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Resumen 
Objetivo: Determinar la prevalencia del 
malestar psicológico y su relación con el en-
gagement académico (absorción, dedicaci-
ón y vigor) y con variables sexo y titulación, 
de los estudiantes de cuatro universidades 
públicas. Método: Estudio comparativo 
correlacional, investigación cuantitativa sin 
intervención, no experimental. Población 
1840 estudiantes de Enfermería y Fisiote-
rapia. La herramienta de recogida de datos 
fue el cuestionario. Resultados: Prevalen-
cia de malestar psicológico en el 32.2% de 
los sujetos; se hallaron correlaciones entre 
vigor y malestar psicológico para el conjun-
to de sujetos y para el grupo de las muje-
res. Las puntuaciones altas en absorción y 
dedicación y bajas en malestar psicológico, 
predicen valoraciones más altas en vigor. 
Conclusión: El riesgo de malestar psicológi-
co es alto, especialmente para las mujeres. 
Éstas se perciben con mayor malestar psi-
cológico que los hombres. El vigor, energía 
y resistencia con los estudios, influye posi-
tivamente sobre el malestar psicológico y 
puede ser un vehículo para unos mejores 
resultados del aprendizaje.
 

descriptores 
Engagement
Malestar psicológico
Enfermería
Fisioterapia
Estudiante de pregrado

resumo 
Objetivo: Determinar a prevalência do 
mal-estar psicológico e a sua relação com o 
engagement acadêmico (absorção, dedica-
ção e vigor) e as variáveis ​​sexo e formação 
profissional em estudantes de quatro uni-
versidades públicas. Método: Investigação 
quantitativa sem intervenção, estudo não 
experimental e correlacional comparativo. 
A amostra foi constituída por 1.840 alunos 
de Enfermagem e Fisioterapia e o instru-
mento de coleta de dados foi o questioná-
rio. Resultados: A prevalência do mal-estar 
psicológico foi encontrada em 32,2% dos 
indivíduos; foram encontradas correlações 
entre vigor e mal-estar psicológico para 
o conjunto dos sujeitos, principalmente 
para o grupo das mulheres. A existência 
de escores elevados para dedicação e ab-
sorção, e baixos para mal-estar psicológico 
é preditora de pontuações mais elevadas 
em vigor. Conclusão: O risco de mal-estar 
psicológico é elevado, especialmente nas 
mulheres. Estas se percebem com maior 
mal-estar psicológico que os homens. O vi-
gor, a energia e a resistência, aplicados na 
relação com os estudos influenciam positi-
vamente o mal-estar psicológico e podem 
ser um veículo para melhores resultados 
de aprendizagem
 
descritores
Engagement
Mal-estar psicológico
Enfermagem
Fisioterapia
Estudantes de graduação

Abstract 
Objective: To determine the prevalence of 
psychological distress and its relationship 
with academic engagement (absorption, 
dedication and vigor), sex and degree 
among students from four public univer-
sities. Method: A non-experimental, com-
parative correlational, quantitative inves-
tigation without intervention. Study popu-
lation: 1840 nursing and physical therapy 
students. The data collection tool used was 
a questionnaire. Results: A 32.2% preva-
lence of psychological distress was found 
in the subjects; a correlation between vi-
gor and psychological distress was found 
for all of the subjects and also for women. 
High absorption and dedication scores and 
low psychological distress scores predicted 
higher vigor scores. Conclusion: The risk 
of psychological distress is high, especially 
for women. Women seem to have a higher 
level of psychological distress than men. Vi-
gor, energy and mental resilience positively 
influence psychological distress and can be 
a vehicle for better results during the lear-
ning and studying process.

 
descriptors
Engagement
Psychological distress
Nursing
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Introduction

Health is understood to be not just the absence of 
illness; its definition implies a comprehensive and inte-
grative understanding of people that includes many in-
terrelated social, psychological and physical factors(1). 
Likewise, the World Health Organization proposes that the 
promotion of mental health and the prevention of mental 
disorders can help to maintain or improve health, have a 
positive effect on quality of life and can be economically 
beneficial(2). The availability of mental health records and 
information systems is necessary for conducting research 
and studies on mental health promotion and prevention 
in college students, and institutions of higher education 
have made a commitment to this process for some time(3). 

