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Sintomas Ansiosos em Estudantes Universitarios Pos COVID: Uma Revisdo Integrativa de Literatura
Sintomas de Ansiedad en Estudiantes Universitarios Post-COVID: Una Revision Integradora de la Literatura

RESUMO

Objetivo: Compreender como os sintomas ansiosos se comportam apos o periodo critico do COVID19
entre os estudantes universitarios conforme dados da literatura. Métodos: Trata-se de uma revisao
integrativa de literatura, realizada em cinco etapas, que incluiu artigos publicados em periodicos a par-
tir do ano de 2021. Resultados: A amostra foi separada em titulo/ano, objetivo do estudo e principais
achados, onde os resultados evidenciaram o adoecimento mental da populacao universitaria no periodo
pos pandémico. As modificacoes geradas pela pandemia favoreceram o surgimento dos sintomas an-
siosos em académicos, como o distanciamento social, aumento do consumo de substancias psicoativas,
alteracao na metodologia de ensino, sedentarismo, diminuicao do rendimento académico e alteragao
do sono. Conclusao: Evidencia-se que compreensao dos sinais e sintomas ansiosos manifestos pelos
universitarios no periodo pds pandemia possibilita uma visao voltada a satde mental destes univer-
sitarios, tendo em vista que a universidade pode ser um gatilho para outros transtornos psiquiatricos.
DESCRITORES: Assisténcia a Saude Mental. Ansiedade. Enfermagem. Sadde do Estudante. COVID-19.

ABSTRACT

Objective: To understand how anxiety symptoms behave after the critical period of COVID-19 among
university students, based on data from the literature. Methods: This is an integrative literature review,
conducted in five stages, which included articles published in journals since 2021. Results: The sam-
ple was separated by title/year, study objective, and main findings. The results highlighted the mental
illness of the university population in the post-pandemic period. Changes generated by the pandemic
favored the emergence of anxiety symptoms among students, such as social distancing, increased con-
sumption of psychoactive substances, changes in teaching methodology, sedentary lifestyle, decreased
academic performance, and sleep disturbances. Conclusion: It is evident that understanding the signs
and symptoms of anxiety manifested by university students in the post-pandemic period enables a
perspective focused on their mental health, considering that university can be a trigger for other psy-
chiatric disorders.

DESCRIPTORS: Mental Health Assistance. Anxiety. Nursing. Student Health. COVID-19.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: Comprender como se comportan los sintomas de ansiedad después del periodo critico de
COVID-19 entre estudiantes universitarios, con base en datos de la literatura. Métodos: Se trata de
una revision integradora de la literatura, realizada en cinco etapas, que incluyo articulos publicados en
revistas desde 202 1. Resultados: La muestra se separo por titulo/ano, objetivo del estudio y hallazgos
principales. Los resultados destacaron la enfermedad mental de la poblacion universitaria en el peri-
odo pospandemia. Los cambios generados por la pandemia favorecieron la aparicion de sintomas de
ansiedad entre los estudiantes, como el distanciamiento social, el aumento del consumo de sustancias
psicoactivas, los cambios en la metodologia de ensenanza, el sedentarismo, la disminucion del rendi-
miento académico v las alteraciones del sueno. Conclusion: Es evidente que comprender los signos
y sintomas de ansiedad manifestados por los estudiantes universitarios en el periodo pospandemia
permite una perspectiva centrada en su salud mental, considerando que la universidad puede ser un
desencadenante de otros trastornos psiquiatricos.

DESCRIPTORES: Atencion de salud mental. Ansiedad. Enfermeria. Salud estudiantil. COVID-19.
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nxiety syndromes are defined
‘ N as a feeling that causes discom-
fort and confusion of feelings,
such as apprehension, stress, fear, and
are usually accompanied by symptoms
such as chest tightness, restlessness,
headache, sweating, stomach discom-
fort, among other symptoms".
According to the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disor-
ders (DSM-5), anxiety disorders have
characteristics similar to fear, where
anxiety and fear will differ depending
on the context in which the symp-
toms arise. Thus, fear is something
that is triggered by a concrete and
imminent situation of danger, while
anxiety can arise without any clear
situation of danger.

With regard to epidemiological
data on social anxiety disorder, world-
wide, the prevalence is 9% in children
and 15% in adults. Rates of social
anxiety are higher in women than in
men in the general population.

