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Background. Based on available literature and the practices of primary care physicians, it has been observed that young 
adults have increasing levels of stress and mental health disorders, which worsens their quality of life. Medical students are a special 
group due to their stressful studies.
Objectives. An assessment of the well-being of students at selected medical universities in Poland. Determining the role of a family 
physician in this respect. Increasing awareness of mental health among both students as well as family physicians.
Material and methods. Students of medical faculties (medicine, nursing, pharmacy, emergency medicine) at selected universities in 
Poland. Form of the survey – an anonymous online questionnaire. The data collected was statistically analysed using STATISTICA v. 13 
(StatSoft Inc, USA).
Results. 20% of the respondents described their mental condition as good. Anxiety disorders were reported by 52%, sleep disorders 
by 75%, eating disorders by 46%, and 15% of the participants have been diagnosed with depression. 86% of the students consumed 
alcohol, and 73% did not use medical help.
Conclusions. Students at selected Polish medical universities report high levels of stress. Many of them have developed anxiety disor-
ders, sleep disorders and depression during the course of their studies. Measures should be taken to raise awareness of the prevalence 
of mental disorders among students by both students and family physicians. Family physicians should pay particular attention to the 
mental health of medical students.
Key words: depression, students, family physicians, mental health.
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Background

Mental well-being is an assessment of satisfaction with one’s 
life, i.e. a balance between the ability to cope with the problems 
and daily challenges one faces. Nowadays, the pace and inten-
sity of life increases the development of mental disorders. Anx-
ious behaviours, poor sleep quality, eating disorders, abuse of 
alcohol and other stimulants, as well as depression, have been 
increasingly common in society [1–4]. Numerous world reports 
and observations of the practices of family doctors prove that 
mental health disorders have occurred more frequently among 
young people [1–4]. It is likely that the figures are underesti-
mated, as indicated by data from literature. Medical students 
constitute a special group due to their stressful studies and high 
levels of stress. The main problem is the fact that studying at 
a medical school promotes the development of anxiety, eating 
and sleep disorders, exhaustion and burnout. Many students 
do not want to seek appropriate help because of lack of time 

or money. A family physician, having a wide range of patients, 
has a chance to notice this disturbing phenomenon, diagnose 
it and provide patients with relevant help. The main aim of this 
article is to draw family physicians’ attention to these problems 
and, on the other hand, to improve students’ awareness that 
they should seek help from their family physicians. According to 
some literature data, to help with this the problem, prevention 
in the form of promoting a healthy lifestyle and sleep regime 
should be undertaken.

Objectives

The aim of the study is to assess the mental well-being of 
students of medical faculties (faculties of medicine, pharmacy, 
nursing and emergency medicine) at selected medical universi-
ties in Poland, raise awareness among both the academic com-
munity and general practitioners, as well as to determine the 
role of primary care physicians in this respect. 
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Material and methods

Our study was carried out in 2021. An anonymous original 
online survey was conducted via a Google form. The survey was 
distributed via Internet. Our survey was conducted in Polish 
language. The study group included medical, pharmacy, nursing 
and emergency medicine (students studying to become medical 
rescuers) students from 16 medical universities in Poland. Fur-
ther research extended to other medical occupations should be 
carried out in the future. In total, 613 participants (498 women 
and 115 men) took part in the survey, with medical students 
accounting for 52%, pharmacy students 31%, nursing students 
9% and emergency medicine students 8% of all the respondents 
(Table 1). 

Table 1. Demographics table
General Women Men
613 498 115

Medical students 321 260 61
Pharmacy students 192 160 32
Nursing students 52 51 1
Emergency medicine 47 23 24

The inclusion criteria were: age > 18 years, studying at 
a  medical university in Poland (faculties: medical, pharmacy, 
nursing, emergency medicine) and those who approved of par-
ticipation in the research. The exclusion criteria were: age < 18 
years, not being a student of a medical university in Poland and 
disapproval of participation in the research.

Statistics

Statistical analysis of the data is based on a  comparison 
of the prevalence of phenomena disadvantageous for mental 
health with a division by gender, area and year of study. Micro-
soft Excel from Microsoft Office 2010 and Statistica v. 13 were 
used for the statistical analysis of the results.

Elements of descriptive statistics were applied to determine 
the arithmetic mean, median, minimum, maximum and stan-
dard deviation. The Shapiro-Wilk normality test was used to 
check the distribution. 

