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Psychological effects of social distancing on medical students
Efeitos psicologicos do distanciamento social em estudantes de medicina
Efectos psicoldgicos del distanciamiento social en estudiantes de medicina
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ABSTRACT:

Objective: To estimate the prevalence of anxiety and depression symptoms in students.
Method: A cross-sectional, descriptive and observational study with a quantitative approach, carried out
in a University Center by applying an online electronic form to 170 university students, using the Patient
Health Questionnaire-9, an instrument that assesses depressive disorder, and the General Anxiety
Disorder-7 scale, which assesses and monitors anxiety.

Results: It was verified that 42.9% of the students had moderate anxiety and 37.0% of the participants
had moderate depressive disorder. Medical students aged between 25 and 29 years old with no
previous psychological disorder were the most susceptible to presenting greater signs of depression
and anxiety during the pandemic, and the students reported that they would have liked to have received
psychological support from the university during this period.

Conclusions: Educational institutions need to provide multilateral support, including early mental health
interventions, especially during pandemic times.
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RESUMO:

Objetivo: Estimar a prevaléncia de sintomas de ansiedade e depressao em estudantes.
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Método: Estudo de natureza transversal, descritivo e observacional, com abordagem quantitativa,
realizado em um Centro Universitario com a aplicagao de um formulario eletrénico online com 170
universitarios, utilizando o Patient Health Questionnaire-9, instrumento que avalia transtorno
depressivo, e o General Anxiety Disorder-7, que avalia e monitora a ansiedade.

Resultados: Verificou-se que 42,9% dos estudantes se encontravam com ansiedade na fase
moderada e 37,0% dos participantes possuiam transtorno depressivo moderado. As estudantes de
medicina na faixa etaria de 25 a 29 anos, sem transtorno psiquico prévio foram os mais susceptiveis a
apresentarem maiores indicios de depressdao e ansiedade durante a pandemia e os discentes
relataram que gostariam de ter recebido suporte psicoldégico da universidade durante esse periodo.
Conclusoées: As instituicdes de ensino necessitam fornecer apoio multilateral, incluindo intervengdes
precoces de saude mental, principalmente em momentos pandémicos.

Palavras-chave: Saude Mental; Escalas; Ansiedade; Depressao; Estudantes.

RESUMEN:

Objetivo: Estimar la prevalencia de sintomas de ansiedad y depresion en estudiantes.

Metodologia: Estudio transversal, descriptivo y observacional, con enfoque cuantitativo, realizado en
un Centro Universitario con la aplicacion de un formulario electrénico en linea con 170 estudiantes
universitarios, utilizando el Cuestionario de Salud del Paciente-9, instrumento que evalua el trastorno
depresivo, y el Trastorno de Ansiedad General- 7, que evalla y monitorea la ansiedad.

Resultados: Se encontré que el 42,9% de los estudiantes tenian ansiedad moderada y el 37,0% de los
participantes tenian trastorno depresivo moderado. Los estudiantes de medicina con edades entre 25 y
29 afios, sin trastorno psicoldgico previo, fueron los mas propensos a mostrar mayores signos de
depresion y ansiedad durante la pandemia, y los estudiantes informaron que les hubiera gustado recibir
apoyo psicolégico de la universidad durante este periodo.

Conclusién: Las instituciones educativas deben brindar apoyo multilateral, incluidas las intervenciones
tempranas de salud mental, especialmente durante tiempos de pandemia.

Palabras clave: Salud mental; escamas; Ansiedad; Depresion; estudiantes.

INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 was first described on December 315t, 2019, in Wuhan, China, and after the
decree recognizing the pathology as a pandemic, several measures to contain the
infection and reduce care appointments in health systems have been implemented by
local health authorities. These measures differed in terms of administrative spheres
(federal, municipal, and state governments), but the most common approach was the
social distancing practice().

This measure to contain infection generated inherent behavioral changes, just as it
happened in other pandemics, such as the 1918-1919 flu pandemic, which had high
mortality rates and affected one out of three individuals at the global level. If at that
time the priority was not to know the psychological effects of social distancing in a
pandemic, in 2022, this has changed, becoming important to evaluate this impact on
people's mental health®@.

Studies conducted in the country of origin of the disease, China, have shown that
social isolation has led to the onset of anxiety disorders, depression, somatization
disorder and stress, identified in the general population, and specifically in health
students®4),

University students are a group susceptible to the onset of mental disorders. Nearly
15% to 25% of university students develop some type of psychiatric disorder during
their training, with depression and anxiety as the most prevalent, which are most
frequent during medical training. Suicide attempts are the second leading cause of
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death among medical students, which is directly related to the effects of major
depression®7),

The medical course is recognized as an environment of constant stressful conditions,
resulting from the significant demands coming from the academic environment, the
family, the labor market and the achievement of personal goals, which cause a series
of concerns about expected performance; consequently, part of these students have
low self-esteem, feelings of inadequacy and decreased self-confidence. Despite the
high incidence of psychological distress in this population, few people seek
psychological or psychiatric help®:6),

Accordingly, the rapid spread of COVID-19 and the social isolation measure have led
to changes in education, such as suspension of face-to-face classes and internships,
introduction of new teaching methodologies, and incorporation of digital technologies.
This scenario marked by tension and uncertainties associated with the stressful
variables of medical training were related to a higher frequency of mental disorders,
especially anxiety and depression®-5).

