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Stress Symptoms and 
Sociodemographic Factors in Public 
University Students
Sintomas de Estresse e Fatores Sociodemográficos em Estudantes de Universidade Pública
Síntomas de Estrés y Factores Sociodemográficos en Estudiantes de Universidades Públicas

RESUMO
Objetivo: Analisar a relação entre os níveis de sintomas de estresse e os fatores sociodemográficos de estudantes 
universitários do extremo norte do Brasil. Métodos: Estudo epidemiológico descritivo de abordagem quantitativa, de 
corte transversal, realizado em uma Instituição de Ensino Superior Pública. A amostra contou com 584 discentes. Re-
sultados: O estudo revela a maior prevalência do sexo feminino (60,6%) como participantes da pesquisa, e na área de 
Ciências da Saúde. Diante dos estudantes que afirmam ser fumantes tem 84% mais chances de apresentar sintomas 
de estresse severo/extremamente severo, bem como os da área de Engenharia que são mais prováveis de apresentar 
sintomas ansiosos. Conclusão: Foi identificado a prevalência de estudantes do sexo feminino, fumantes, estudantes 
nos primeiros anos de curso e da área da saúde apresentam maior probabilidade de manifestar sintomas de estresse. 
Contudo, é importante ressaltar a importância do suporte Universitário e familiar na trajetória acadêmica dos estu-
dantes.
DESCRITORES: Estresse. Estudantes Universitários. Saúde mental. Universidades.  

ABSTRACT
Objective: To analyze the relationship between stress symptom levels and sociodemographic factors among universi-
ty students in the far north of Brazil. Methods: A descriptive, cross-sectional, quantitative epidemiological study was 
conducted at a public higher education institution. The sample consisted of 584 students. Results: The study revealed 
a higher prevalence of female participants (60.6%) in the health sciences field. Students who reported being smokers 
were 84% more likely to present severe/extremely severe stress symptoms, and students in the engineering field were 
more likely to present anxiety symptoms. Conclusion: The prevalence of female students, smokers, students in the 
first years of their studies, and students in the health field were more likely to manifest stress symptoms. However, 
it is important to emphasize the importance of university and family support in the academic trajectory of students.
DESCRIPTORS: Stress. College Students. Mental Health. Universities.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: Analizar la relación entre los niveles de síntomas de estrés y los factores sociodemográficos entre estudian-
tes universitarios del extremo norte de Brasil. Métodos: Se realizó un estudio epidemiológico descriptivo, transversal 
y cuantitativo en una institución pública de educación superior. La muestra estuvo compuesta por 584 estudiantes. 
Resultados: El estudio reveló una mayor prevalencia de participantes mujeres (60,6%) en el área de ciencias de la 
salud. Los estudiantes que reportaron ser fumadores tuvieron un 84% más de probabilidades de presentar síntomas 
de estrés severos/extremadamente severos, y los estudiantes del área de ingeniería tuvieron más probabilidades de 
presentar síntomas de ansiedad. Conclusión: La prevalencia de estudiantes mujeres, fumadores, estudiantes en los 
primeros años de sus estudios y estudiantes del área de salud tuvieron una mayor probabilidad de manifestar sínto-
mas de estrés. Sin embargo, es importante enfatizar la importancia del apoyo universitario y familiar en la trayectoria 
académica de los estudiantes.
DESCRIPTORES: Estrés. Estudiantes universitarios. Salud mental. Universidades
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INTRODUCTION

S tress and other mental heal-
th problems are increasingly 
common among university 

students. The pressure to succeed 
and meet deadlines can be overwhel-
ming, especially for those struggling 
to balance academic and personal 
life. Stress can lead to serious conse-
quences, including substance abuse, 
social isolation, and sleep deprivation 
(1). The pandemic has interfered with 
various aspects of students' lives and 
health, causing mental damage and 
psychological distress in the universi-
ty community and society in general 
(2).