The hypotheses were verified using non-parametric tests. 
The Mann-Whitney test was used for the analysis of two ordinal 
variables and quantitative variables of non-normal distribution, 
and for more than two groups, the Kruskal-Wallis test was used. 

A significance level of alpha = 0.05 was assumed.
Reliability of the instrument was satisfactory, with Cron-

bach’s alpha being 0.79.

Ethical approval 

The study was approved by the Bioethics Committee (KB: 
RNN/42/21/KE).

Results

Mental condition

Only 5% of all the respondents described their mental state 
as very good, 22% as good, 39% as average, 29% as bad and 5% 
as very bad. Higher levels of stress were reported by women. 
The level of stress in everyday life is described as very low by 0% 
of women and 2% of men, low by 4% of women and 9% of men, 
average by 29% and 43%, high by 51% and 37% and very high by 
15% and 10%, respectively (Table 2). Among the respondents, 
92% declared an increase in the level of stress after entering 
medical school. Based on the Mann-Whitney test, it was shown 

that there was a statistically significant difference in stress levels 
between men and women – p = 0.0003. 

Table 2. Stress level in everyday life among men and women 
studying at selected medical universities in Poland
Stress level in every-
day life

Women Men Total

1 – very low 0.4% (0%) 2% 1%
2 – low 4% 9% 5%
3 – average 29% 43% 32%
4 – high 51% 37% 48%
5 – very high 15% 10% 14%

The students at most of the universities surveyed rated their 
stress level as 4 on a scale ranging from 1 to 5 (with 1 being very 
low and 5 being very high). Among all the study participants, 
the most common cause of stress was examinations, and this 
did not differ between years or faculties. Based on the Spear-
man correlation test, a statistically significant (p = 0.03), weak 
(RS = 0.1), positive correlation between stress level and mental 
state was demonstrated. As the stress level increases, the men-
tal state in the study population deteriorates (Table 3).

Table 3. Correlation between level of stress and mental condi-
tion (number of students)
             Stress

Mental  
well-being

1 – very 
low

2 – low 3 – av-
erage

4 – high 5 – very 
high

1 – very bad 0 0 3 12 17
2 – bad 0 3 27 106 43
3 – average 0 10 73 128 25
4 – well 0 9 79 43 0
5 – very well 4 10 15 3 1

Sleep disorders

Sleep disorders occurred in 75% of the respondents, more 
frequently in women (77% to 71%) (Figure 1). They more often 
affected nursing (83%) and emergency medicine (83%) students 
than medical (74%) and pharmacy (76%) students (Figure 2). 
Most sleep problems occured during the second and third year 
of study (Figure 3). In relation to the year of study, this was in 
73% of 1st year, 81% of 2nd year, 80% of 3rd year, 70% of 4th year, 
73% of 5th year and 77% of 6th year students. 

Problems with falling asleep accounted for 24%, 30% expe-
rienced problems with waking up, and in 46% of the study par-
ticipants, a combination of both was observed. 

Alcohol consumption

Women consume alcohol less frequently than men. On av-
erage, alcohol consumption is declared as: once a  month by 
48% of women and 33% of men, once a week by 34% of women 
and 50% of men, every day by 1% of women and 3% of men. 
Alcohol is not consumed at all by 17% of women and 14% of 
men. The most frequent consumption occurs among students 
of emergency medicine (89%), pharmacy (86%), nursing (85%), 
and medicine (lowest, however, still high) at 82%. The highest 
alcohol consumption occurs in the 2nd year of study (93%) and 
the lowest in the 5th year (75%). Based on the Spearman cor-
relation test, no statistically significant correlation was found 
between alcohol consumption and stress (p = 0.795) and no sta-
tistically significant correlation was observed between alcohol 
consumption and sleep disorders either (p-value = 0.835). 



M. Koziarska-Rościszewska et al. • Mental well-being among students of medical universities

Fa
m

ily
 M

ed
ic

in
e 

&
 P

rim
ar

y 
Ca

re
 R

ev
ie

w
 2

02
2;

 2
4(

3)

239

Depression

Participants were asked about being diagnosed with depres-
sion by a medical doctor. 15% (95 people) of students confirmed 
this.

Depression was diagnosed in 16% of the female students 
and 10% of the male students (Table 4); thus, it is more com-
mon among women. Depression was diagnosed in 17% of the 
students of medicine, 17% of the students of emergency medi-
cine and 13% of the students of both pharmacy and nursing. 
Among the surveyed students, 31% suspected depression in 
themselves, although none of them had consulted a specialist 
about the problem. 

