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Abstract  

Associated with functional impairment and impaired physical and mental health, depression is characterized as a 

multifactorial mood disorder. In the clinic there is sadness, pessimism, low self-esteem, lack of pleasure, mood swings 

and suicidal thoughts and acts. Therefore, this narrative review aims to understand depression in the medical-student 

environment and associated factors. It was researched: “depression”; “Depression in medical students”; “Depression 

among medical students” in Bireme, PubMed and Scielo. A total of 431 articles were found, from 2012 to 2019, and 

14 responded to: “how did depression manifest itself among medical students?”. Studies show a high risk for 

physicians and medical students to develop mental exhaustion, depressive symptoms, alcohol abuse, and a tendency to 

commit suicide. As for students, medical schools require a strenuous routine, with little leisure. Added to this is the 

pressure from parents and teachers and the fear of failure. At least 25% of medical students have some kind of 

psychological distress originated in academic training. Mayer found depressive symptoms in 41% of students; 81.7% 

presented state anxiety and 85.6%, trait anxiety. Souza noted a predominance of depression in medical students than 

in the general population. Faced with this susceptibility, teachers must be able to recognize depressive signs and 

symptoms in students so that there is an early and effective intervention. 

Keywords: Depression; Depression in the student environment; Evil of the century; Depression in the medical 

environment. 
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Resumo  

Associada à deficiência funcional e à saúde física e mental prejudicada, a depressão é caracterizada como um 

transtorno do humor multifatorial. Na clínica há tristeza, pessimismo, baixa autoestima, falta de prazer, oscilações de 

humor e pensamentos e atos suicidas. Portanto, esta revisão narrativa objetiva compreender a depressão no ambiente 

médico-estudantil e fatores associados. Pesquisou-se: “depressão”; “Depressão em estudantes de medicina”; 

“Depressão no meio do estudante de medicina” em Bireme, PubMed e Scielo. Foram encontrados 431 artigos, do 

período de 2012 a 2019, e 14 responderam a: “como a depressão se manifestou entre os estudantes de medicina?”. 

Estudos mostram um alto risco de médicos e estudantes de medicina desenvolverem exaustão mental, sintomas 

depressivos, abuso de álcool e tendência ao suicídio. Quanto aos alunos, as escolas médicas exigem uma rotina 

extenuante, com pouco lazer. Soma-se a isso a pressão de pais e professores e o medo do fracasso. Pelo menos 25% 

dos estudantes de medicina apresentam algum tipo de sofrimento psíquico originado na formação acadêmica. Mayer 

encontrou sintomas depressivos em 41% dos alunos; 81,7% apresentaram ansiedade-estado e 85,6%, ansiedade-traço. 

Souza observou um predomínio de depressão em estudantes de medicina do que na população em geral. Diante desta 

suscetibilidade os professores devem ser capazes de reconhecer sinais e sintomas depressivos nos alunos para que haja 

uma intervenção precoce e eficaz. 

Palavras-chave: Depressão; Depressão no ambiente estudantil; Mal do século; Depressão no ambiente médico. 

 

Resumen  

Asociada con deterioro funcional y deterioro de la salud física y mental, la depresión se caracteriza como un trastorno 

del estado de ánimo multifactorial. En la clínica hay tristeza, pesimismo, baja autoestima, falta de placer, cambios de 

humor y pensamientos y actos suicidas. Por lo tanto, esta revisión narrativa tiene como objetivo comprender la 

depresión en el entorno del estudiante de medicina y los factores asociados. Se investigó: “depresión”; “Depresión en 

estudiantes de medicina”; “Depresión entre estudiantes de medicina” en Bireme, PubMed y Scielo. Se encontraron un 

total de 431 artículos, de 2012 a 2019, y 14 respondieron a: “¿cómo se manifestó la depresión entre los estudiantes de 

medicina?”. Los estudios muestran un alto riesgo para los médicos y estudiantes de medicina de desarrollar 

agotamiento mental, síntomas depresivos, abuso de alcohol y tendencia al suicidio. En cuanto a los estudiantes, las 

facultades de medicina requieren una rutina extenuante, con poco tiempo libre. A esto se suma la presión de los padres 

y maestros y el miedo al fracaso. Al menos el 25% de los estudiantes de medicina tienen algún tipo de malestar 

psicológico originado en la formación académica. Mayer encontró síntomas depresivos en 41% de los estudiantes; El 

81,7% presentó ansiedad estado y el 85,6% ansiedad rasgo. Souza notó un predominio de la depresión en los 

estudiantes de medicina que en la población general. Ante esta susceptibilidad, los profesores deben ser capaces de 

reconocer los signos y síntomas depresivos en los alumnos para que exista una intervención temprana y eficaz. 

