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The purpose of this study is to:
• Describe distress and personality characteristics of nursing/non-

nursing students.

• Identify how demands of college affects mental health.

Purpose



Innovative Collaboration

• Recognized that student distress was a ‘real’ concern.

• Acknowledged that a collaborative, incremental approach 
was needed to identify and address the phenomenon of 
student distress.
– Used an interprofessional healthcare team model to identify, 

promote, and preserve student health and well-being. 
– Research team: Two nurses and one licensed counselor



Psychological distress in college students is well documented 
(Griggs, 2017)

Psychological distress can lead to: 
 depression
 anxiety/panic disorders
 social/relationship problems

Background and Significance



• Stress, anxiety and depression are in the top 5 threats to academic 
performance and/or completion in college (American College 
Health Association, 2016).

• Students report underutilizing counseling on campus (Eisenberg, 
Golberstein, & Gollust, 2007).

• Nursing students are vulnerable due to pressure to meet and sustain 
grade and clinical requirements to remain in good academic 
standing.

• Personality characteristics are studied in health professions, but not in 
nursing (Eley, 2012).

Background and Significance



• Descriptive, longitudinal design - comparison group 

• IRB approved by Detroit Mercy and Aquinas College.

• Surveys were voluntary; administered via computer.

• Freshmen - surveyed at fall admission and end of academic year.

• Sophomores, Juniors and Seniors - surveyed at beginning and end of 
academic year.

• Surveys were decoded and analyzed by a licensed professional 
counselor.

Innovative Collaboration



Symptom checklist
• Symptom Checklist (SCL-90-R)®

• Self-administered tool

• 90 items - common symptoms 
of distress

• Five-point Likert - 0 (no 
symptoms) to 4 (severe 
symptoms)

• Nine subscales - measuring 
mental health (e.g. depression, 
anxiety and hostility)

Big Five Personality Factors

• Five Factor Model of Personality 
using the Test of the Big Five 
Personality Factors.

• 100 items 

• Five-point Likert – 0 “Very 
Inaccurate” to 4 “Very 
Accurate”

• Five scales: Extraversion, 
Openness to Experience, 
Conscientiousness, 
Agreeableness, and 
Neuroticism.

Surveys



Participants included all students in the nursing program and students 
from Introductory Psychology (Controls): 

• Baseline (n=214); Completed (n= 174)

• Controls (n=25)

• BSN Students (n=149)
58

31

19

41

Freshman Sophomores Juniors Seniors

Results



After completion, all students with scores that indicated they had 
an elevated level of distress were notified and offered triage 
services by trained graduate counseling students.

• 155 (89%) students responded they would be interested in 
support programs.

• 10 (6%) stated they would not like a support program.

• 9 (5%) did not answer

Results



• Results to date indicate there are significant numbers of  BSN 
students experiencing clinically significant levels of distress
– On the SCL-90®, scores of 60 (Global Severity Index [GSI]) or higher are 

considered clinically elevated.

• The average elevation across the scales revealed a (GSI) score of 
58 with a standard deviation of 11.
– 59% percent of nursing students had clinically elevated GSI scales.

• Compared to the control group, nursing students were no more 
distressed than non-nursing students (t=-.099 (df 147), p=ns). 

• On average, freshman students experienced only mild to moderate 
distress, but this quickly increased, peaking for juniors and dropping 
slightly for seniors. 

Analysis



59%
Of students 

had clinically 
elevated scales 

on the 
SCL-90



Descriptive Statistics - GSI 
BSN Class Mean SD N 

1 Freshmen 55.37 11.450 57 

2 Sophomores 59.77 10.560 22 

3 Juniors 65.50 5.697 12 
4 Seniors 61.13 7.778 32 



Freshman = 1, Sophomore = 2, Junior = 3, and Senior = 4 Scores 
of  60 and above are clinically elevated. 

Descriptive Statistics of Global Severity Index and 
BSN Class Level



Student Group M SD Control 
Group

BSN
Freshman

BSN
Sophomores

BSN 
Juniors

Control Group 62.5 7.78
BSN Freshman 55.37 11.45 [.11, 

14.15*]
BSN Sophomores 59.77 10.56 [-6.0, 

11.45]
[-12.36, 

3.55]

BSN Juniors 65.50 5.70 [-10.70, 
4.70]

[-16.94, -
3.32*]

[-14.28, 2.83]

BSN Seniors 61.06 7.67 [-5.34, 
8.22]

[11.45, 
0.06]

[-9.02, 6.45] [-11.00, 
2.12]

95% Confidence Intervals of Pairwise Differences in 
Mean Differences in Distress



• Juniors and Seniors are significantly more distressed than Freshman.

• Juniors are the most distressed (M = 65).

• Seniors (M = 61) are slightly less distressed. 

• This suggests that overall distress increases as students progress through 
the program. 

