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Meditacao e os Impactos nos Determinantes Sociais de Saiide Mental de Universitarios
La Meditacion y Sus Impactos en los Determinantes Sociales de la Salud Mental en Estudiantes Universitarios

RESUMO

Objetivo: Analisar o impacto de praticas meditativas em universitarios com sofrimento psiquico mapeando os deter-
minantes sociais de salde mental (DSS). Método: Estudo misto exploratério conduzido por meio de survey sobre os
DSS; acompanhamento das variagdes da frequéncia cardiaca (FA) e pressao arterial (PA) antes e apds 24 sessoes de
1 hora de meditacdes no método Suseonjae e dados do Self-Report Questionarie (SRQ-20). Resultados: Dos 34 partici-
pantes (média de 23.4 anos) 100% sentiam-se nervosos, tensos e preocupados antes da intervencao. As analises do
SRQ-20 no pos-intervencao dos 12 participantes, que concluiram o protocolo, evidenciaram uma importante redugao
de sintomas (p=0,0004). A PA sist6lica também apresentou alteracao benéfica e 84% dos participantes referiram que
a intervencao atenuou os impactos da pandemia na sua satde mental devido a previsibilidade do cuidado semanal
e arganizacao corpo e mente pela meditagao. Conclusao: Impacto no bem-estar e reducao de agravos ao promover
autocuidado e resiliéncia frente aos fatores adversos catidianos decorrentes dos DSS.

DESCRITORES: Meditacao; Satde Mental; Estudantes; Determinantes Sociais da Saude.

ABSTRACT

Objective: To analyze the impact of meditative practices on university students with psychological distress by ma-
pping the social determinants of mental health (SDH). Method: Exploratory mixed-method study through a survey on
SDH; monitoring of heart rate and blood pressure variations before and after 24 meditation sessions in the Suseonjae
method for 1 hour and data from the Self-Report Questionnaire (SRQ-20). Results: Of the 34 participants (mean age
of 23.4 years), 100% felt nervous, tense and worried. Analysis of the SRQ-20 after and at the end of 12 participants
showed a significant reduction in symptoms in the Wilconxon test of p=0.0004. Only systolic BP was significant (initial
P=0.0066 and final P=0.0120) and 84% reported attenuation of the impacts of the pandemic on their mental health
due to the predictability of weekly care and organization of body and mind through meditation. Conclusion: Impact on
well-being and reduction of injuries by promoting self-care and resilience in the face of daily adverse factors resulting
from SDH.

DESCRIPTORS: Meditation; Mental Health; Students; Social Determinants of Health.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: Analizar el impacto de las practicas meditativas en universitarios con sufrimiento psiquico, mapeando los
determinantes sociales de la salud mental (DSS). Método: Estudio mixto exploratorio realizado mediante una encuesta
sobre los DSS; seguimiento de las variaciones de la frecuencia cardiaca (FC) vy la presion arterial (PA) antes y después
de 24 sesiones de una hora de meditacion con el método Suseonjae, vy recopilacion de datos del Self-Report Question-
naire (SRQ-20). Resultados: De los 34 participantes (edad media de 23,4 anos), el 100% se sentia nervioso, tenso y
preocupado antes de la intervencion. Los analisis del SRQ-20 después de la intervencion, en los 12 participantes que
completaron el protocolo, mostraron una reduccion significativa de los sintomas (p=0,0004). La presion arterial sistoli-
ca también presentd una mejora, y el 84% de los participantes informaron que la intervencion redujo los impactos de la
pandemia en su salud mental debido a la previsibilidad del cuidado semanal y a la organizacion cuerpo-mente promo-
vida por la meditacion. Conclusion: Se observé unimpacto positivo en el bienestar y una reduccion de los agravantes al
promover el autocuidado y |a resiliencia frente a los factores adversos cotidianos derivados de los DSS.
DESCRIPTORES: Meditacion; Salud Mental; Estudiantes; Determinantes Sociales de la Salud.
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nderstanding the unique fac-
U tors that influence university

students'’ mental health pro-
cesses is a key issue today, given the
high demand for support services both
within and outside institutions. The
comprechension of living conditions,
housing, access, existing health ineq-
uities, and the impact of the pandemic
on university mental health has been
the subject of research and action in
response to the high demands for care.