During the academic year, nursing and physical thera-
py students face many risk situations that can alter their 
academic achievement and cause them psychological dis-
tress(4-5). The most common sources of this distress are, 
among others, their workload and problems associated 
with their studies, fear of unknown situations and difficul-
ties during their clinical practices(6). In addition, students 
must embody certain personal factors (assertiveness, be-
ing able to say no, confrontation, self-esteem and social 
relationships) that involve multiple and significant adap-
tations that they must adequately and immediately make 
during their training period(7-8). If these risks are not recog-
nized, they can negatively affect the student’s health(9-12), 
learning or academic self-efficacy(13), satisfaction with 
their studies and, consequently, the quality of the atten-
tion they offer patients during clinical practice. 

It is essential to identify students who are at a higher 
risk of suffering from health problems. A reliable and valid 
instrument for measuring psychological distress before 
any intervention is considered is the 12-item version of 
the General Health Questionnaire(14) (GHQ-12). The GHQ 
questionnaire centers on two types of problems: the self-
perceived difficulty developing healthy functioning and 
the occurrence of stressful events. The GHQ is an instru-
ment that screens the population in question to detect 
the prevalence of probable cases of psychiatric morbidity 
or psychological condition by exploring the subject’s usual 
state during the month prior to the screening as a reflec-
tion of their overall usual state. 

In Spain, studies using the GHQ-12 to examine the 
psychological distress of nursing and physical therapy 
students are rare. In a few instances, distress has been 
evaluated by measuring burnout syndrome(6,15). Academic 
engagement is a construct that is considered to be the op-
posite of burnout syndrome(16), and examining it can indi-
cate whether academic engagement positively influences 
the student’s psychological distress. As opposed to those 
who suffer from burnout syndrome, engaged students 
feel connected to their tasks. Instead of considering these 
tasks stressful, they perceive them as challenges. They are 
strongly and effectively connected with the activities that 

they engage in, and they are seen as capable of meeting 
the demands that they face(17). In general terms, it can be 
said that academic engagement refers to bonding, involve-
ment, passion, enthusiasm, effort and energy related to 
one’s work. To measure this variable in college students, 
the Utretch Work Engagement Scale for Students (UWES-
S) was selected. This 17-item questionnaire was originally 
created for a sample of workers (UWES) and is used to mea-
sure three construct dimensions(18): vigor, dedication and 
absorption. Vigor measures energy and mental resilience 
during the learning process (I can continue studying during 
long periods of time), i.e., the student’s desire to invest ef-
fort, time and persistence in his or her studies. Dedication, 
the second dimension the authors described, reflects the 
student’s study-related characteristics, such as enthusiasm, 
pride, inspiration and challenge (I am proud of pursuing this 
career). Finally, absorption (time ‘flies by’ when I carry out 
my tasks) indicates a pleasant state of total concentration 
on the work. With absorption, an individual is incapable of 
being separated from his or her efforts even after having 
spent a great deal of time working on them. 

The research on academic commitment among col-
lege students in Spain is not very extensive given the 
relative newness of the concept. Nevertheless, the posi-
tive influence of engagement on various academic and 
personal aspects of a student’s character, including psy-
chological well-being(19-20), academic achievement and 
satisfaction with his or her studies(21), seems clear. At the 
same time, research indicates the need to promote the 
development of students’ emotional abilities to alleviate 
their academic stresses and to stimulate positive atti-
tudes toward their studies(22-23).  

For these reasons, the aims of the present study are to 
determine the prevalence of psychological distress using 
the GHQ-12, to describe the level of academic engagement 
measured with UWES-S and to analyze the relationship be-
tween these constructs and personal variables, including 
sex and degree, in nursing and physical therapy students 
enrolled in public universities in Castilla and Leon (Spain). 
When psychological distress was identified, this work 
aimed to present, promote and develop strategies that 
improve psychological well-being and to provide students 
with resources to help them confront these academic de-
mands and to successfully earn their college degree. 

Method

Design 

A non-experimental comparative correlation study 
that uses quantitative research methods without inter-
vention. A questionnaire was used for data collection. 

