3) 25 (3.9) 

    

Average number of hours of sleep per night    

Less than 4 6 (1.0) 3 (3.1) 9 (1.4) 

4 30 (5.4) 4 (1.2) 34 (5.3) 

5 108 (19.7) 17 (17.8) 125 (19.5) 

6 188 (34.4) 35 (36.8) 223 (34.9) 

7 134 (24.5) 21 (22.1) 155 (24.2) 

8 68 (12.4) 10 (10.5) 78 (12.2) 

More than 8 12 (2.1) 5 (5.2) 17 (2.6) 

Note. Prepared by the authors based on survey data. 

 

When comparing mental health factors (i.e., depression, anxiety, and stress) and 

perceived social support (i.e., family, friends, and other significant others), it was found that 

both groups (STEM and HS students) had low scores on the DASS-21 and high scores on the 
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MSPSS scales. This indicates that psychological distress is below clinical thresholds, and the 

perception of social support is above the midpoint of the scale. All self-report data should be 

interpreted with caution, as it requires a significant degree of self-reflection. 

 

Table 2. 

Differences in mental health and perceived social support among STEM and HS students 

  STEM HS U Effect size¹ p 

DASS-21 

Depression 0.97 (0.8) 1.31 (0.9) 19787.000 -0.219 < .001 

Anxiety 0.98 (0.8) 1.64 (0.8) 15172.000 -0.401 < .001 

Stress 1.20 (0.7) 1.78 (0.7) 15102.500 -0.404 < .001 

       

MSPSS 

Family 5.33 (1.6) 5.33 (1.5) 25455.500 0.004 0.945 

Friends 5.14 (1.6) 5.33 (1.6) 23347.500 -0.079 0.222 

Significant 

others 

5.61 (1.5) 5.98 (1.3) 21603.000 -0.148 0.020 

Caption: STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math), HS (Health Sciences), Mann–Whitney U, ¹Rank-

biserial correlation. 
Note. Prepared by the authors based on survey data. 

 

Table 2 shows that the mental health scores of HS students are significantly higher on 

average than those of STEM students, indicating greater psychological distress. These results 

should be interpreted with caution given the imbalance in the number of participants between 

the groups; thus, in addition to the p-value, it is recommended to consider the effect size of the 

results. Particularly regarding anxiety and stress indices, the effect size of the differences 

between the means was moderate (0.401 and 0.404, respectively). However, no difference was 

found between the means of the STEM and HS groups regarding perceived social support across 

the three assessed factors (i.e., family, friends, and significant others). 

The same pattern of differences is observed when analyzing the mean differences and 

effect sizes based on grouping students by gender (Table 3). Women had significantly higher 

means for depression, anxiety, and stress. Again, anxiety and stress were the categories with 

moderate effect sizes (0.483 and 0.480, respectively). There was also a statistically significant 

difference for the “significant others” factor (U = 36339.000, p < 0.001), though with a small 

effect size (-0.199). Given the small number of non-binary individuals (n = 3), no analysis of 

mean differences was conducted for this group. 
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Table 3. 

Differences in mental health indicators and perceived social support by student gender 
  Male Female U Effect size² p 

DASS-21 

Depression 0.89 (0.7) 1.25 (0.9) 35164.000 -0.225 < .001 

Anxiety 0.71 (0.7) 1.59 (0.8) 23452.500 -0.483 < .001 

Stress 1.06 (0.7) 1.73 (0.7) 23585.000 -0.480 < .001 

       

MSPSS 

Family 5.27 (1.6) 5.47 (1.5) 42312.500 -0.067 0.161 

Friends 5.07 (1.6) 5.36 (1.5) 40392.500 -0.110 0.023 

Others 5.50 (1.5) 6.02 (1.2) 36339.000 -0.199 < .001 

Caption: ²Rank-bisserial correlation. 

Note. Prepared by the authors based on survey data. 

 

We chose to perform a Spearman correlation test to examine the relationships between 

mental health factors and perceived social support in this sample. Table 4 shows that the 

depression factor is correlated with all other factors. Furthermore, with the exception of the 

“significant others” factor in the MSPSS, all factors were correlated with one another, with 

variations in the strength of these correlations. 

 

Table 4. 

Correlation between Mental Health (DASS-21) and Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) indices 
 Depression Anxiety Stress Family Family Others 

Depression -      

 -      

Anxiety 0.727*** -     

 < .001 -     

Stress 0.739*** 0.839*** -    

 < .001 < .001 -    

Family -0.318*** -0.214*** 0.185*** -   

 < .001 < .001 < .001 -   

Friends -0.204*** -0.102** -0.102** 0.417*** -  

 < .001 0.010 0.010 < .001 -  

Others -0.206*** -0.062 -0.029 0.600*** 0.521*** - 

 < .001 0.117 0.460 < .001 < .001 - 

Caption: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Note. Prepared by the authors based on survey data. 