The social determinants of men-
tal health (SDH), intensified by the
adverse conditions of the pandemic,
have contributed to certain groups of
students experiencing greater psycho-
logical distress during and after the
pandemic.

The university period is already
marked by critical factors for men-
tal health, due to issues of personal
growth and professional opportunities
that generate increased stress levels,
risky behaviors, and maladaptive cop-
ing strategies, such as substance use
(alcohol and drugs) ™.

The pandemic period has only
highlighted the growing situation
of psychological suffering. Smit and
Stavrulaki @ believe that college stu-
dents were under extreme stress, giv-
en that, at this point in their lives,
stressors such as academic pressure,

financial challenges, and the shift to-
ward greater independence are already
present, all of which contribute to in-
creased mental health issues.

Among the various factors that
contributed to the increase in psycho-
logical distress during the COVID-19
pandemic, social isolation stood out.
The lockdown imposed during the
holiday season and end-of-year fes-
tivities negatively impacted access to
social support and the ability to carry
out normal activities ®. The uncer-
tainties of that period, combined with
the restriction of important practic-
es for emotional regulation—such as
sports and leisure—, conflicts in fam-
ily life, and frustrations arising from
difficulty concentrating on studies, as
well as insecurity regarding tests and
assessments, generated suffering that
went beyond the direct effects of iso-
lation ¥,

Among the health inequities iden-
tified, limited access to mental health
care among university students stands
out, especially regarding individu-
alized psychological support. In El
Morr's study ), It was observed that
64.1% of participants did not have ac-
cess to this type of care. Furthermore,
given the high demand, university
counselors frequently refer students
to waiting lists or external services,
highlighting the insufficient resources
available at higher education institu-
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tions.

Social support, an aspect of positive
coping with well-being, was signifi-
cantly impacted by the distancing mea-
sures necessary to reduce the spread of
COVID-19, but some groups suffered
greater losses; social distancing pol-
icies specifically negatively affected
Black students ©.

Arts and Humanities students in
Spain showed a higher prevalence of
symptoms of depression, anxiety, and
stress compared to students in other
fields. This situation worsened during
the pandemic, influenced by multiple
factors, including the closure of practi-
cal activities at conservatories and cul-
tural institutions, which further com-
promised the academic and emotional
development of these students™”.

Regarding university management
and mental health care for under-
graduates, Dorais and Gutierrez ¢
highlight that concerns about psycho-
logical well-being have been steadily
increasing on university campuses.
However, many institutions lack qual-
ified staff or sufficient financial re-
sources to meet the growing demand
for eounseling services, resulting in
overcrowding and limited access to
necessary support.

Among the findings on mental
health care strategies for university
students during the pandemic, medi-
tation practices stood out in research
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for their positive impact on well-be-
ing, reducing stress, anxiety, and de-
pression levels, and increasing mind-
fulness. In a study that investigated
coping strategies
beneficial for mental health—includ-

considered most

ing aspects such as suicidal ideation
and self-harm—19% of the 104 uni-
versity students interviewed identified
meditation as one of the most effec-
tive resources, ranking second among
the strategies with the greatest positive
impact, according to participants .

Promoting  student  well-being
during times of crisis was highlighted
in Luberto's research ', which demon-
strated how mindfulness practice con-
tributed to coping with the pandemic,
promoting the development of spe-
cific skills such as attentional focus,
appreciation of the present moment,
cognitive decentralization, and emo-
tional non-reactivity. In this context,
online meditation-based interventions
have emerged as viable and low-cost
alternatives for mental health care for
university students, especially given
the high demand for psychological
support services in higher education
institutions'?,

Meditation practices, according to
findings from the pandemic period,
have proven to be effective strategies
for addressing the overload of mental
health and student support services.
Given this scenario, this study was
guided by the following guiding ques-
tion: Did meditation practices impact
the social determinants of undergrad-
uate students' mental health during
the pandemic?