Antidepressants

Among the respondents, 18% used antidepressants dur-
ing their university studies. SSRIs (selective serotonin reuptake 
inhibitors) and short-acting benzodiazepines (which works by 
enhancing a neurotransmitter (GABA) at the GABA A receptor) 
were the most commonly used substances. In the study popula-
tion, 91 individuals with sleep disorders were found to be tak-
ing antidepressants (19%), while 373 (81%) were not taking any 

medications. Sleep disorders occurred more frequently in those 
not using antidepressants. 

Anxiety disorders

Anxiety disorders were more common in women (56% of 
women and 32% of men). Those most vulnerable to anxiety 
disorders were medical and nursing students (Figure 2). The 
problem affects 58% of medical students, 46% of pharmacy stu-
dents, 58% of nursing students and 28% of emergency medicine 
students (Table 4). This can be observed most frequently in 3rd 
year students (60%), and least frequently, still often though, in 
1st and 6th year students (45% and 49%) (Table 5). 

Eating disorders

Eating disorders (such as anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, 
compulsive eating) are more common in women (51% vs 22%). 
Based on the Spearman correlation test, a  statistically signifi-
cant (p = 0.00000), weak (RS = 0.2), positive correlation was 
found between stress level and eating disorders. As stress levels 
elevated, the number of eating disorders in the study popula-
tion increased. The most common form was compulsive eating, 
reported by 21% of the subjects.

Table 4. Prevalence of mental health disorders among female and male medical, pharmacy, nursing and emergency medicine 
students at selected medical universities in Poland 

Faculty
Mental health disorders Women Men Total Medicine Pharmacy Nursing Emergency 

medicine
Anxiety 56% 32% 52% 58% 46% 58% 28%
Sleep disorders 77% 71% 75% 74% 76% 83% 83%
Eating disorders 51% 22% 46% 54% 53% 50% 66%
Alcohol consumption 83% 86% 84% 82% 86% 85% 89%
Depression 16% 10% 15% 17% 13% 13% 17%
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Figure 1. Mental health 
problems among students 
at selected medical univer-
sities in Poland by gender

Figure 2. Mental health 
problems among students 
at selected medical univer-
sities in Poland by field of 
study
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Seeking support

During the studies, 28% of women and 18% of men were 
provided with support by mental health professionals (psychol-
ogist, psychiatrist). 

Among the study population, 163 individuals (26.5% of all 
the respondents) sought the assistance of a  psychiatrist and 
psychologist during their studies, including:

•	 35 persons were provided with support by a psychia-
trist, which accounted for 5.7% of the group surveyed; 

•	 59 persons were provided with support by a psycholo-
gist (9.6%); 

•	 69 persons were provided with support by both a psy-
chiatrist and a psychologist (11.2%). 

The majority of the group (80%) received specialist help be-
cause of sleep disorders (131 people), 120 people due to anxi-
ety (73%), 85 people (52%) on account of diagnosed depression 
and 82 people (50%) due to eating disorders. 

 The most common causes of stress among students seeking 
psychiatric or psychological help were the need to learn a large 
amount of material in a short time and examinations (Table 6).

Among the study group, 21% of women and 20% of men 
would have a problem with seeking mental health support (Ta-
ble 7). Based on the Mann-Whitney test, there were no statisti-
cally significant differences between genders (p-value = 0.291). 
The financial aspect (31%), fear of stigma and feeling of shame 
(26%), as well as lack of time for therapy (16%), were indicated 
as the main obstacles. 

 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

1st year 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

Depression Anxiety disorders High stress level

Sleep disorders Alcohol consumption
Figure 3. Mental health problems among medi-
cal students by year of study
 

Table 5. Prevalence of mental health problems among medical students by year of study

Problem 1st Year 2nd Year 3rd year 4th Year 5th Year 6th Year

Depression 16% 11% 19% 24% 12% 11%

Anxiety disorders 45% 51% 60% 56% 56% 49%

High stress level 46% 56% 58% 50% 39% 43%

Sleep disorders 73% 81% 80% 70% 73% 77%

Alcohol consumption 82% 93% 82% 80% 75% 86%

Table 6. Most common causes of stress among students provided with support by a psychiatrist and psychologist

Psychiatric support Psychological support Psychiatric and psycho-
logical support