Palabras clave: Depresión; Depresión en el entorno estudiantil; Maldad del siglo; Depresión en el ámbito médico. 

 

1. Introduction  

Depression is a medical pathology of high incidence, being considered a serious public health problem worldwide, 

affecting approximately 350 million people and may culminate in disability-adjusted life years, with chronic and recurrent 

manifestations (Nóbrega, et al., 2020). It is commonly associated with functional impairment and impairment of the patient's 

physical and mental health. It is characterized as a multifactorial mood disorder that involves affective, motivational, cognitive 

and neurovegetative aspects that must be considered and analyzed together to obtain an adequate assessment and treatment 

(Hepgul, et al., 2013). 

The disease is considered by the World Health Organization (WHO) as the "Evil of the Century", given its high 

prevalence and the involvement of different classes, genders and ages. Regarding the clinical picture, there is the presence of 

sadness, pessimism, low self-esteem, which manifest themselves frequently and can be combined. In addition, there is a lack of 

pleasure in things that were once good for the affected patient, an extensive swing of mood and thoughts, which can culminate 

in suicidal behavior and acts. In addition, depression also induces physiological changes in the body, being a gateway to other 

diseases. Patients affected by depression have a low immune system and more episodes of inflammatory and infectious 

pathologies (Brasil, 2018). 

Given the importance of the topic, its unresolvable approach within universities and the resulting consequences, this 

review aims to understand depression in the student's medical environment and the factors associated with such a situation, in 

order to promote reflections and debates on the subject. 
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2. Methodology  

The work presented here is a qualitative research of the narrative review type (Koche, 2011), whose methodology was 

a bibliographic research based on literature already published in the following databases: Bireme, PubMed and Scielo; having 

been accepted as bases of choice, given their importance in the academic medical field. The articles were obtained using the 

following descriptors: "depression"; "depression in medical students"; “Depression among medical students”. In this sense, a 

total of 431 articles were found, however, every article needs one or several revisions in relation to the wording, content and 

bibliographic references (Pereira, et al., 2018), among which we selected only those that included among the years from 2013 

to 2021, to review the latest on the topic; as well as the articles that answered the following guiding question: “how has 

depression manifested among medical students?”. Subsequently, a total of 21 articles were obtained, all discussed here. 

 

3. Results and Discussion  

Studies show a high risk of physicians and medical students developing mental exhaustion, depressive symptoms, 

marital problems, alcohol abuse, among other types of drugs, and greater propensity to commit suicide. It is also known that 

these two social groups are more likely to develop mental pathologies compared to the rest of society; The aggravating factor 

of the situation is the fact that these segments hardly seek professional help, a situation that accentuates the situation and makes 

treatment difficult (Karaoglu & Seker, 2010; Tabalipa, et al., 2015). Common mental disorders involve psychological distress 

and interfere with daily activities, interpersonal relationships and quality of life. It is estimated that they reach 9% to 12% of 

the world population and 12% to 15% of the Brazilian population in all age groups. Among the different social groups, 

physicians in training are more vulnerable to developing anxiety and depression disorders (Sacramento, et al., 2021). 

With regard to students, it appears that medical schools are recognized as places of education that are extremely 

judicious in their activities, a fact that demands from the academic a strenuous study routine and little or no leisure. Such a 

situation can have a negative impact on the student's academic performance, as well as on their overall health. Added to this is 

the academic's great difficulty in adapting to the new environment, as many leave their cities, where they have emotional ties, 

and start to live without the physical support of their parents (Gramstad, Gjestad & Haver, 2013; Tabalipa, et al., 2015). 