Subjects and study environment 

The study population was composed of 1840 nurs-
ing and physical therapy students enrolled in 2009/2010 
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academic classes in the public universities of Castilla and 
Leon, Spain. In the four public universities (Burgos, Leon, 
Salamanca and Valladolid), 1390 students (75.5%) studied 
nursing and 450 (24.5%) studied physical therapy. The en-
tire population was included to achieve a greater number 
of participants, to avoid the possibility of sample losses 
and to show utmost respect for students’ privacy. 

Instruments 

A self-completed document collected sociodemo-
graphic information, including sex, age, course, degree 
and the university where the subjects were carrying out 
their studies. 

GHQ-12 

The 12-item version of the General Health Question-
naire (GHQ-12) was validated by the same authors(14). This 
scale is used as an indicator of psychological distress. Each 
item of the GHQ describes a symptom and has four pos-
sible answers: the two answers that indicate the absence 
of the symptom are assigned a score of 0, and the two 
that indicate the presence of symptoms are assigned a 
score of 1. The score for the entire scale can range from 
0 to 12. This scale infers that the higher the total score is, 
the higher the psychological distress will be. 

UWES-S 

The Utretch Work Engagement Scale for Students 
(UWES-S) is an academic engagement questionnaire that 
was adapted for and validated with students from differ-
ent countries(18). It is a 17-item scale used to measure the 
three dimensions of engagement: vigor (6 items), dedica-
tion (5 items) and absorption (6 items). The participants’ 
answers are quantified according to a Likert-type scale, on 
which 0 signifies complete disagreement and 6 indicates 
complete agreement with the item’s statement. High 
scores on these dimensions reflect high levels of engage-
ment in studies. 

Procedure 

The questionnaires were administered in classrooms 
during academic class hours. Permission to collect data 
was requested from the administrators and professors 
at the corresponding centers. The participants were in-
formed of the guidelines for completing the question-
naires and were given 20 minutes to complete the ques-
tionnaire. Oral and written informed consent explaining 
the voluntary nature and the purpose of the study was 
given to all participants. Similarly, the absolute confidenti-
ality of all information was emphasized. 

Data analysis

The statistical analysis of the data was descriptive, 
analytic and correlational. After using the Shapiro-Wilk 
tests to verify that the data did not follow a normal dis-
tribution for quantitative variables, non-parametric tests 

(Mann-Whitney U-test) were conducted to compare the 
averages between degree and sex groups. To evaluate 
the associations between quantitative variables, non-
parametric correlations were performed, and Spearman’s 
Rho coefficients were obtained. To determine the psycho-
metric indicators that the instrument measured, basic de-
scriptive statistics and reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s 
alpha) were analyzed. Using multiple linear regression, a 
model with one dependent and several independent vari-
ables was developed. 

The database and statistical analyses were carried out 
using the SPSS 19.0 (Statistical Package for the Social Sci-
ences) software. 

Limitations 

The results obtained did not allow us to draw any con-
clusions about causality among the variables studied. To 
infer causality, it would be necessary to develop longitudi-
nal or experimental studies to more fully study this ques-
tion. 

The subjects studied were not representative of the 
college population because they only came from two 
health sciences branches, nursing and physical therapy. 

A sex-related bias also exists because the student pop-
ulation was not homogeneous with regard to sex; conse-
quently, the results and conclusions regarding sex differ-
ences should be considered with caution. 

Ethical considerations 

The study protocol and instruments were presented 
and approved by the Ethics Committee Executive Board of 
the University of Leon. 

The proposed research respects the fundamental 
principles of the Statement of Helsinki, the Council of Eu-
rope relating to human rights and biomedicine, UNESCO’s 
Universal declaration on the human genome and human 
rights and the Council of Oviedo relating to human rights 
and biomedicine. 

The questionnaires were accompanied by an informa-
tional pamphlet and by verbal and written consent. 