This is an exploratory mixed-meth-
od study conducted between 2023
and 2024 at a public university in the
interior of the state of Sio Paulo with
undergraduate Occupational Therapy
students (a group with the greatest
vulnerability and needs for continuing
education grants, mapped within the

17354 saidecoletiva = 2025; (16) N.101

aforementioned institution).

The research was approved by the
Course Organizing Committee, the
Undergraduate Committee, and the
Research Ethics Committee (CAAE:
359380922.0.0000.5393).

The research was
through two sequential stages:

Stage 1: qualitative, exploratory,
descriptive and cross-sectional.

Stage 2: quantitative, exploratory,
descriptive and cross-sectional qua-

conducted

si-experimental study.

Research collection instru-
ments

- DSS Questionnaire: Developed
by the lead researchers, this survey was
approved by 12 expert judges before
being administered to participants.

During the analysis process, the
data were analyzed using simple statis-
tics and thematic content analysis in
the ATLAS.ti program.

- Self-Report Questionnaire (SRQ-
20): This is a screening instrument
used to identify possible common
mental disorders, such as symptoms of
depression, anxiety, and stress, allow-
ing the assessment of the presence or
absence of psychological distress. In
this study, the SRQ-20 was used as the
screening criterion for selecting par-
ticipants for Study 2. A score equal to
or greater than 7 (= 7) was adopted as
the cutoff point, as evidenced by pre-
vious Brazilian studies that indicate
this value as a reference for suspected
mental distress. (12,13)

- Blood Pressure and Heart Rate
Measurement: Monitoring before and
after the 24 one-hour meditation ses-
sions.

SRQ-20 data analysis was per-
formed using the Wilcoxon test for
paired data and the McNemar test.
The results of pre- and post-intra and
inter-subject CFV and BP were ana-
lyzed using the Wilcoxon test and the
nonparametric Friedman test using R
software (version 4.3.1). (14)

The intervention tested consisted

of a meditation protocol. The tech-
nique adopted was Suseconjac Medi-
tation, a method originating in South
Korea, implemented in this study by
the lead researcher based on her train-
ing and personal practice. The sessions
consisted of a sequence of initial mus-
cle relaxation and joint mobilization
exercises, performed through rock-
ing movements, touching, rubbing,
and stretching of the neck, upper
limbs, trunk, and lower limbs. This
30-minute session aimed to stimulate
acupuncture points and promote im-
proved blood and energy circulation.

Following this, a conscious breath-
ing practice focused on the region be-
low the navel, known as Danjcon (the
traditional energy respiratory center),
was performed in the supine position.
This stage included verbal instruc-
tions for body relaxation and the use
of natural sounds to induce states of
tranquility and mental calm. The ses-
sions lasted 30 minutes each and were
held twice a week, totaling 24 sessions
throughout the protocol.

Sample description

Research participants were invited
via institutional email and pamphlets,
and all signed an informed consent
form.

The inclusion criteria for Study 1
were: age over 18, enrolled and pursu-
ing an Occupational Therapy degree
in any year of study; and for Study 2,
participants scored 7 or higher on the
SRQ-20.

The exclusion criteria for Study 1
were: graduate Occupational Thera-
py students who had completed their
course; and for Study 2, students who
had discontinued or declined to con-
tinue meditative practices, had a di-
agnosis of a mental disorder with or
without psychiatric follow-up, and
were taking psychotropic and/or anti-
hypertensive medications.
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Figure 1 - Research design
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Source: own authorship.

Qualitative approach
Study 1 investigated the social determi-

(co

nants of mental health (SDMH) among
college students through a survey with

open- and closed-ended questions. Thir-
ty-four students participated, with their
demographic profiles described in Table 1.
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Table 01 - Demographic profile and income of participants

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

Average age

23.4 years

Gender

100% female

Self-declared color

85.2% white
2.9% yellow
11.7% brown
2.9% black

INCOME

Average Individual Amount

$1.185,00

Participant Income Source

35% Scholarship
23% Family
35% Family and
Scholarship

2% Scholarship and
informal work

5% Family, scholarship,
and informal work

Source: own authorship.