In addition to that, in this pandemic period, medical students were exposed to frequent
contact with death and suffering, deconstruction of medical omnipotence, awareness
of the problems inherent to the profession, fear of becoming ill, fear of transmitting the
disease to family members, and insecurity about completing the academic year,
among others®).

Given the above, and taking into consideration the social distancing measure and the
COVID-19 pandemic situation, it is important to know the students' psychological
status, as they are a vulnerable population to mental disorders. This study aims at
estimating the prevalence of anxiety and depression symptoms in medical students at
a University Center in the municipality of Teresina, PI, describing the students' profile
during the COVID-19 pandemic period.

MATERIAL AND METHOD

A cross-sectional, descriptive and observational study with a quantitative approach
was carried out at a University Center located in the municipality of Teresina, Pl. The
data were collected from October 1%, 2020, to January 1st, 2021, among the medical
students, as they are in the age group most susceptible to developing psychological
disorders and have a tendency for depressed mood due to their routine studies and
internships®.

In Brazil, nearly 20,000 physicians graduate each year. Therefore, it is estimated that,
multiplied by the number of years of Medicine undergraduate studies, there are
approximately 120,000 medical students in the country. Considering the worst-case
scenario that maximizes the number of medical students in Brazil who had anxiety and
depression symptoms during the pandemic, it would be 50%. Therefore, assuming
120,000 medical students with a 5% margin of error and 95% confidence, at least 170
participants are required('?).

Data collection was carried out with all classes from the 15t to the 12" period of the
medical course at the aforementioned university. The inclusion criteria were as follows:
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a) age 18 or older; b) regularly enrolled in the institution; c) participation in the
synchronous meeting via the virtual learning environment held with each class to
clarify the research. The sample consisted of 170 students and 37 questionnaires
were excluded for being incomplete.

Considering the new reality brought about by the pandemic, collection was done
through online electronic technology. Synchronous meetings were scheduled via a
virtual learning environment; on these occasions, the research was presented and the
students were later sent a link via email or WhatsApp, on which they clicked and were
directly forwarded to the form, where the Free and Informed Consent Form was
available on the first page and only after confirmation of consent did the participants
have access to the questionnaire and the research scales.

The data collection instrument was a form divided into two parts: a sociodemographic
questionnaire and another with scales that assessed depression and anxiety
disorders: Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) and the General Anxiety Disorder-7
(GAD-7), respectively. Both are consistent with the criteria set forth in the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders-Fourth Edition (DSM-IV)(1)),

The first part of the questionnaire consisted of six questions, three of which were about
sociodemographic data and three about having a previous diagnosis of psychiatric
illness, whether they maintained isolation and avoided social interaction, and whether
they would have liked to have received psychological care from the university.

The second part of the form consisted of 16 questions, through the evaluation scales.
PHQ-9 comprises nine items with scores ranging from 0 to 27, and verifies the
frequency of depressive symptoms in the past two weeks; in turn, GAD-7 comprises
seven items with scores ranging from 0 to 21, and assesses anxiety symptoms in the
past two weeks. In order to interpret the data from the scales, the parameters
contained in the literature were used(").

The frequency distributions of the sociodemographic data and data related to the
answers given to the GAD-7 and PHQ-9 instruments were expressed by means of
relative frequency (%) tables. After collection, the data were transferred to Microsoft
Excel 2016 and statistically analyzed in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS)® program, version 22.0. There was no identification of the participants in this
study, guaranteeing anonymity and confidentiality of the data collected.

In compliance with Resolution No. 466/12 of the National Health Council belonging to
the Ministry of Health, this research was approved by the Research Ethics Committee
(Comité de Etica em Pesquisa, CEP).

RESULTS

The sample consisted of 170 students, with predominance of the female gender
(71.8%). Among the data collected, 74 (42.3%) declared themselves as brown-skinned
and 60 (35.3%) as white-skinned. In relation to the age range, 62 (36.5%) are from 25
to 29 years old, although there was no significant difference with those aged from 22
to 25 (34.2%).
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When asked if they had a diagnosis of any psychiatric illness, 28 (16.5%) reported
having a clinical diagnosis. In relation to the pandemic, 116 (68.2%) remained isolated
and avoided social interaction, and 110 (64.7%) reported that they would have liked to
have received psychological care from the university during the social isolation period
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Regarding GAD-7, which assesses the students' anxiety level, it was found that
73 (42.94%) had moderate anxiety symptoms and only 7 (10.0%) of the participants
had no degree of anxiety (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Degree of anxiety in the participants according to the GAD-7
questionnaire. Teresina, Pl, Brazil, 2021
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Regarding the data related to PHQ-9, which assesses the presence and degree of
depressive disorder, it was observed that 63 (37.0%) of the participants had moderate
depressive disorder, and that a small proportion (16 [(9.4%]) had no symptoms of this
disorder (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Degree of depressive disorder in the participants according to the
GAD-7 questionnaire. Teresina, Pl, Brazil, 2021
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Female medical students aged from 25 to 29, who declared to be brown-skinned, with
no previous psychological disorder and who were in social isolation as recommended
by the health authorities, were the most susceptible and presented the greatest signs
of depression and anxiety during the pandemic.