Total number of stu-
dents

Exams 32 51 53 136

Contact with academic 
teachers 21 38 42 101

Contact with patients 4 6 6 16

Contact with university 
administration staff 8

2
0 23 51

Theoretical classes 6 9 14 29

Practical classes 13 16 28 57

Necessity to acquire a large 
amount of material within 
a short time 35 48 59 142

Fear of professional work 16 28 32 76

Other 0 4 1 5

Table 7. Seeking the support of a psychologist or psychiatrist by male and female students at selected medical universities in Poland

Support provided by Women Men Total

Psychologist 10% 8% 10%

Psychiatrist 6% 4% 6%

Psychologist and psychiatrist 12% 6% 11%

None 72% 82% 73%
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based disorders that develop are independent of the pandemic. 
The impact which the pandemic exerts on mental condition re-
quires further research. Agiananda et al. investigated the effect 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental distress among medical 
students and healthcare professionals and showed that a shift 
to distance learning and a sense of lack of personal growth op-
portunities influenced the development of depression and anxi-
ety disorders in 30% of the students participating in the study 
[3]. Additionally, healthcare professionals were exposed to the 
stress of high risk of infection. Other factors aggravating mental 
health at the time of the pandemic were: isolation, feelings of 
alienation, lack of clear regulations regarding procedures and 
shortage of personal protective equipment.

A Canadian study (2019) comparing the mental health as-
sessment of medical and non-medical graduates even before 
the COVID-19 pandemic showed that physicians had signifi-
cantly higher rates of mental illness, suicidal behaviours, mood 
disorders and anxiety disorders [4]. 

Anxiety disorders

Our study showed that 52% of students had anxiety dis-
orders during their studies. These occurred less than once 
a month in 21% of those studied. When comparing the results 
of both genders, these traits were observed significantly more 
often in women (56% vs 32% in men). In terms of the field of 
study, the occurrence of these disorders was reported most 
frequently by medical students, i.e. 58%. High percentage rates 
were also observed among pharmacy (46%), nursing (56%) and 
emergency medicine (28%) students.

By contrast, a US study comparing the psychological well-
being of pharmacy and medical students (2019) (482 subjects) 
found that anxiety disorders were common among both groups 
of students; however, they were more frequently observed in 
pharmacy students (21% vs 11%) [5]. Similar observations to 
those presented above were obtained in a meta-analysis (involv-
ing 30,000 subjects) conducted in China in 2019 [6]. This study 
found that among medical students of Chinese medical schools, 
the prevalence of anxiety disorders was estimated at 21%. The 
lower percentage rates reported in China and the United States 
as compared to the results obtained in our study are probably 
due to the different culture, mentality, lifestyle and education. 

In contrast, a result similar to that found in our study was 
obtained in a meta-analysis conducted in Brazil. An analysis of 
the results of 59 Brazilian studies indicates a very high rate of 
anxiety disorders (60%) in this population [7].

The impact of impaired mental well-being on the 
lives of medical students

Among the mental health problems indicated by the sur-
veyed students participating in our study, there were: sleep dis-
orders (75%), eating disorders (55%) and anxiety (52%). 

The most commonly indicated methods of stress relief were: 
talking to relatives and friends (63%), sports/meditation (40%), 
listening to music, watching movies/series and playing comput-
er games (35%). A disturbing phenomenon was observed with 
regard to stress relief using stimulants – as many as 22% of the 
students drank alcohol and 19% used tobacco products. In stud-
ies conducted in Australia and New Zealand, medical students 
were found to be at higher risk of alcoholism, relationship prob-
lems, depression and car accidents [8]. 

The results of the previously mentioned study by Szemik et 
al., conducted in 2019, indicate that the most serious problems 
of the mental sphere include alcohol dependence and risky alco-
hol use, depression and potential suicidal behaviours [1]. In our 
study, alcohol consumption was declared by almost 70% of the 
respondents, while almost 50% of them consume alcohol once 
a month or less frequently. Alcohol use, as the aforementioned 
way of coping with stress, was reported by 22% of the respon-

Discussion 

Stress as a factor impairing mental well-being

According to the results of our study, as many as 63% of 
students at selected Polish medical universities experience high 
levels of stress. Students were asked to determine their level 
of stress on a scale of 1 to 5 (whereas 1 means very low and 5 
means very high). Among the respondents, 92% of individuals 
declared that stress increased with the beginning of their stud-
ies. This phenomenon has a significant impact on their mental 
well-being. Mental condition was assessed as bad or very bad 
by 36% of the respondents, including 30% of women and 25% of 
men. When observing the students pursuing studies in specific 
fields, it was found that the level of stress was described as high 
or very high by 65% of the surveyed pharmacy students, 63% 
of medical students, 67% of nursing students and 38% of emer-
gency medicine students. 