Stress is a way for the body to react 
to an event that is often unexpected 
by humans, generating a physical and 
emotional response to the situation. 
Often not immediately identified, 
stress can evolve into other health 
conditions such as anxiety and de-
pression, resulting from emotional 
turmoil(3).

A study found that students with 

higher stress levels are also those who 
have moderate/severe depression. 
This finding raises awareness of the 
fact that these university students 
may leave academia already ill and, 
upon entering the job market, end up 
having problems in their interperson-
al relationships, which also has impli-
cations for worker health (4).

University students may experi-
ence stress due to a variety of factors, 
including personal problems, finan-
cial problems, academic problems, 
and social pressure. Students may 
also experience stress due to their 
social life, such as the need to bal-
ance their social life with their aca-
demic life, or the pressure to be part 
of specific social groups. A lack of 
stress management skills can worsen 
the situation for university students, 
leading to more serious mental health 
problems (5).

Given the impact of university 
stress in Brazil, it is essential that 
students, teachers, and educational 
institutions adopt measures to pre-
vent and treat the problem. It is im-

portant that educational institutions 
promote a healthy academic envi-
ronment and encourage a culture of 
self-care and well-being, with actions 
that promote students' quality of life 
and mental health, such as physical 
activities, meditation, and relaxation 
practices. In addition, it is essential 
that students have access to mental 
health professionals for support and 
treatment.

Entering university is an import-
ant milestone in a student's life and 
contributes to their intellectual and 
social development. However, during 
their years of study, students face 
many daily challenges and recurring 
stressful situations that directly af-
fect their academic performance. 
This requires greater attention from 
universities toward their students. 

Based on this scenario, this study 
aims to analyze the relationship be-
tween stress symptom levels and so-
ciodemographic factors in a univer-
sity population at a higher education 
institution in the far north of Brazil.
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METHODOLOGY

This is a descriptive epidemio-
logical study with a quantitative, 
cross-sectional approach. This analy-
sis is part of a larger project entitled 
"Interface between Mental Health 
and Sociodemographic Determi-
nants in Higher Education Institu-
tions in the Amazon Region."

The study was conducted at a 
public higher education institution 
(HEI) located in the extreme north 
of Brazil in the Amazon region. Data 
collection was carried out at three 
campuses of the Federal Universi-
ty of Roraima (UFRR): Paricarana, 
Murupu, and Cauamé. Data collec-
tion took place between March and 
June 2023. 

The study population consisted of 
undergraduate students (bachelor's 
and teaching degrees) at the three 
campuses of the Federal University of 
Roraima (UFRR). Students regularly 
enrolled in the first semester of 2023, 
aged 18 years or older, were includ-
ed. Students in irregular situations, 
students on maternity or sick leave, 
and indigenous and migrant students 
were excluded.

The total number of potential 
participants was 5,432 students, of 
which 584 were selected through 
the sample calculation proposed in 

(6) N = Z2.p.q / E2. For this, a pre-
dicted prevalence of 50% of stress 
symptoms, a maximum error of 5%, 
and a 95% confidence interval (95% 
CI) were used. Considering the dif-
ferences in stress symptoms between 
courses, the sample was stratified by 
course, ensuring the representative-
ness of the sample.

A questionnaire was administered 
to characterize sociodemographic 
and health characteristics, and the 
Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale 
(DASS-21) was used as a data collec-
tion instrument. The questionnaire 
was self-designed and consisted of 
19 questions with the following vari-

ables: age, gender, marital status, reli-
gion, with whom they live, number of 
people living in the household, fam-
ily income, course, medical consul-
tation in the last year, self-reported 
diseases, use of medications, alcohol 
and tobacco use. Missing data were 
excluded from the analysis, and no 
specific values were assigned.

Data collection was carried out 
through the in-person application of 
a questionnaire. This was applied to 
a control group, and the questions 
were later adjusted to ensure greater 
dynamism. In addition, the question-
naire administrators underwent spe-
cific training to avoid any bias during 
data collection.