In Brazil, studies show that the
mental health of the population is
increasingly compromised, given that
the country ranks fourth in the world
in terms of the prevalence of anxiety,
which is often accompanied by de-
pressive disorders ).

The university environment is un-
doubtedly a place where young people
and adults enter with many dreams
and expectations, but it is also a place
that will require, throughout their
education, sacrifices, responsibilities,
and routines that will generate stress
and, consequently, the development
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of anxiety and depressive disorders.

In a study conducted with health
students, anxiety levels were observed
in the entire research population,
with rates ranging from physiologi-
cal anxiety to mild anxiety. They also
raised the following as possible caus-
es of these disorders: change of resi-
dence, heavy routines, and difficulty
in establishing new social bonds ®.

Considering these data, this study
aims to understand how anxiety
symptoms behave after the critical pe-
riod of COVID-19 among university
students according to data from the
national literature.

This is an integrative literature
review designed to understand how
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anxiety symptoms behave after the
critical period of COVID-19 among
university students.

The integrative review consists of
a methodological analysis of several
sources with the same theme, whose
objective is to synthesize the results
obtained in a systematic and orga-
nized manner, divided into seven
stages: (1) identification of the prob-
lem and construction of the guiding
question; (2) designation of search
descriptors, as well as inclusion and
exclusion criteria; (3) sampling from
the search and, consequently, articles
selected based on the established cri-
teria; (4) reading and classification of
the articles selected for review; (5)
analysis of the selected references and
selection of information for the guid-
ing bases; (6) evaluation and discus-
sion of the findings; and (7) summary
of the data obtained ©.

The first stage of the review was
guided by the question “what are the
findings in the literature on anxiety
symptoms in the university popu-
lation in Brazil after COVID-19?”
Defined using the PICO strategy
(P: population/patients; 1:
vention; C: comparison/control; O:

inter-

outcome). The use of this strategy
permeates the construction of a more
informed question .

The second stage began with the
definition of the Health Sciences De-
scriptors (DECS) researched: anxiety,
student health, and COVID-19. The
following search strategies were used:
(1) “ANXIETY (AND) STUDENT
HEALTH (AND) COVID-19.” A
survey of publications was conducted
by consulting articles in the follow-
ing databases: Scientific Electronic
Library Online (SCIELO), Latin
American and Caribbean Health Sci-
ences Literature (LILACS), ARCA
FioCruz. The search for articles in
the selected databases was carried out
during March and April 2023.

The inclusion criteria used were:
scientific articles, available in full in

17080 saitdecoletiva = 2025; (15) N.99

Portuguese, published from 2021
onwards. Review articles in English,
theoretical and reflective studies,
studies that did not address the topic,
studies that did not meet the inclu-
sion criteria, and articles that, despite
addressing the topic, did not reflect
the post-pandemic scenario® were ex-
cluded.

The third stage consisted of data
collection and selection of materials
eligible for this study. The articles
were analyzed by reading the title, ab-
stract, full text, and inclusion accord-
ing to the objective of this review, se-
lected themes, and research question
outlined.

In the fourth stage, a critical anal-
ysis of the studies included in this
review was performed using the Bar-
din technique. This type of analysis
involves three stages: pre-analysis,
which consists of a thorough reading

of the material and systematization
of the content; in the second stage,
the material was explored, with a de-
tailed reading of the selected materi-
als, highlighting the main findings to
be used in the next phase, called data
processing, where the data is catego-
rized and, finally, interpreted®.

In the fifth stage, the results were
arranged in a schematic table and the
discussion was presented together
with the description of the results.

From the combination of descrip-
tors, 121 articles were identified, of
which 13 were selected for synthesis
of the study, as shown in Table 1 and
Figure 1.

As this is an integrative literature
review, it was not necessary to submit
this study to an Ethics Committee,
in accordance with Resolution No.
510/2016.

Tabela 1: Resultados obtidos na selecao dos artigos para revisao integrativa

conforme as etapas metodologicas.

Articles Articles
. Articles Articles selected by
Articles selected after
Database selected by selected ; results and
located . exclusion of
title by abstracts ; types of
duplicates
methodology
Lilacs 40 16 15 14 10
ARCA- Fiocruz 64 2 1 1 1
Scielo 17 4 3 3 2
Total 121 22 19 18 13

Source: Prepared by the authors, 2023.
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Figure 1: Manuscript selection scheme for the present study.