DISCUSSION

The results confirm the repercussions of the social isolation imposed by the pandemic
on medical students' mental health, with indications of how gender, age, previous
psychological iliness and social isolation influence the onset of mental disorders such
as anxiety and depression. These results are consistent with other international
studies which evidenced that medical students aged from 24 to 28 years old have
more anxiety and depression symptoms when compared to other age groups('213),

One hypothesis is that it is in this age group that the transition from late adolescence
to adulthood takes place, which is characterized by important psychosocial changes,
as well as that, since they are medical students, they are more exposed to an
academic environment consisting of a large volume of content to study, emotional
stress and financial impositions, favoring psychological distress(14).

The pandemic, social isolation and closure of universities may also have affected
these students' psychological conditions, due to the break in their connections and the
interruption of their study routine, socialization and leisure, in a period of their lives
when emotional frailty increases; therefore becoming more vulnerable to depression
and anxiety symptoms(1%).

Some studies point to a poor adaptation to Education at a Distance (EAD) on the part
of medical students, showing that this teaching method has led to difficulties studying,
reduced concentration and problems adapting to the virtual platforms after the
implementation of the social isolation measures; in addition to other stress sources
regarding loss, delay in the semester, and accumulation of issues with resumption of
face-to-face classes(16).

In relation to gender, the results indicate that female medical students were at a higher
risk for anxiety and depression disorders. In contrast, another study showed that men
are more prone to depressive symptoms. The tendency to develop these disorders
may vary according to gender and age group, but it can also be related to the
questionnaires used to evaluate the depression and anxiety symptoms that were
applied during the surveys, as well as the places where they were carried out(”).

Another conjecture is that the association between depression, anxiety and the female
gender can be due to the social demands of the multiple roles to be played by women,
to the psychological shock resulting from the fear of infection by children or family
members, and to the need to reassert their ability in medical environments
commanded by the male gender, as well as the hormonal changes that emerged due
the lack of face-to-face contact. In addition to that, women have a better perception of
their feelings; therefore, they express their symptoms more clearly('®)

Beyond the biological ills of the disease, the COVID-19 pandemic has exerted an
impact on medical students’ everyday life, negatively affecting mental health,
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especially among those in their final semesters, due to the fear of returning to
internships and of infecting themselves and others with a potentially fatal virus. Thus,
the longer the pandemic lasts, the more the demands on the emotional exhaustion of
these students(18.19),

In this study, most of the university students remained isolated and avoided social
interaction during this period. The above corroborates with a cross-sectional survey
conducted in India with 83 medical students, where most of the students adopted a
social distancing stance, avoiding attending large gatherings, stopping going out of the
house or completely isolating themselves(?9).

Although few students reported prior diagnosis of any psychiatric illness, other
research studies confirmed that students more often develop mental disorders during
medical training. It is therefore important to understand the main factors that caused
this psychological wear out, mainly during the pandemic period, especially to prevent
those situations that can contribute to deterioration of pre-existing conditions or
diseases?'2?),

The results also showed that the students would have liked to have received
psychological care. Offering online emotional support in universities during the
pandemic can provide a space for sharing and communication about issues of
personal and academic life, enabling the creation of strategies for coping with
difficulties in the new reality experienced@?,

In this way, better welcoming and a reduction of conflictive situations can help
minimize these frequent conditions in medical schools, as they impact not only on the
students' own quality of life, but also on the way in which they will deal with their
patients in the future),

As a limitation of this study, we should mention the use of a virtual environment for
conducting the research, which may have excluded some students who did not have
access to this type of technology. Another important point is that the data from this
study were collected during the period when the restrictive measures for commercial
activities and services were in effect in the state of Piaui; in other words, the most
critical moment of the pandemic in the state, when the restrictive measures and social
isolation were intensified and everyone seemed to be exhausted and unmotivated.

CONCLUSION

The research on anxiety and depression conducted in this study indicated that a
significant percentage of the students reported moderate to severe levels of anxiety
and depression, with higher intensity among women. This exerts a negative impact on
construction of the students' professional profile, as these pathologies also affect
physical health and trigger the onset of other diseases.

Although personal communication has become difficult due to fear of COVID-19, it is
important that universities recognize that the students' mental health and psychosocial
well-being in this global health crisis scenario is relevant to educators and, thus,
provide the multilateral support that students need, including early mental health
interventions.
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Given the above, it is possible to infer that it is fundamental, mainly in a pandemic that
involves social distancing, to understand the psychological behavior of university
students in the medical training process, valuing the emotional points that contribute to
the physical and mental well-being of these future professionals. So that, in other
pandemic events and with the support of research, educational institutions will be
adequately prepared for intervention and prevention regarding depression and anxiety.
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