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Psychology students, paradoxically, constitute one of the university populations most

vulnerable to anxiety and depression. This opinion article argues that neglecting the mental
health of these future professionals represents a preventable failure by higher education
institutions. Although evidence consistently demonstrates elevated psychological distress
among psychology undergraduates, universities predominantly adopt reactive approaches,
intervening only after harm has occurred. We argue that preventive strategies — including
routine mental health screening, curricular redesign, and faculty training — should be viewed
as essential components of educational quality. The article concludes that higher education
institutions cannot continue preparing mental health professionals while systematically

neglecting the mental health of those they educate.
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Introduction

Psychology programs are designed to educate professionals
capable of understanding emotional suffering, promoting mental
health, and treating psychological disorders. Ironically, accumulating
evidence suggests that psychology students themselves constitute
one of the university populations most vulnerable to anxiety and
depression.!®

This paradox deserves greater attention. The discussion should
no longer focus on whether these disorders are prevalent among
psychology students. Existing evidence already indicates that they are.
The real question is why universities continue to treat psychological
distress as an unavoidable consequence of academic life rather than as
an institutional responsibility. This opinion argues that neglecting the
mental health of psychology students represents a preventable failure
that compromises students, universities, and ultimately society itself.

The burden of psychology students

University education inevitably involves intellectual challenges.
However, psychological distress should never be accepted as evidence
of academic rigor.

Psychology students are exposed to numerous stressors throughout
their undergraduate education, including excessive workloads,
continuous assessments, clinical placements, emotionally demanding
content, uncertainty regarding future employment, and financial
pressures. 710

Although these experiences are common to many university
programs, psychology students face an additional burden: learning
to understand and manage human suffering while simultaneously
coping with their own emotional challenges. Treating this burden as
inevitable risks normalizing avoidable suffering.

The problem of reactive approaches

Most universities provide psychological counseling services.
While valuable, these services primarily address students after
psychological distress has already developed. Preventive strategies
remain remarkably limited.

Routine mental health screening, early identification of vulnerable
students, curricular redesign aimed at reducing unnecessary stress,
faculty training to recognize emotional distress, and institutional
monitoring of psychological well-being remain uncommon despite
decades of evidence demonstrating their potential value.>”!!

Waiting until students require clinical intervention represents an
expensive and inefficient approach to mental health promotion.

Brazilian evidence and international consensus

Although relatively few studies have specifically investigated
psychology students, the available evidence consistently points
toward elevated anxiety and depression.

In Brazil, for instance, several cross-sectional studies have reported
alarming rates of anxiety symptoms (ranging from 45% to 60%)
and depressive symptoms (reaching up to 50%) among psychology
undergraduates. Comparative analyses have shown that psychology
students often present psychological distress levels as high as or
higher than medical and nursing students.*¢

Importantly, comparative studies frequently identify psychology
students as presenting equal or higher levels of psychological distress
than students from other health professions.*3

Different methodologies have produced remarkably similar
conclusions. Scientific uncertainty should therefore no longer be used
to justify institutional inaction.

The societal consequences

The impact of untreated anxiety and depression extends far beyond
students’ personal lives. Psychological distress reduces concentration,
academic performance, motivation, interpersonal functioning, and
professional confidence.'?

More importantly, psychology students experiencing chronic
emotional suffering may enter professional practice carrying
unresolved mental health difficulties that influence both their own well-
being and the quality of care provided to future patients. This scenario
poses an ethical dilemma: can psychology students adequately learn to
manage their future patients’ suffering while their own psychological
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well-being remains unattended? The professional training of
psychologists should not be dissociated from the development of self-
care competencies, which require more than theoretical knowledge
and demand institutional support and modeling.

Universities therefore have responsibilities not only toward their
students but also toward society. Preparing competent psychologists
requires protecting their mental health during training.

A call for preventive action

Universities frequently invest considerable resources in
remediation while allocating comparatively little effort toward
prevention. Institutional mental health policies should include
regular psychological assessment, accessible counseling services,
peer-support programs, faculty education, curriculum review, and
continuous evaluation of academic stressors.

These initiatives should not be viewed as optional student
welfare programs but rather as essential components of educational
quality. Academic excellence and psychological well-being are
complementary objectives rather than competing priorities.

Conclusion

What is perhaps most striking is how easily this problem could be
addressed. Universities acknowledge the importance of mental health,
educate professionals responsible for promoting psychological well-
being, and possess sufficient scientific evidence to support preventive
action. Yet many continue to accept anxiety and depression among
psychology students as unavoidable features of higher education.

This position is increasingly difficult to defend. Higher education
institutions cannot continue preparing future mental health
professionals while neglecting the mental health of those they educate.
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