ETAPA 1:
CRITERIOS: Completos, ETAPA 3: ETAPA 5:
originais, disponivel, CRITERIOS: Resumo CRITERIOS:
portugués, Base de dados e ano  do manuscrito Metodologia
Incluidos: 121 Incluidos: 19 Incluidos: 17
Artigos Artigos
disponiveis: Analisados: 13
3.240
ETAPA 2: ETAPA 4: TEETAPA &
CRITERIOS: Titulo CRITERIOS: Duplicados  CRITERIOS: Resultado
- Incluidos: 18 do mr:iuscruto
Incluidos: 90 L
Basei de dodos BWS
LILACS 40
ARCA FIOCRUZ 64
SCIELO 17
TOTAL: 1]

Source: Prepared by the authors, 2023.

RESULTS

In the selected sample, thirteen
(13) articles published in the Scielo,
Lilacs, and Arca-Fiocruz databases
were found to meet all the inclusion
criteria for the study. Regarding the
year of publication, all were pub-
lished between 2021 and 2023. The
articles were tabulated in a table pre-
pared by the authors, where they were
grouped by: title, objective, and signs
and symptoms of anxiety in university
students in the post-pandemic period.

Regarding the characteristics of
the sample, in most studies, anxiety

symptoms prevailed among female
students and young people between
21 and 28 years of age. The main
findings of the studies are related to
the high prevalence of anxiety among
students.

All articles pointed to triggering
and/or aggravating factors for the
onset of anxiety symptoms. Among
the most cited were being female,
decreased academic performance,
changes in teaching methodology,
sleep disturbances, increased con-
sumption of psychotropic substances,
and sedentary lifestyles. In addition
to these factors, social isolation, death

of family members, risks of contam-
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ination and infection, and loneliness
among university students were also
linked to psychological distress in
some of the studies, albeit to a lesser
extent.

Table 1 presents the characteristics
of the selected studies, according to
the study titles, objectives, and anxi-
ety signs and symptoms of university
students in the post-pandemic period.
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Table 1: Articles selected based on the methodology applied.

TITLE/YEAR

OBJECTIVE

ANXIOUS SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS IN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS IN

THE POST-PANDEMIC PERIOD

Factors associated with anxiety,
depression, and stress in medical
students during the COVID-19 pandemic.
20229,

To analyze the factors associated with
symptoms of anxiety, depression, and stress
in medical students during the pandemic
period.

Dissatisfaction with academic performance, feelings of
frustration and boredom.

Worsening quality of life during the critical period of the
pandemic.

Change in routines and incidence of insomnia.
Sedentary lifestyle

Factors associated with anxiety/
depression in medical students during
social distancing due to COVID-19.
202219,

To determine the prevalence and factors
associated with signs and symptoms of
anxiety and depression in medical students
during social distancing due to the Covid-19
pandemic.

Low academic performance among students.
Changes in sleep quality.
Reduction in leisure time.

The Covid-19 pandemic: a traumatic
event for students of Biological and
Health Sciences and Health Sciences.
20230,

Check the mental load caused by the Covid-19

pandemic, as a traumatic event to the point of

triggering psychiatric disorders, such as post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), in university
students.

Fear of death of loved ones, of contamination and infection by
COvID-19.

Sudden change in teaching methodology causing frustration
among academics.

Social isolation has deepened experiences of loneliness.
Higher prevalence of post-traumatic stress.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the mental health of university
students. 202312,

Assessing the mental health of students at a
private higher education institution in the face
of the pandemic.

Fear, anxiety, and insecurity about the future.

Excessive concern about infecting family members with
CovID-19.

Impaired sleep quality.

Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
the biopsychosocial aspects of university
students in Paraiba: a cross-sectional
study. 20223

Analyze the possible effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on the perception of learning,
mental health, and quality of life of university
students in Paraiba

Learning difficulties.

High scores on tests for signs of anxiety according to the DASS-
21

Changes in sleep patterns

Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
the mental health of university students:
the case of students at Rovuma
University, Mozambique. 20224) .

Assess the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the mental health of university students at
Rovuma University in Mozambique.

Ineffective learning
Signs of anxiety manifested by changes in the gastrointestinal
system and excessive worry.

Social distancing in the COVID-19
pandemic and the emotional state
of university students: a descriptive-
exploratory study. 2022

To understand the experience of social
distancing in the early stages of the COVID-19
pandemic and the emotional state of
university students.