To process the responses, the data 
collected was initially coded and 
tabulated by the research team in a 
Microsoft Windows Excel spread-
sheet, using double data entry. Next, 
descriptive statistics of the sample 
characteristics and variables were 
performed using absolute and relative 
frequencies. The severity of stress 
symptoms was then recategorized as 
“normal,” “mild/moderate,” and “se-
vere/extremely severe.” Subsequently, 
sociodemographic, behavioral, and 
health characteristics were analyzed 
according to the severity of stress 
symptoms using Pearson’s chi-square 
and Fisher’s exact tests. Finally, to 
verify the factors associated with 
stress symptoms, multinomial logis-
tic regression was used, with only 
variables with a p-value < 5% remain-
ing in the final model. Thus, the re-
sults were presented using crude odds 
ratios (COR) and adjusted odds ra-
tios (AOR).

The DASS-21 – Short Form was 
used to measure stress symptoms. 
This is a non-diagnostic scale that as-
sesses the severity of core symptoms 
of depression, anxiety, and stress. 
Studies have validated it for Portu-
guese (6,7)and for university students 

(6,7). The subscale that assesses stress 
symptoms is present in items 5, 10, 

13, 16, 17, and 21. Responses are giv-
en on a 4-point Likert scale (0 = did 
not apply at all to 3 = applied very 
much or most of the time). 

For the final score, the values of 
each subscale were added together 
and multiplied by two to correspond 
to the score on the original scale 
(DASS-42)(8) . The classification of 
stress symptoms (0-9 = normal; 10-
12 = mild; 13-20 = moderate; 21-17 
= severe; 28-42 = extremely severe).

The areas of knowledge were di-
vided according to pre-established 
guidelines from CAPES (Coorde-
nação de Aperfeiçoamento de Pes-
soal de Nível Superior), which aims 
to organize and systematize areas of 
knowledge and facilitate the pro-
vision of information related to 
research projects. CAPES divides 
the major areas of knowledge into: 
Health Sciences, Applied Social Sci-
ences, Linguistics, Literature and 
Arts, Exact and Earth Sciences, Hu-
manities, Engineering, Agricultural 
Sciences, Biological Sciences (9).

The results were robust to het-
eroscedasticity. The article follows 
the recommendations of the Strobe 
(Strengthening the Reporting of Ob-
servational Studies in Epidemiology) 
instrument.

This research followed the norms 
of Resolution CNS/MS № 466/12, 
which regulates the guidelines and 
norms for research involving hu-
man beings, and was carried out af-
ter approval by the Research Ethics 
Committee (CEP) of the Federal 
University of Roraima with CAAE: 
66050522.0.0000.5302. Further-
more, the research did not receive 
any funding for its implementation.

RESULTS

The results will be presented de-
scriptively with the aid of tables and 
graphs. The sample consisted of 584 
participants. The first presentation is 
a sociodemographic and health char-
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acterization.  
This study had a higher prevalence 

of female participants (60.65%), 
with males accounting for 37.29%. 
The most prevalent age group was 
students between 20 and 29 years old 
(67.70%), followed by those aged 18 
to 19 years (24.05%). 

Approximately 91.24% were sin-
gle, and 55.67% identified themselves 
as mixed race. In terms of religion, 
27.32% were Catholic and 26.29% 
Protestant. Overall, 48.28% were 
practicing members of their religion. 

Most students claim not to smoke 
(92.78%) and 58.25% do not drink 
alcohol. Few take medication on a 
regular basis, only 25.26%. 

When it comes to medical con-
sultations in recent months, only 
35.74% sought care, and overall, 
18.21% of the students in the survey 
have a previous medical diagnosis. 

Health Sciences courses had the 
highest percentage with 27.32% of 
students participating in the survey, 
followed by Social Sciences with 
21.99%. 

Regarding stress symptoms, it was 
observed that 25.43% have normal 
symptoms, 24.05% have mild symp-
toms, 21.48% have moderate symp-
toms, 17.35% have severe symptoms, 
and 8.25% have extremely severe 
symptoms. 