  

The correlation matrix shows that the mental health indices for depression, anxiety, and 

stress exhibit strong associations with one another (above .70). In addition, the mental health 

indices of depression and anxiety showed moderate and small-to-moderate negative 

correlations with the “family” support perception index, indicating the importance of family 

ties as a protective factor in mental health. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

The objective of this study was to characterize university students in STEM and Health 

Sciences programs in terms of mental health indicators and perceptions of social support. 

Overall, the results provide an initial overview of these dimensions in the context under 

investigation and highlight relevant factors for the development of institutional strategies aimed 

at promoting well-being and quality of life at the university. Based on socio-demographic data, 

the sample of this study is predominantly composed of self-identified white students (n = 488), 

male students (n = 424), and students in STEM fields (n = 545). The significant number of 

STEM students is a distinguishing feature of this study, considering that Brugnoli et al. (2022) 

highlighted the importance of conducting research with diverse population samples that are not 

limited to health-related courses, which are frequently represented in the literature. Overall, the 

data indicate satisfactory levels of mental health and perceived social support among 

participants; however, there are points for discussion regarding the grouping of these students 

by field of study and gender. 

Regarding mental health, the data contradict some studies, such as that by Monteiro et 

al. (2019), which indicate that undergraduate students experience mental health issues during 

their studies. Although Graner and Cerqueira (2019) report that rates of CMD among college 

students are higher than in the general population, the results of this study indicated low levels 

of psychological distress, corroborating the research by Rocha et al. (2021), which also did not 

identify symptoms corresponding to these conditions. 

Among HS participants, 62.1% (n = 59) reported having experienced psychological 

distress before university, and there was little change regarding distress during HE (56.8%, n = 

54). These figures differ from the study by Silva et al. (2025), which highlights a context of 

psychological distress in HE. The literature reveals that some of the factors associated with 

student mental health issues are distance from family and limited leisure time (Monteiro et al., 

2019); on the other hand, physical activity and social interaction may serve as protective factors 

against mental health issues (Silva & Ximenes, 2022; Trigueiro et al., 2021).  

In this study, physical activity was reported by 43% of the students, a factor that may be 

related to the low prevalence of CMD symptoms. This finding may be linked to the difference 

in psychological distress at HE between STEM and HS students, given that STEM students 

reported higher average levels of physical activity. Future research should seek to identify the 

directionality and causal effect of physical activity and CMD symptoms. 
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Concurrently, a divergence is observed in levels of depression, anxiety, and stress across 

different academic fields, and in this sample, higher averages are seen among HS students. The 

difference in mental health indices between students in STEM and HS fields may be due to 

other contextual variables, as some studies diverge from and others converge with the findings 

of this study. For example, the studies by Bezerra et al. (2021) and Lourenço and Oliveira (2022) 

investigated engineering students and identified rates of depression and anxiety related to 

contextual variables such as the need for autonomy and responsibilities, which were linked to 

mental health indicators.  

It is worth noting that a higher prevalence of CMD among health sciences students has 

frequently been identified in survey studies (Graner & Cerqueira, 2019; Gundim et al., 2022; 

Murakami et al., 2019). The results of the present study follow this trend, as HS students 

exhibited significantly higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress compared to students in 

STEM programs. Although effect sizes range from small to moderate, the results indicate a 

consistent pattern of greater psychological distress in this group. Another variable that appears 

to be related to good mental health indicators is interpersonal relationships (Silva & Ximenes, 

2022). Based on the results, it was observed that most students reported a high perception of 

social support across the three factors investigated (i.e., family, friends, and other significant 

others). This finding is also relevant when considering that the correlational analyses indicated 

negative associations between indicators of social support and symptoms of depression, anxiety, 

and stress, suggesting that the presence of support networks may function as an important 

psychological protective factor. Finally, only 7.8% of students reported using psychotropic 

drugs. This result is lower than the 33% identified in the study by Assunção and Marôco (2020) 

and may be related to the mental health characteristics of the sample investigated. 

In terms of gender differences, it is observed that female students, as well as HS 

students, exhibit higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress compared to male students. 