The majority of university admis-
sions were through Fuvest (78%),
followed by social quotas (17%) and
racial quotas (5%).

Regarding psychosocial and en-
vironmental aspects, 94% of partic-
ipants reported emotional and rou-
tine changes during the pandemic.
The majority, 76%, indicated having
someone to turn to in times of emo-
tional difficulty, 47% were undergo-
ing therapy, and 26% used services
offered by the university during the
pandemic. Only two participants
lived alone, while the majority lived
with family (15 participants) or with
friends in shared apartments (15
participants). All reported feelings
of insecurity due to violence in the
neighborhood. Harmful environmen-
tal conditions were also mentioned,
such as a lack of green spaces, noise
pollution, excessive trash, and poor
urban infrastructure. Coexistence
conflicts, especially in shared apart-
ments, emerged as sources of stress,
compounding structural problems in

17356 saidecoletiva = 2025; (16) N.101

the properties.

Regarding their support network
and community integration, 68% re-
ported maintaining ties with their
neighborhood. The remainder cit-
ed difficulties due to their academic
routine and the temporary condition
of living in their home. Although all
participants had access to essential
services, such as basic sanitation, elec-
tricity, and public safety, two partici-
pants lacked local health services, and
four reported a lack of cultural and
leisure spaces nearby.

Regarding leisure activities, 91%
of students reported participating
in some activity, 55% of which were
cultural and 41% athletic. Transpor-
tation was predominantly by public
transportation, including buses and
walking. Regarding spirituality, 58%
reported having a religion, and 47%
said they practiced it regularly. Re-
ligious traditions included Catholi-
cism, Spiritism, Umbanda, Evange-
lism, Taoism, and Adventism.

Regarding institutional macro-de-
terminants, 70% reported difficulties

concentrating and learning during the
pandemic. A total of 55% expressed
concern about the loss of content, and
79% expressed concerns about profes-
sional training. Regarding the uni-
versity's institutional communication
during the pandemic, 83% considered
information about COVID-19 suffi-
cient, with email being the primary
means of communication.

The university's initiatives were
perceived ambiguously. Among the
positive aspects, the discussion groups
and lectures stand out. However, neg-
ative actions were also mentioned, as
revealed by participant P16: “Irregu-
lar and inconsistent decisions regard-
ing the medical program...”

Participant P14 highlighted: “In-
creased flow of people, wait times,
crowded buses...”

P21 pointed out: “Hasty return to
practices, backlog of work.”

Regarding meditation, 84% of par-
ticipants had already tried the prac-
tice. After the intervention, the same
percentage reported that the practice
helped mitigate the impacts of the
pandemic, and all attributed a posi-
tive effect on mental health.

Qualitative analysis using Atlas.
ti software revealed central thematic
categories. Participants described re-
duced anxiety, perceiving the practice
as a safe and welcoming space. They
also reported increased well-being,
improved mood, and improved sleep.
A growth in personal awareness was
observed, with reports of greater
self-knowledge and mental and phys-
ical clarity. Emotional balance was
also mentioned, with an emphasis on
slowing down and tranquility. Partici-
pants also indicated greater emotional
management skills in the face of frus-
tration and stress, as well as changes
in self-perception and an appreciation
for predictable care.

Among the reports, that of partici-
pant P9 stands out: “It provided space
to understand the impacts of the pan-
demic on my body, anxiety and loneli-
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ness, for example, and taught me ways
to reduce these sensations and take
better care of my body and mind.”

Participant P12 stated: “The med-
itation experience also became a space
for exchanges and affection, in which
I felt very welcomed.”

Quantitative approach

In Study 2, the effects of medita-
tion practice on symptoms of psycho-
logical distress, heart rate variability
(HRV), and blood pressure (BP) were
evaluated.