Exposure to constant stress may have an impact on mental 
health. A study by Szemik et al. on the mental health condition 
and quality of life of physicians and medical students world-
wide, covering the years 1983–2019, showed that the mental 
health problems, such as anxiety, sleep disorders and alcohol 
abuse, occurring in these populations resulted from chronic ex-
posure to stress [1]. It was found that medical students and phy-
sicians with at least one parent also involved in the profession 
were found to be less susceptible to stress. The study found that 
women were more likely to suffer from high levels of anxiety 
concerning balancing their private and professional life and the 
resultant professional exhaustion. Another American study on 
the mental health of medical students showed that the stress 
that occurs while studying at medical schools persists through-
out their career, leading to the development of professional 
burnout [2]. “Professional burnout” or a state of physical, men-
tal and emotional exhaustion caused by prolonged exposure to 
difficult work situations, is the result of cumulative stress. In this 
study, the prevalence of all mental disorders among medical 
students was estimated to be 21%. 

Our survey demonstrates that the level of stress after com-
mencing studies increased in 92% of the respondents, and the 
level of stress is described as being high in 46% of first-year 
medical school students. When asked for reasons for this phe-
nomenon, the respondents most frequently indicated examina-
tions, the need to acquire a  lot of knowledge in a short time, 
contact with academic teachers or patients and fear of future 
professional work. According to the above-mentioned American 
study, the reason for increased stress during the first year is the 
need to change from the previous way of learning to a  more 
rigorous form. Furthermore, despite getting used to the new 
mode of studying, high levels of stress persist because, in the 
later years, from the third year upwards, there is contact with 
terminally ill patients, the need to develop interpersonal skills, 
the beginning of teamwork and the prospect of making deci-
sions about their professional career in the near future [2]. The 
results of our study indicate that among Polish students of all 
years of selected medical faculties, the most common cause of 
stress is examinations. 

The current pandemic situation may have an additional im-
pact on broadly understood mental well-being. According to 
a study by Agiananda et al. on the mental well-being of medi-
cal students and health professionals during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, medical students represented a highly educated popula-
tion living under constant pressure [3]. Their stressors included 
time pressure, the financial aspect, the need to learn a lot of in-
formation in relatively short time, and the awareness that once 
you enter the profession, you are responsible for the lives and 
health of people. In the study, obsessive-compulsive behaviour, 
concentration problems, anxiety disorders and depression were 
reported as stress-related disorders. The results are therefore 
consistent with our study, which may suggest that the stress-
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dents. A problem with daily alcohol use was reported by 1.5% of 
the subjects. A study on negative behavioural patterns conduct-
ed in 2011 among students of the Medical University of Lodz 
showed that the most common psychoactive substances were 
tobacco and alcoholic beverages [9]. Among the subjects, 31.6% 
of women and 44.3% of men declared themselves as smokers at 
the time of the survey. A higher proportion of daily smokers was 
reported by men, of whom 34.4% smoked between 16 and 20 
cigarettes per day. Beer was the most frequently consumed al-
cohol by students of both sexes, followed by wine. The amount 
of alcohol drunk at one time was statistically significantly higher 
among men. One-third of the students had tried stimulants, 
and more than 80% of women and more than 50% of men had 
contact with hallucinogens. Hallucinogens were used regularly 
by 7.5% of men, while stimulants, sedatives and sleeping pills 
were used without medical prescription by 3% of men. The pat-
terns of health risk behaviours varied depending on gender. By 
comparing these results with those obtained in our study, we 
can conclude that although ten years have passed, alcohol and 
tobacco consumption is still a problem among students (more 
often men), and, in fact, an increase in consumption has even 
been noticed. A survey involving students of the Medical Uni-
versity of Poznan showed that the most common reasons for 
alcoholic beverage consumption were “making toasts” (60.7%), 
“social aspect” (43.2%), “to take it easy” (43.2%) and “to have 
more fun" (38.9%) [10]. 