This finding has been confirmed in several studies on university mental health (Gianjacomo et 

al., 2025; Gundim et al., 2022; Ribeiro et al., 2023; Trigueiro et al., 2021). In the present study, 

in addition to statistical significance, moderate effect sizes were observed for anxiety and stress, 

indicating that these differences are not only statistically detectable but also have practical 

relevance. Although findings related to field of study remain relatively inconsistent in the 

literature, the gender breakdown has shown greater consistency, pointing to greater 

vulnerability to psychological distress among women. This scenario may be related to the 
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accumulation of social and academic roles, as well as to multiple situations of vulnerability and 

exposure to psychological and sexual abuse (Trigueiro et al., 2021; Gundim et al., 2022). 

The average number of hours of sleep remained relatively constant across the groups 

analyzed and revealed that 61.1% (n = 391) of students sleep six hours a day or less, an average 

that is below what is considered ideal (Dias et al., 2025). This finding warrants further 

investigation, as other variables may be influencing the low sleep duration observed. However, 

sleep disturbances have frequently been associated with CMD, Burnout Syndrome, or 

occupational burnout (Gianjacomo et al., 2025; Lopes et al., 2022; Maciel et al., 2023). The 

strong association observed among the DASS-21 factors also suggests that symptoms of 

depression, anxiety, and stress tend to occur in an interrelated manner, indicating a pattern of 

psychological distress shared across these dimensions. Sleep quality also needs to be 

understood in light of the social conditions experienced by the students. In this study, it was 

observed that 65.5% of participants work, which often involves studying during off-hours, 

waking up very early, and going to bed later. In this regard, it is important to highlight the social 

nature of sleep quality, since academic and work demands can significantly alter daily sleep, 

eating, and interpersonal relationship dynamics. 

Despite the significance of the results, it is essential to consider some limitations of this 

study. Because this is an observational, descriptive, cross-sectional study with a different 

number of participants in the STEM and HS fields, it is not possible to establish clear causal 

relationships between the variables. Furthermore, participants’ potential discomfort with 

sensitive topics may have influenced their responses, introducing biases and affecting the 

reliability of certain information.  

The results of this study highlight the importance of strengthening the support network 

among students, given the observed association between social support and lower levels of 

psychological distress. Encouraging physical activity and promoting better sleep quality have 

also proven to be important, given their potential protective role against mental illness (Silva & 

Ximenes, 2022). In this regard, initiatives focused on students’ physical and psychological 

health should be incorporated into higher education institutions’ educational policies, going 

beyond informational presentations that disregard students’ social conditions and the very 

institutional role of universities in promoting or exacerbating psychological distress (Gomes et 

al., 2020; Graner & Cerqueira, 2019). 

At the same time, it is essential to promote an academic environment free of gender 

barriers, especially given the differences observed in mental health indicators between women 
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and men. Such strategies can contribute to maintaining psychological well-being during 

undergraduate studies and foster a healthier academic journey. In this regard, institutional 

actions must go beyond one-off initiatives such as activities limited to commemorative dates. 

Higher education institutions should consider structural measures that integrate, in addition to 

gender, aspects such as race, class, sexuality, disabilities, and other social markers. 

Finally, it is clear that future research should include more representative samples of 

non-binary individuals, as well as students in health sciences and humanities and social sciences 

programs. In addition to more diverse population analyses, new investigations could examine 

the presence and effectiveness of institutional programs aimed at promoting health and quality 

of life within the academic community. Such studies could contribute to the description and 

evaluation of intervention and longitudinal programs designed to support the academic 

community. 

 

 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

The aim of this study was to assess and characterize mental health indicators and 

perceptions of social support among college students at a higher education institution in the 

interior of the state of São Paulo, comparing students in STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Math) and Health Sciences (HS) programs. 

Overall, the results indicated low levels of psychological distress in the analyzed 

sample, with lower levels of depression, anxiety, and stress than those frequently described in 

the literature. Nevertheless, higher rates of these symptoms were observed among female 

students and among students in health-related programs. Concurrently, high levels of perceived 

social support, a considerable frequency of physical activity, and low use of psychotropic drugs 

were identified, although the average number of hours of sleep was found to be below the 

recommended amount. These findings contrast with some of the literature that points to a more 

critical mental health scenario in higher education (Monteiro et al., 2019; Silva et al., 2025) and 

contribute to a broader understanding of the influence of socio-demographic variables on the 

psychological well-being of university students. 

It should be noted, however, that the results cannot be generalized, since the sample 

consisted mainly of male, white students enrolled in STEM programs. Thus, we recommend 

conducting further research with samples that are more representative and diverse of the 
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university population, as well as studies that examine the presence and effectiveness of 

institutional initiatives aimed at promoting mental health and quality of life in the academic 

environment. These results reinforce the importance of understanding university mental health 

not only as an individual phenomenon but also as a product of the social and institutional 

conditions that shape the academic experience. 
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