Overload of academic activities, generating excessive concern
about the future.

Emotional instability

Depression

Chronic pain, anxiety, and depressive
symptoms in nursing students during
the pandemic. 202218,

Identify manifestations of chronic pain (CP),
anxiety, and depressive symptoms in nursing
students at a federal public university during

the pandemic, analyzing the association
between these variables and describing the
sociodemographic characteristics and lifestyle
habits of the study population.

Emotional instability
High scores on anxiety level tests according to the DASS-21
Signs of anxiety manifested by chronic pain.

COVID-19 and mental health: factors

associated with depression, anxiety,

and stress in a university community.
202217,

Identify factors associated with signs of
anxiety, depression, and stress in a university
community under social distancing measures

during the health emergency.

Increased consumption of psychoactive substances during
physical and social distancing measures was associated with high
anxiety scores.

Coronavirus Pandemic and Emergency
Remote Teaching: Perception of the
Impact on University Students' Well-
being. 202119

Investigate the perception of well-being and
mental health among university students
who participated in remote learning during
quarantine.

Emotional instability
Excessive concern about the future.
Impairment in academic development.

Being a nursing student in times of
COVID-19.2021"9.

To understand how the pandemic has affected
nursing students in clinical teaching contexts.

Fear of being infected and bringing the disease home.
Poor sleep quality.
Depression

Social media and social support among
nursing students during the COVID-19
pandemic: a cross-sectional study.
202129,

Identify the types of social networks accessed
and the perception of social support received
by nursing students in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Impaired sleep quality

Emotional instability

Fear of COVID-19 infection

High levels of anxiety according to the DASS-21

The impact of the first wave of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the mental
health of Brazilian students. 202127

The objective of this study was to investigate
the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the
mental health of Brazilian students through an
online data survey.

Loneliness

Worsening quality of life

Impaired sleep quality

Excessive concern about the future.

Source: Prepared by the authors, 2023.
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DISCUSSION

When it comes to the manifestation
of anxiety symptoms, studies show that
they have always been present within
the academic community, but have in-
tensified after the pandemic. Studies
report the presence of these symptoms
in 53.8% of the academic population, in
addition to a prevalence of 46.1%. These
data show that more than half of stu-
dents developed anxiety symptoms after
the COVID-19 pandemic'?.

In a study conducted with academ-
ics at a public university in 2019, it was
found that conditions associated with
anxiety symptoms were more related
to academic variables, where the prev-
alence of severe anxiety symptoms was
62%, meaning that the mental health
of academics was already compromised
even before the pandemic, and was fur-
ther aggravated by it®®?.

A negative impact of the pandemic
on students' health was also observed
in terms of social, biological, and emo-
tional aspects of life. In a study of almost
6,000 students from all regions of Bra-
zil, 60% reported anxiety attacks, 82%
felt unmotivated, 79% had difficulty
concentrating, and 62% had difficulty
sleeping®.

It is known that when students enter
the university environment, they begin
to experience a more intense pace of
life, with numerous factors that trigger
anxiety symptoms, such as spending
more time studying, less leisure time
and contact with family, pressure to
perform well academically, and irregu-
lar sleep patterns. In addition to these
factors that already existed before the
pandemic, the study in question ob-
served the emergence of others related
to it, such as social isolation, physical
inactivity, use of psychoactive substanc-
es, fear, decreased performance due to
sudden changes in the teaching meth-
odology used until then, loneliness, and
post-traumatic stress 2.

When it comes to learning, anxiety
symptoms were associated with changes
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in teaching methodology in 31.25% of
studies and, in 37.5%, with decreased
academic performance®?,

During the pandemic, the teaching
and learning process was affected, large-
ly due to social isolation, which paved
the way for remote learning, generating
significant impacts on the teaching and
learning process and requiring students
and teachers to reinvent themselves in
their ways of learning and teaching.
Studies indicate that academics recog-
nized that remote teaching presented
disadvantages in ensuring academic per-
formance, indicating that they were un-
motivated, stressed, misunderstood, and
learning little 229,

It is known that the higher the level
of anxiety, the greater the damage to the
individual in terms of cognitive aspects,
generating unwanted reactions in the
body, such as difficulty concentrating,
"blanking out," restlessness, and head-
aches, and these effects caused by anx-
iety decrease overall performance, i.c.,
the higher the anxiety levels, the lower
the academic performance. Thus, the
methodological changes that became
necessary during the isolation period
triggered anxiety symptoms, which, in
turn, may be associated with learning
gaps in these students (529,