Stress can be classified as normal, 
mild, moderate, severe, and extreme-
ly severe. Graph 1 shows that within 
the stress classification, the majority 
are considered normal, with 148 stu-
dents. There were 140 students with 
mild stress, and only 48 were consid-
ered to have extremely severe stress. 

Graph 1. Characterization of the sample according to stress classification. Boa 
Vista, Roraima, 2023.

Source: Own work.

With regard to the distribution 
of sociodemographic characteristics 
and stress symptoms according to se-
verity levels, it was found that stress 
symptoms can be considered normal, 

mild/moderate, and severe/extreme-
ly severe.

Graph 2 shows the stress classifica-
tion levels by area of knowledge as a 
percentage.

Graph 2. Characterization of the sample according to stress classification in areas 
of knowledge. Boa Vista, Roraima, 2023.

Source: Own work.
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In the area of Linguistics, Litera-
ture, and Arts, severe stress had the 
highest rate at 10%. In Engineering, 
stress considered normal was report-
ed by 12% of students. The areas of 
Health Sciences and Agricultural 
Sciences had the highest percentage 
of students with moderate stress, at 

35% and 15%, respectively. 
In Applied Social Sciences, 25% of 

students had extremely severe stress, 
a classification that was also accen-
tuated in Exact Sciences with 12% 
and Biological Sciences with 4%. Fi-
nally, the area of Humanities stood 
out with 26% of students with severe 

stress. 
When performing a multinomial 

regression between sociodemograph-
ic categories and stress symptoms 
according to the reclassification into 
mild/moderate and severe/extremely 
severe, we obtained the results shown 
in the following table (Table 3).

Table 3. Sociodemographic and behavioral characteristics associated with stress symptoms in undergraduate students at an 
HEI. Boa Vista, Roraima, 2023.

Mild/Moderate Severe/Extremely severe
RCaj 95% CI p-value RCaj 95% CI p-value

Religion

   Catholic  1,00 1,00

   Protestant 0,95 0,49 - 01,83 0,88 2,14 0,49 - 02,38 0,84

   Spiritist 1,00 0,24 - 04,19 0,99 2,14 0,45 – 10,23 0,33

   Agnostic 1,08 0,47 – 02,47 0,85 1,41 0,53 – 03,76 0,48

   Afro 3,33 0,37 – 29,67 0,28 6,36 0,79 – 51,03 0,08

   Other 0,85 0,45 – 01,58 0,61 0,80 0,36 – 01,78 0,59

Religious practice

   No    1,00    1,00

   Yes 1,07 0,65 – 1,77 0,78 1,68 0,93 – 3,05 0,080

Prior Medical Consultation

   No 1,00 1,00

   Yes 1,50 0,85 – 2,63 0,15 3,22 1,68 – 6,16 <0,001

Medication use

   No 1,00 1,00

   Yes 1,93 0,96 – 3,86 0,06 1,50 0,69 – 3,29 0,30

Smoker

   No 1,00 1,00

   Yes 2,16 0,58 – 7,98 0,24 3,91 1,07 – 14,25 0,03

Previous Medical Diagnosis

   No 1,00 1,00

   Yes 1,73 0,79 – 3,79 0,16 3,43 1,51 – 7,82 <0,001

Age

   18 1,00  1,00

   20 1,05 0,58 – 1,91 0,84 8,98 0,45 – 1,77 0,75

   30 0,29 0,10 – 0,78 0,01 0,16 0,04 – 0,64 0,01

   40 0,27 0,04 – 1,54 0,14 1,82 4,15 – 8,01 <0,001

      50
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Field of Knowledge

Agricultural Sciences 1,00  1,00

Biological Sciences 0,49 0,11 – 2,02 0,32 0,77 0,13 – 4,40 0,77

Exact and Earth Sciences 1,26 0,40 – 3,92 0,68 1,72 0,41 – 7,07 0,45

Human Sciences 0,87 0,41 – 2,28 0,76 2,33 0,75 – 7,18 0,14

Applied Social Sciences 0,96 0,41 – 2,28 0,94 1,13 0,36 – 3,52 0,82

Health Sciences 1,28 0,53 – 3,09 0,57 1,47 0,46 – 4,66 0,50

Engineering 0,33 0,12 – 0,94 0,03 0,24 0,05 – 1,04 0,05

Linguistics, Literature, and Arts 0,96 0,31 – 2,95 0,95 1,01 0,21 – 4,82 0,98

RCb: Crude Risk Ratio; RCa: Adjusted Risk 
Ratio; 95% CI: 95% Confidence Interval,
Source: Own work.