Results

Participants’ sociodemographic characteristics 

A total of 1278 subjects participated (Table 1). The aver-
age age was 21.36 years, the mode was 20 years, and less 
than 10% were over 21 years old. The subjects analyzed were 
distributed into the different health sciences degrees in the 
following manner: 1009 students (79%) were enrolled in nurs-
ing, and 269 (21%) were enrolled in physical therapy. Regard-
ing sex, there were 1062 women (83.1%), 189 men (14.8%), 
and 27 people (2.1%) who did not correctly specify their sex.
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Descriptive 

The median value of psychological distress mea-
sured with the GHQ-12 was 3.5856, and the averages 
obtained for the academic engagement question-
naire (UWES-S) were 26.76 for absorption, 25.81 for 

Public universities Men 189 (14.8%) Women 1062 (83.1%) Total N=1278 (100%)
Nursing Leon 52 376 428
N=1009 (79%) Salamanca 20 100 120

Valladolid 43 269 312
Burgos 12 114 126

Physical therapy Leon 35 105 140
N=269 (21%) Salamanca 13 50 63

Valladolid 14 48 62
Unknown 27(2.1%)

Table 1 - Sociodemographic characteristics

Table 2 - Descriptive statistics
N Minimum Maximum Average Standard deviation Cronbach's Alpha

GHQ-12 1274 .00 12.00 35.856 290.531 .818
Absorption 1259 .00 6.00 32.093 .98383 .803
Dedication 1259 .00 6.00 44.019 .95273 .793
Vigor 1259 .00 6.00 30.815 .97659 .723

Table 3 - Descriptive statistics by sex and degree
Sex and degree Minimum Maximum Average Me* IQR* Standard 

deviation P(1)

GHQ-12 Women .00 12.00 36.472 3.00 4.00 289.411 .006
Men .00 12.00 31.436 2.00 4.00 296.785
Nursing .00 12.00 36.289 3.00 4.00 289.122 Not sig
Physical therapy .00 12.00 34.238 3.00 4.00 2,95721

Absorption Women .00 6.00 32.380 3.17 1.33 .97930 .009
Men .33 5.83 30.442 3.00 1.34 101.068
Nursing .33 6.00 32.405 3.17 1.33 .98529 .018
Physical therapy .00 6.00 30.935 3.00 1.17 .97149

Dedication Women .00 6.00 44.274 4.60 1.20 .95424 .023
Men 1.60 6.00 42.556 4.40 1.40 .96314
Nursing .80 6.00 43.925 4.60 1.20 .94865 Not sig.
Physical therapy .00 6.00 44.371 4.60 1.20 .96877

Vigor Women .00 5.83 30.896 3.00 1.33 .96449 Not sig.
Men .00 6.00 30.129 3.00 1.50 105.132
Nursing .00 5.83 30.739 3.00 1.50 .98416 Not sig.
Physical therapy .00 6.00 31.096 3.17 1.33 .94922

*Data are indicated as medians (Me) and interquartile ranges (IQR). (1)Level of statistical significance obtained using the U-test and the Mann-Whitney test.

dedication and 26.59 for vigor (Table 2). Table 3 shows 
that the women had higher average scores than the 
men for all variables studied. 

The prevalence of psychological distress in the partici-
pants was 32.2%.

Correlations

No statistically significant correlations regarding the 
subjects’ age were found. 

Table 4 shows the relationship between the different 
dimensions of engagement in studies and psychological 
distress. The statistically significant correlations in all par-
ticipants (overall) were negative and very weak with regard 
to the relationship between vigor and psychological dis-
tress (rho=-.088, p<0.001). This means that students who 
scored lower in vigor obtained higher scores in psychological 

distress and vice versa. In addition, vigor was also signifi-
cantly correlated, but this time positively, with absorption 
(rho=.723, p<.001) and with dedication (rho=.542, p<.001). 
Thus, positive associations were also found between the 
variables dedication and absorption (rho=.546, p<.001), and 
the three dimensions of engagement were correlated with 
each other. Among the women, correlations were found to 
be in the same direction as among all of the participants 
overall (Table 4). However, in the men, psychological distress 
did not correlate with any of the dimensions of engagement, 
although they were all positively related to each other.
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Table 4 - Correlation between psychological distress and engagement overall and by sex 
Absorption Dedication Vigor

1. GHQ-12 Overall Spearman's rho .029 -.041 -.088(**)
Women Spearman's rho .009 -.057 -.117(**)

Men Spearman's rho .106 .042 .058
2. Absorption Overall Spearman's rho .546(**) .723(**)

Women Spearman's rho .535(**) .715(**)
Men Spearman's rho .628(**) .804(**)

3. Dedication Overall Spearman's rho .542(**)
Women Spearman's rho .538(**)

Men Spearman's rho .620(**)
**The correlation is significant at the .001 level (two-sided).