The results of our study indicate the presence of disorders 
of the mental sphere in the form of eating disorders in a total 
of 46% of the respondents. This problem was declared by 51% 
of women and 22% of men; therefore, women were more likely 
to develop eating disorders. The most common form of eating 
disorders is compulsive eating, reported by 21% of the respon-
dents.

A  2019 study conducted among Lodz students found eat-
ing disorders in 9.5% of women and 2.5% of men, with the dif-
ference being statistically significant [11]. In our study, eating 
disorders were diagnosed only based on the interview, i.e. with-
out medical diagnosis, unlike in the case of the 2019 study. This 
phenomenon indicates how few students report the problem to 
a doctor. The aforementioned 2019 study further showed that 
55% of students had experienced an eating disorder episode in 
their lives, and 60% of them believed that the problem was as-
sociated with social stigma [11]. A study found that in 6%, stress 
contributed to the development of eating disorders. Whereas, 
in a Brazilian study, the prevalence of eating disorders and com-
pulsive eating was reported to be approximately 11% [7]. The 
prevalence varied by gender, with 17% of women and 1.2% men 
being affected. In contrast, in a  study of the Chinese student 
population, the prevalence of eating disorders was estimated 
at 2% [6]. The differences resulting from the distinct cultures 
have a common denominator – eating disorders more frequent-
ly occur in women. In 2012, a  survey on awareness of eating 
disorders was conducted among 200 students of the Medical 
University of Lodz [12]. Women showed greater knowledge of 
the subject of eating disorders [12]. The common belief among 
the respondents was that mass media has an influence on the 
appearance of eating disorders. 

Sleep disorders also appeared to be a  frequent problem. 
According to the results of our survey, 51% of students sleep 
from six to seven hours per day, 25% less than six hours, and 
46% take naps during the day. Sleep disorders occurred in up to 
75% of the students. The problems are related to difficulties fall-
ing asleep (24.5%), waking up (30%) and a combination of both 
(45.5%). In 47% of the respondents, these difficulties occurred 
daily, and in 35%, once a week. This resulted in the occurrence 
of daytime sleepiness in 83% of the students surveyed. A study 
conducted in Saudi Arabia on sleep problems among medical 
students found that 79% of students slept between four and 
seven hours per day [13]. In the study group, 49% of the re-
spondents took naps after they returned home from university. 

Additionally, sleep disturbances occurred in 63% of students. 
A 2017 American study showed that pathological insomnia and 
sleeping less than seven hours per day are factors leading to 
burnout among medical students [14]. A study on the quality of 
sleep conducted in Rzeszow among Polish students showed that 
in Poland, in the last ten years, the problem of sleep disorders 
and insomnia in young adults has significantly increased and af-
fects up to 60% of individuals under 25 years of age [15]. In the 
studied cohort of young adults, sleep disorders occurred in both 
women and men; however, as in world literature, the quality of 
sleep in the group of women was assessed to be lower than in 
that of men. Sleep disorders were mainly influenced by factors 
related to the lifestyle of the subjects. The treatment of diag-
nosed mental problems is also important. Our study showed 
that people taking antidepressants were less likely to suffer 
from sleep disorders. These observations suggest that the prob-
lem is widespread and requires further research.

Depression among medical students 

Depression is one of the most common mental disorders 
in the world. It is estimated that there are currently 350 mil-
lion people suffering from the disease. According to the data 
published by the Ministry of Health in the “Scheme for the pre-
vention of depression in Poland for the years 2016–2020”, 3% 
of the Polish population of reproductive age had at least one 
depressive episode during their lifetime [16]. A study conduct-
ed among Polish high school graduates (45 women, 23 men) 
showed that depression occured in 25.7% of the respondents 
[17]. Antidepressants were taken by 17.6%. In 94.4% of this 
group, other health problems also co-occurred – sleep disor-
ders (94.1%), suicidal thoughts (47.1%), anxiety syndrome with 
anxiety attacks (17.6%), other anxiety disorders (17.6%), alco-
hol abuse (17.6%) and eating disorders (11.8%). Symptoms of 
alcohol abuse were present in 25.7% of the students surveyed. 
According to the results of our study, the percentage rate may 
be higher, as 30% of the students suspected they could suffer 
from depression; however, they did not consult a doctor about 
the problem. Nevertheless, 15% of the respondents suffered 
from officially diagnosed depression in the course of studies. 
According to our results, gender-related differences were found 
– the prevalence is higher in women, and the disease affects 
16% of females and 10% of males. As far as the undertaken field 
of studies is concerned, 17% of medical students, 13% of phar-
macy students, 13% of nursing students and 17% of emergency 
medicine students are affected by the problem. Among the re-
spondents, 17% were taking antidepressants during their stud-
ies, mainly selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) and 
short-acting benzodiazepines. An American study comparing 
the behaviour of pharmacy and medical students showed that 
the level of depression was similar among students of both fac-
ulties and remained at the level of around 18% [5]. In contrast, 
a Chinese study found that the prevalence of depression among 
students was 29% [6]. The data obtained in China did not differ 
significantly in terms of gender – the prevalence of depression 
affected 15% of the male and 14% of the female respondents. 
The prevalence of depression among medical students in Brazil 
was also high, estimated to be 28% [7]. The dissimilarities found 
in the aforementioned studies probably result from the differ-
ent customs, culture and lifestyle. 