Table 1 shows that students who 
had a prior medical consultation 
in recent months are 3.22 (95% CI 
1.68 – 6.16) times more likely to 
have symptoms of severe/extremely 
severe stress. And in relation to in-
dividuals who already have a previ-
ous diagnosis, they are 3.43 (95% CI 
1.51–7.82) times more likely to pres-
ent symptoms of severe/extremely 
severe stress. Smokers are 3.91 (95% 
CI 1.07–14.25) times more likely to 
experience severe/extremely severe 
stress symptoms than non-smokers.

In relation to age group, students 
aged 30 to 39 are 84% (95% CI 0.04–
0.64) more likely to present severe/
extremely severe stress symptoms 
than those aged 18 to 19.  In terms 
of field of study, engineering students 
are 76% (95% CI 0.05–1.04) more 
likely to experience severe/extreme-
ly severe stress symptoms than those 
studying agricultural sciences.

DISCUSSION

COVID-19 had a major impact 
on students during and after the pan-
demic, with social isolation taking 
the academic community by surprise. 

The sudden shift to remote learning 
led many students to drop out, be-
come discouraged, and lose faith in 
their academic future(11). The study 
conducted with students from the 
Federal University of Roraima to 
understand post-COVID-19 stress 
symptoms has provided important 
results for discussion. The present 
study presents the sociodemograph-
ic characteristics related to the stress 
symptoms presented by the partici-
pants.  

In a survey conducted with stu-
dents from different courses at a pri-
vate university in the state of Ceará, a 
greater predominance of females was 
observed in relation to stress symp-
toms, with 65.9% of respondents be-
ing women. 

In a study conducted at a private 
university in the state of São Paulo, 
we also noted a higher prevalence of 
females (67.14%), and it is important 
to note that they also had the high-
est prevalence of stress symptoms. 
This result is similar to that found in 
the present sample. We can note the 
prevalence of females in the survey, 
accounting for 60.65%, and males 
accounting for 37.46% (13). It is im-
portant to note that this prevalence 
is due to the fact that women are gen-
erally more willing to participate in 

surveys. 
The vast majority of female and 

younger students may develop greater 
stress, anxiety, and depression com-
pared to males and older people(11). 
Gender was statistically significant 
in the present sample, similar to what 
occurred in the cited study. Howev-
er, the same did not occur with age 
group. 

Stress in university students is a 
common problem and affects the 
lives of millions of students world-
wide. Students experience a variety of 
pressures, including tight deadlines, a 
heavy workload, tests and exams, as 
well as facing new social and financial 
situations. All of these demands lead 
to many symptoms of stress during 
their academic career (14). 

With regard to housing, the study 
showed that students with high levels 
of stress were mostly those who lived 
in shared houses or boarding houses. 
Students who lived with family mem-
bers had low stress levels. Although 
it is not possible to establish the 
same basis for comparison, as there 
is no specific question about living in 
boarding houses, and this data is not 
yet statistically significant, it is worth 
noting that in the present sample, the 
vast majority of study participants 
(75.95%) live in a house with 1 to 4 
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other people. Younger students and 
those at the beginning of their cours-
es had the highest levels of stress  (15). 
In this study, students in their first 
to fourth years of the course showed 
symptoms of stress, with 81.30% con-
sidered moderate symptoms.  