Of the initial 34 participants, five
with SRQ-20 scores below the cutoff
point (27) and ten with a diagnosis or
use of psychotropic medication were
excluded. Nineteen students were
then invited, of whom 14 began and
12 completed the 24 intervention ses-
sions. One student dropped out due
to starting medication treatment and
another due to family care needs.

Regarding the effects on psycho-
logical distress, a significant reduction
in the mean number of symptoms on
the SRQ-20 was observed, which de-
creased from 11.5 at the beginning to
S at the end of the intervention. This
difference was statistically significant
according to the Wilcoxon test (p =
0.0004). At the end, nine participants
had scores below the cutoff point (less
than 7), indicating clinical remission
of psychological distress.

Regarding the physiological ef-
fects, there was no statistically signif-
icant difference in heart rate variabil-
ity measures (HR before meditation:
p = 0.6767; after: p = 0.1990). How-
ever, systolic blood pressure showed
a significant reduction both before
(p = 0.0066) and after meditation (p
= 0.0120). Diastolic blood pressure
showed a significant reduction only
in the measurement before the prac-
tice (p = 0.0024), not being main-
tained after meditation (p = 0.6779).
Table 02 presents the HRV data ob-
tained before and after the sessions.
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Table 02 - Comparisons of HRV before and after meditation

190 N
AaUN

4 HRVEBEFORE

HRV AFTER

Source: own authorship.

Research on meditation and psy-
chological distress among university
students within the DSS (Social Se-
curity Institute) allowed us to map
the mental health challenges faced by
universities worldwide in this group.

Situations such as intense academ-
ic workloads, clinical responsibilities,
and mental health issues were already
factors associated with stress before
the pandemic and were exacerbated
by COVID-19 119,

According to the research findings,
issues such as the loss of content and
practical activities impacted mental
health. Data confirmed in the litera-
ture that concerns about future stud-
ies and school organization, such as
internship cancellations and delays,
as well as the challenges of remote
learning, contributed to psychologi-
cal distress (17,

Housing issues such as complica-
tions about living on campus and lack
of space, crowded roommates/family,
and the lack of silence necessary for
studying appear in research associ-
ated with negative feelings "'®). Lo-
cation, commute time to university,
and perceived insecurity were factors
contributing to psychosocial stress
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among undergraduates. Depression
in a study of university students in
Germany was linked to the challeng-
es experienced in digital learning, fi-
nancial demands, and reduced social
contact 1V,

Meditation interventions impact-
ed less self-judgment, self-censorship,
self-anger, and self-disappointment
with increased awareness, self-care,
and self-compassion (. Meditations
alleviated negative thoughts and feel-
ings during times of deprivation and
isolation, creating a mental sense of
happiness and a return to normal ac-
tivities. This was an important coping
tool for university students during
practical sessions ('),

Vulnerable groups may benefit
from mind-body programs as dis-
cussed if they are designed with cul-
turally competent approaches and
collectivist values, as in research in
which Hispanic and Black students
benefited, contradicting the accep-
tance of the practices in population
findings 1.

The findings of this study and the
comprehensive development of vari-
ous types of meditation care present-
ed in global research demonstrate the
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positive effects of meditation prac-
tices on maintaining well-being and
preventing worsening psychological
distress among university students.
Furthermore, acceptance of and in-
terest in meditation practices among
undergraduates, regardless of reli-
gious and/or spiritual affiliation, has
been observed worldwide during the
pandemic, with the increased avail-
ability of meditations and studies in

this field.

The macro-determinants related
to economic, cultural, and environ-
mental conditions, which have a sig-
nificant influence on the SDGs of the
proximal strata, are important for the
development of policies on care, ac-
cess, and economic support, as well as
scientific analyses of the demands and
impact of the care offered to under-
stand the long-term effects. Establish-
ing care, support, and potential inter-
vention projects within the university

study routine are a priority in this
process. Meditation as a form of self-
care, recommended in the new na-
tional curriculum guidelines, must be
established with predictability within
the curricular syllabus, thus allowing
the construction of the relevance of
health promotion, protecting and re-
ducing the harm caused by psycholog-

ical distress in university students.
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