In addition, students have a number of extra concerns, such as: pressure exerted by parents and teachers in relation to 

academic performance, which is commonly manifested by the fear of failure (Galvão, et al., 2021), as well as the concern with 

availability of vacancies in medical residencies and in the labor market. Such factors, when associated with the increasing 

manifestation of the most diverse emotional outbursts, negatively influence their study routine, in addition to affecting 

physiological and cognitive functions, compromising learning, quality of life and patient care (Oliveira & Araujo, 2019). It is 

known that at least 25% of medical students have some kind of psychological distress and that it originated in academic 

training, with anxiety and depression being the most prominent disorders (Gramstad, Gjestad & Haver, 2013; Tabalipa, et al., 

2015). 

Depression and stress were detected more frequently among Brazilian medical students than among American 

students (Lucchetti, et al., 2018). It is estimated that 15% to 25% of Brazilian university students present some type of 

psychiatric disorder during their academic training. Among these disorders, depressive and anxiety disorders are the most 

frequent (Vasconcelos, et al., 2014). 

The climate of tension and distressing feelings can worsen during the medical course, as several factors, such as 

pressure to learn a lot of new information, little time for leisure activities, contact with death and serious illnesses at an early 

age (Figueiredo, et al., 2014; Peres, et al., 2014), contribute to the deficit in mental health and worsening of quality of life 

(Peres, et al., 2014). 
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In the doctoral study, Mayer, et al., (2016) analyzed the frequency and factors that point to symptoms of depression 

and anxiety among medical students. The researcher measured anxiety symptoms in two ways: state anxiety, that is, the 

anxious state, something momentary; and trait anxiety, a personality trait, in which the person tends to react more anxiously to 

adverse situations. Depressive symptoms were attested in 41% of students; 81.7% presented state anxiety and 85.6%, trait 

anxiety. All three symptoms were positively associated with female students and students from medical schools located in 

capitals of both genders. Scholarship students had higher state anxiety, but not trait anxiety or depression scores. 

In the meta-analysis by Rotenstein, et al., (2016), the global prevalence of depression or depressive symptoms among 

medical students was 27.2% and the global prevalence of suicidal ideation was 11.1%. Among medical students testing 

positive for depression, 15.7% sought psychiatric treatment. 

In addition, currently, the analysis of Sartorão (2021) demonstrated a significantly higher prevalence of moderate and 

severe anxiety and depression symptoms among female medical students during the COVID-19 Pandemic. 

Regarding the conclusion of the research analyzed by Souza, et al., (2017), it was observed that there is a higher 

prevalence of depression in medical students than in the general population, which can be understood by the experience and 

proximity of this population with the death, illness and crisis situations, as well as the involvement of students with 

responsibility towards life. The studies also showed that the medical student is subject to a greater and significant vulnerability 

due to factors and characteristics of the course, warning about the compromise of their quality of life and health (Santa & 

Cantilino, 2016). 

These numbers are justified because, during graduation, students may suffer losses in the psychological domain, 

which will bring important implications for the health of future physicians. According to Buhrer, et al., (2019), high emotional 

strain causes inadequate adaptation to difficulties, leading to indifference and insensitivity attitudes. This routine feeling leads 

to a feeling of failure and the activities become meaningless (Costa, et al., 2012). Therefore, it is believed that higher education 

institutions must commit to the integral development of their students by presenting institutional strategies to face this reality 

(Costa, et al., 2020). 

 

4. Conclusion  

In view of the data presented here, we can see the susceptibility of medical students to depression. As it is a pathology 

in which, commonly, there are no organic symptoms, the disease often ends up being neglected, so the student is placed in a 

chronic situation of suffering. Fact that hinders their development both in the student and family environment. Thus, the 

approach by the faculty about the manifestation of the theme in its students is of paramount importance. Ideally, teachers 

should be able to recognize depressive signs and symptoms among their students so that there is an early and effective 

intervention. 

Given the above, the possibility of multiprofessional research is highlighted to quantify the level and form of 

interventions needed to alleviate the already established repercussions of depressive symptoms in the medical-student 

environment and enable forms of prevention that can be applied in the population in question in order to avoid further damage 

in the future. 
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