It is important that students feel 
welcome in the first semesters of their 
course. Investing in stress prevention 
measures for university students at 
an early stage promotes better perfor-
mance and establishes a closer bond 
with the institution itself, also bring-
ing benefits to the university.

This study found that students 
who are nearing the end of their 
course have lower stress levels than 
those who are at the beginning of 
their academic journey. Making this 
connection, we can see a similarity 
with a study that noted that students 
who were at the end of their course 
(28.8%) presented stressful and anx-
ious symptoms that can be charac-
terized by pressure to finish another 
stage of life, personal and family de-
mands, and fear of the job market. 
For students in their first year of the 
course (71.2%), stressors may be re-
lated to a sudden change in routine, 
entering a new social circle, different 
commitments, and responsibility for 
academic demands.

A survey of medical students 
showed that, in relation to their daily 
lives, 61.6% of participants had used 
legal or illegal drugs, and 84.6% had 
weekly moments of fun(17). In con-
trast, in the present study, we ob-
tained lower percentages regarding 
alcohol consumption, with 58.25% 
stating that they do not drink and 
only 92.78% stating that they do not 
smoke. 

Among the eight areas of knowl-
edge that participated in the survey, 
the largest number of students were 
from the health field, with 159 re-
spondents, of whom 32.35% report-
ed mild/moderate stress. A survey of 
792 health students found that 75 

participants (9.5%) were classified as 
having high levels of stress(4).

Stress in college students is a com-
mon problem and affects the lives 
of millions of students worldwide. 
Students experience a variety of 
pressures, including tight deadlines, 
heavy workloads, tests, and exams, as 
well as facing new social and financial 
situations. All of these demands lead 
to many symptoms of stress during 
their academic career.

The time spent at university is 
decisive in a student's life, a process 
that causes changes in adolescents, 
who leave their family homes and be-
come adults qualified to enter the job 
market for which they have studied 
and trained. Family support and the 
bonds built throughout their devel-
opment are factors that contribute to 
students' successful adaptation to the 
university environment, with its aca-
demic curriculum and relationships 
between classmates and teachers.

College overloads students' lives, 
as evidenced by reports about the 
length of the curriculum and the 
numerous extracurricular demands 
that are required, such as the need 
to participate in research and exten-
sion projects. When addressed and 
observed, it is possible to make sta-
tistical correlations so that preven-
tive solutions can be taken. When 
approached and observed, it is pos-
sible to make statistical correlations 
so that preventive solutions can be 
taken. 

It is extremely important to make 
the teaching staff and the institution 
aware of their responsibility towards 
students who enter the university and 
those who are already part of it. Ini-
tial support can make a big difference 
in students' academic trajectories. 
Universities can play an important 
role in supporting university students 
who suffer from stress. They can of-
fer counseling and support services, 
as well as opportunities for students 
to get involved in activities that help 

them deal with stress.
Promoting mental health with-

in the university context is essential 
for students to be able to continue 
their academic careers without so 
many problems. According to --- only 
31.9% said they engage in at least one 
physical activity on a regular basis, 
and 28.6% are part of a collective 
sports group(12). 

It is important to conduct stud-
ies that focus on and highlight the 
characteristics of aspects that affect 
students' mental health. Institutions 
should also evaluate and promote ef-
fective preventive measures for the 
care and maintenance of students' 
mental health(5,16). 

CONCLUSION 

Based on the data presented, it 
was identified that female students, 
smokers, students in their first years 
of study, and students in the health 
field are more likely to show symp-
toms of stress. Stress symptoms man-
ifest themselves in different ways, 
depending on the demands and re-
sponsibilities that students have to 
take on during the academic period. 

It is necessary for the university 
environment to promote a safe and 
comfortable environment for stu-
dents. It is also important to promote 
activities that develop social interac-
tion between courses and faculty, as 
well as preventive, informative, and 
awareness campaigns related to men-
tal health. In addition, family sup-
port is necessary and important for 
students to feel supported. 

However, further studies focused 
on mental health and stress symp-
toms among university students are 
needed to better understand the is-
sue.
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