Seeking the support of a psychologist or a psychia-
trist

In our study, we found that 10% of the students sought the 
assistance of a psychologist, 6% of a psychiatrist, and 11% con-
sulted both a psychologist and a psychiatrist. In this group, 32% 
were medical students and 21% were pharmacy students. An 
American study comparing the two groups found that 49% of 
medical students and 11% of pharmacy students were provid-
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ed with support by a psychologist and/or psychiatrist [5]. Both 
studies showed that medical students were more likely to seek 
specialist help for mental health conditions than students of 
other medical faculties (pharmacy, nursing, emergency medi-
cine). This may be due to a greater awareness of the symptoms 
of the disorders they acquire compared to other students in 
various faculties of the university. 

In our survey, 21% of the respondents reported that visit-
ing mental health professionals would be a problem for them. 
The financial aspect (31%), fear of stigma and feeling ashamed 
(26%), as well as lack of time for therapy (16%), were indicated 
as the main obstacles. 

Another recent study conducted among students in Lodz 
found that 28% of men and 20% of women with eating disor-
ders would seek help from a family doctor [11]. Among the sur-
vey participants, 76% of women and 68% of men would go to 
a psychologist. It has been shown that there remains a group of 
people who would not use any form of help, which is consistent 
with our study and requires careful analysis.

The results of a British study on mental health challenges in-
dicated a similar result to that obtained in our study – stigma and 
stigmatisation were found to be clear barriers preventing 30% of 
the surveyed medical students experiencing depression from us-
ing support provided by mental health professionals [18].

Another study conducted among British students suggests 
that although medical students experience higher levels of 
stress than non-medical students, they are less likely to access 
psychological care than non-medical students [19]. This is due 
to the feeling of stigma and concerns about future career de-
velopment.

Role of the family physician

Stress affects many aspects of medical students’ lives, such 
as sleep, development of eating disorders, anxiety disorders 
and depression. High consumption of alcohol and tobacco prod-

ucts has been demonstrated among students. A family doctor is 
a person who has a wide range of patients and adequate knowl-
edge to promote a healthy lifestyle. They can diagnose and treat 
both somatic and mental illnesses. Based on a 2018 study on 
the factors contributing to the diagnosis of anxiety disorders 
and depression, it was established that increasing patients’ trust 
in terms of family physicians’ abilities to identify stress, anxiety 
and depression would improve diagnosis of these conditions 
[20]. According to a study on eating disorders conducted at the 
Medical University of Lodz, 49% of the students surveyed de-
clared confidence in the competence of their family physicians 
to diagnose eating disorders, and 20.5% of women and 28.3% of 
men would seek help from them [11]. 

Conclusions

Students of selected Polish medical universities are exposed 
to high levels of stress, anxiety disorders, sleep disorders and 
depression, and the risk of alcohol addiction is increased; there-
fore, prevention in the form of promoting a  healthy lifestyle 
and sleep regime should be undertaken. Eating disorders are 
a common problem among Polish medical students, more often 
affecting women. Asking for the support of a psychologist and 
a psychiatrist can be a problem for students. A family physician, 
having a  wide range of patients, has a  chance to identify pa-
tients at risk and provide them with relevant help, as well as the 
possibility to encourage them to report to a mental health clinic 
if needed. A family physician, having a wide range of patients, 
has a chance to identify patients at risk, diagnose the problem 
and provide patients with relevant help.

Source of funding: This work was funded from the authors’ own 
resources.
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