Table 5 - Linear regression for vigor
Overall linear regression Linear regression in women

Predictor variables Model 1 Beta Model 2 Beta Model 3 Beta Model 1 Beta Model 2 Beta Model 3 Beta
Absorption .740*** .635*** .643*** .734*** .631*** .639***
Dedication .193*** .182*** .195*** .181***
GHQ-12 -.097*** -.112***
R .740 .757 .763 .734 .753 .761
R2 .547 .573 .583 .539 .566 .579
Corrected R2 .547 .573 .582 .539 .566 .578

**  p< .001 ***p=.000

The Mann-Whitney U-test results comparing the av-
erages between sex and degree of the psychological dis-
tress and academic engagement variables are presented 
in Table 3. 

The average psychological distress scores were sig-
nificantly different (p<.05) between sexes (3.6472 in the 
women compared to 3.1436 in the men). The women 
scored higher than the men on this questionnaire, imply-
ing that they had a higher level of psychological distress. 
These results are also statistically significant (p<.05) 
for engagement; the women scored higher on absorp-
tion (3.2380 in the women and 3.0442 in the men) and 
dedication (4.44274 in the women and 4.2556 in the 
men) compared with the men. For the variable absorp-
tion, statistically significant differences were found be-
tween the average scores of the degree variable (3.2405 
for nursing and 3.0935 for physical therapy). The nurs-
ing students obtained higher values compared with the 
physical therapy students. 

Linear regression 

As the previous section showed, psychological distress 
was correlated with academic engagement and particu-
larly with vigor. In turn, vigor was the only variable studied 
that was correlated with all of the others. All of the partici-
pants overall behaved similarly to the group of women for 
the variables mentioned; consequently, linear regression 
using the variable vigor was conducted for both groups. 

Table 5 summarizes the results of the linear regres-
sion analysis for the dependent variable vigor. Model 3 ex-
plained 57.8% of the variance in the women. The predictor 
variables for this model were absorption (b=.639 t=26,849 
and p=.000), dedication (b=.181, t=7.597 and p=.000) and 
psychological distress (b=-.112 t=-5,542 and p=.000). In-
creased scores for absorption and dedication and decreased 
student-perceived psychological distress predicted higher 
vigor scores. Similarly, although the percentage of variance 
was slightly lower, the same trend occurred with the data 
extracted for all of the participants (men and women). 

Discusion

The prevalence of psychological distress among students 
enrolled in a health sciences program was 32.2%. This value 
is approximately in agreement with the results of a similar 
study(4) that obtained a prevalence of 36% for the same vari-
able in 228 students enrolled in a nursing program; that study 
found that psychological distress was related to the students’ 
family, academic and personal characteristics. Research on 
psychological distress has developed from different perspec-
tives. Some studies have analyzed the relationship between 
psychological state and academic achievement(10). Those au-
thors showed that nursing students as a group are at high 
risk for developing mental health problems. Similarly, other 

authors(24) studied personality, adjustment and psychologi-
cal distress in a sample of nursing students and obtained re-
sults slightly lower than those obtained in the present study: 
20.7% of the students evaluated presented high GHQ-12 
scores. There are studies(25) with prevalence values very close 
to those obtained in the present study: 33.6% psychological 
morbidity in students with other health sciences degrees. In 
the case of physical therapy students, the results reviewed(12) 
indicate a likely psychological morbidity of 27%, based on 
the GHQ scores. With these prevalence data and affirmation 
from other authors(7), it seems clear that there is a need to 
more thoroughly evaluate distress levels. 