Sleep disorders are important chang-
es in the functioning of the sleep-wake
cycle that culminate in significant im-
pairments in daily activities and affect
the biopsychosocial well-being of the in-
dividual. They are considered the main
mental health problems associated with
increased psychosocial stressors. Such
stressors, such as uncertainty, isolation,
and fears, have been exacerbated by the
COVID-19 pandemic, which has con-

sequently compromised sleep quality
(27,28,29)

Regarding sleep, the results table
showed that poor sleep quality contrib-
uted to anxiety symptoms, which may
have influenced sleep quality. Studies
indicate that insomnia has been a pre-
disposing factor for anxiety, and in the
study, 46.5% of students reported wors-
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ening sleep. This shows us that, depend-
ing on cach case, sleep impairment can
be a cause or consequence of anxious
symptoms 12,

Anxiety may be related to sleep dis-
orders as etiological factors or complica-
tions. A study that sought to assess sleep
quality and anxiety levels found that
students with poor sleep quality had
higher average levels of stress, anxiety,
and depression than students with good
sleep quality. A similar study conducted
with health students showed that the
sleep-wake cycle pattern directly influ-
ences the occurrence of anxiety symp-
toms®*31),

Increased consumption of psycho-
tropic substances (alcohol and nicotine)
was also associated with anxiety symp-
toms in academics, as evidenced by the
results. Today, there is an increase in
alcohol consumption among the aca-
demic population, which is responsible
for the highest consumption of psycho-
active substances, a behavior that is asso-
ciated with high anxiety scores. Ramos
etal (2023) Miotto et al (2022)

Social distancing and loneliness were
other factors associated with anxiety
symptoms in the results, where it was
observed that the students' need to be
isolated at that time contributed to the
emergence of anxiety symptoms®>).

In relation to physical activity, sed-
entary individuals were more prone to
anxious symptoms. Due to social dis-
tancing because of the pandemic, many
students had to interrupt their physical
activities, thus becoming more suscepti-
ble to anxious symptoms!?.

Just as important as all the factors
mentioned so far is the coexistence of
psychological manifestations. In none
of the articles reviewed did the authors
observe only the presence of anxious
symptoms, but also their association
with depressive symptoms, fear, and
stress, for example.

In most of them, students present-
ed, in addition to anxiety, depressive
symptoms, stress, fear, frustration, and
boredom. In a study conducted with
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university students in the health field, a
correlation was found between depres-
sive and anxiety symptoms and stress,
and the more severe the symptoms, the
worse the quality of life. In addition,
50% of the participants presented all
three manifestations %),

Symptoms of stress, anxiety, and de-
pression are interconnected phenomena
that are strongly associated and have
a negative impact on the learning and
academic performance of university
students. Because they are closely asso-
ciated, these comorbidities potentiate
and aggravate symptoms, as they end up
sharing triggers and symptom subtypes.

More debate is needed on the mental
health of university students in order to
improve their conditions, reduce these
high levels, and provide the necessary
support from educational institutions.
Therefore, strategies must be developed

to enable the academic community to
better cope with life's setbacks and min-
imize their impact>32.

Emotional instability was related to
various aspects of students' lives during
the pandemic, causing anxiety and fear,
as their concerns were not only about
their academic life but also about their
family members, friends, and loved ones
who, at that time, were exposed to this
virus, about which little was known.

The study found that the changes
brought about by the pandemic favored
the emergence of anxiety symptoms in
academics, such as social distancing,
increased consumption of psychoactive
substances, changes in teaching meth-
odology, sedentary lifestyles, decreased
academic performance, and sleep distur-

bances.

Understanding the signs and symp-
toms of anxiety manifested by univer-
sity students in the post-pandemic pe-
riod provides insight into their mental
health, given that university can be a
trigger for other psychiatric disorders.
Thus, nursing plays an important role in
the prevention and promotion of men-
tal health in the university environment
through lectures and courses aimed at
both the academic community and fac-
ulty, thereby contributing to reducing
the incidence of anxiety cases among
university students in Brazil.

This study contributed to under-
standing the current scenario of anxiety
signs and symptoms expressed by uni-
versity students in the post-pandemic
period. It is hoped that this study will
serve as a basis for further research on
the subject.
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