The women in our study scored higher in psychological 
distress than the men, and they perceived a greater level of 



720 Rev Esc Enferm USP
2014; 48(4):715-22

www.ee.usp.br/reeusp/ Liébana-Presa C, Fernández-Martínez ME, Gándara ÁR, Muñoz-Villanueva MC, 
Vázquez-Casares AM, Rodríguez-Borrego MA

Psychological distress in health sciences college students and 
its relationship with academic engagement

psychological distress compared with the men. Along these 
lines(11), two studies utilizing the GHQ-12 questionnaire 
were developed for nursing students who attended two 
universities in Rome (Italy). Those studies found that the 
risk of psychological distress (anxiety and depression) was 
higher in women compared with men. These differences 
between men and women were also confirmed in a cross-
sectional study(26) using data from the Spanish National 
Health Survey (2006) that found that the prevalence of 
mental health problems was greater in women (24.6%) 
than that in men (14.7%). 

The significant associations and the average values 
described for the dimensions commitment to studies, 
absorption, dedication and vigor show similarities with 
other samples of college students. The research regard-
ing this construct has developed along different lines. 
Studies have been identified that indicate the relation-
ship between the components of commitment and aca-
demic well-being; thus, several studies(13,19-20) show the 
positive influence of academic commitment on self-
efficacy in college students. Variables such as perceived 
emotional intelligence, general self-efficacy(22) or the in-
fluence of burnout syndrome and satisfaction with stud-
ies(21) are other areas of interest where the concept of 
academic commitment is gaining appreciation. It is likely 
that the study of this construct as the opposite of burn-
out syndrome is the most developed research area; thus, 
scales of study engagement are negatively correlated 
with exhaustion and cynicism and positively correlated 
with professional efficacy(27), which can be understood as 
a strategy for controlling stress and therefore positively 
influencing psychological distress. 

In the present study, the women presented higher 
values for the absorption and dedication variables than 
men. These results have been analyzed and confirmed by 
other studies(28) that found significant differences in the 
dimensions of engagement with regard to sex, showing 
that women are more effective, vigorous and absorbed 
in their work as students and more dedicated to their 
studies than males.

Significant associations between academic engagement 
and psychological distress have been found, particularly in 
students who score low in vigor and present higher levels of 
psychological distress. The regression analysis showed that 
absorption, dedication and psychological distress (GHQ-12) 
explain 57.8% of the variance in vigor, which means that 
as absorption and dedication decrease and psychological 
distress gets worse, students’ self-perceived vigor also gets 

worse. Similarly, other studies(9) have associated psychologi-
cal state with motivation and found that 32.1% of students 
had mental health problems and that the lack of interest or 
motivation had a negative effect on mental health. More re-
cent research(5) reported that confrontation styles and feel-
ings of guilt were highly associated with the GHQ in samples 
of Japanese nursing students and that additionally, these 
factors can help to prevent depression. Studies of the rela-
tionship between these two variables in college students are 
scarce, although there is evidence of exposure to different 
stressors in other populations(15). The need for strategies to 
promote engagement to guarantee work satisfaction and to 
reduce stress in nursing professionals has been confirmed(29). 

Conclusion

A high level of psychological distress exists among nur-
sing and physical therapy students. 

Women had higher psychological discomfort scores and 
higher absorption and dedication scores compared with men. 
A projection from the first year would help to identify at-risk 
subjects who could benefit from specific interventions. 

Academic engagement, particularly vigor, is related to 
student’s psychological distress and therefore to energy 
and mental resilience during the studying process, and 
the desire to invest effort, time and persistence in the stu-
dy seems to positively influence psychological distress. 

All the dimensions of the student engagement scale 
(absorption, dedication and vigor) were related to each 
other. Total concentration on academic work (absorption), 
enthusiasm (dedication) and lower psychological distress 
scores predicted high levels of energy and resilience during 
the studying process (vigor). It is necessary to continue stu-
dying this variable to obtain more empirical evidence that 
supports the importance of this construct in a population 
that is as susceptible to change as college students are. 

In summary, the relationship between the variables 
studied directs us toward the need to promote study en-
gagement among nursing and physical therapy students 
as a way to obtain better learning results and alleviate stu-
dents’ psychological distress. 

Within the aim of improving the quality of learning 
and increasing psychological well-being, it would be in-
teresting to study other variables and develop a project 
aimed at reviewing the workloads established in the curri-
cula of both degrees.
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