Levels of Distress Throughout the Program



• Overall distress level (Global Severity Index)  
– The mean distress level (M = 61.88, SD = 5.40) was significantly 

higher at the end of the academic year than it was at the 
beginning of the academic year (M = 59.53, SD = 9.75), t(59) = 
2.02, p < .05.

Distress Level – Measured at the Beginning and End 
of Academic Year



• The individual symptom domains measured by the SCL-90-R®

provides a more nuanced understanding of student distress:
– Somatization, Anxiety, Hostility, Paranoid Ideation, and 

Psychoticism all were significantly more elevated at the end of the 
academic year when compared to the beginning of the year. 

Symptom Domains Measured at Beginning and End 
of Academic Year



• Somatization reflects distress related to perceptions of bodily 
dysfunction. 
– The mean somatization level (M = 57.56, SD = 5.87) was 

significantly higher at the end of the academic year than it 
was at the beginning of the academic year (M = 54.98, SD = 
9.58), t(59) = 2.38, p = .021). 

Somatization



• Anxiety reflects distress related to nervousness, tension, 
trembling apprehension and dread.
– The mean anxiety level (M = 62.40, SD = 7.49) was 

significantly higher at the end of the academic year than it 
was at the beginning of the academic year (M = 58.05, SD = 
11.00), t(59) = 3.76, p = .000). 

Anxiety



• Hostility reflects thoughts, feelings or behaviors associated with 
anger.
– The mean hostility level (M = 57.32, SD = 5.51) was 

significantly higher at the end of the academic year than it 
was at the beginning of the academic year (M = 54.73, SD = 
10.58), t(59) = 2.18, p = .033). 

Hostility



• Paranoid Ideation reflects paranoid behavior as a disordered 
mode of thinking. 

– The mean paranoid ideation level (M = 57.33, SD = 4.88) was 
significantly higher at the end of the academic year than it 
was at the beginning of the academic year (M = 52.78, SD = 
10.57), t(59) = 3.37, p = .001). 

Paranoid Ideation



• Psychoticism indicates disordered thinking and social 
withdrawal as possible hallucinations and delusions.
– The mean psychoticism level (M = 60.27, SD = 4.23) was 

significantly higher at the end of the academic year than it 
was at the beginning of the academic year (M = 57.22, SD = 
11.16), t(59) = 2.33, p = .023). 

Psychoticism



Sympathy Orderliness Dutifulness

Conscientiousness Agreeableness Trust Morality

• Nursing students measured consistently higher in:

Personality Characteristic: Nursing Students vs. 
Controls



Openness to
Experiences &

Adventurousness

Nursing Students Measured Consistently Lower



• Differences in the personality characteristics between those who 
have been successful in the BSN program and those who have 
failed courses, were on probation, or dismissed from the program

• Nursing students who are failing measured significantly lower in:

Anxious 
personality

Achievement
striving

Self-
Consciousness

Successful Nursing Students vs. Failing Nursing 
Student Characteristics



While it probably makes sense that higher levels of 
Achievement Striving would be associated with program 
success, why would higher Anxiety and Self-Consciousness 
be associated with success in the BSN Program? 



• People who tend to have more anxious personalities are more 
fearful about failure and, therefore, are more motivated toward 
success. Having a more anxious personality is a protective factor.

• Similarly, Self-Consciousness is associated with shame. The more self-
conscious the person, the more readily they experience shame. 
These students are more likely to work harder to avoid the shame of 
failure.



• If these findings hold as more data are collected, then it may be 
possible to use a Five Factors of Personality Test to screen students 
entering the BSN Program and to identify those at risk of failure. 

• With this information, we would be able to develop support programs 
that could increase retention. 



• Students with elevated scores on the Symptom Checklist (SCL-90-
R)® and the 5 Big Personality survey were sent an email offering 
counseling (now - offered biofeedback by a Masters in Counseling 
student).
– Initially, one student accepted supportive services; currently have 7. 

• Dr. Cruikshanks, licensed professional counselor, offered a 3-hour 
stress reduction workshop to senior nursing students (final semester)
– Students reported using the learned stress reducing techniques while 

take the nursing exit exam and the NCLEX. 
– Students reported decreased anxiety and more confidence and ability 

to focus.  

• This senior nursing classed passed the NCLEX with a score of 95% on 
the first try, and 100% pass rate on the second try.

Interventions



• These results indicate a significantly higher level of distress among  
students than was found in the literature: 1 in 5 young adults in the 
general population are diagnosed with mental illness and 
experience psychological distress in college (Gribbs, 2017).

• Given the critical need for the nursing profession to 
educate/graduate competent nurses, it is imperative to identify 
students in distress and develop interventions that are amendable 
to students with the goal of increasing retention.  

• Students should have the option to complete a distress screening 
when entering the program and be offered support services, to 
promote success, throughout their educational journey. 

• There may be generational implications that require further study.

Conclusion



• Symptom Checklist (SCL-90-R) and Big 5 Personality Factors in 
all levels of nursing and psychology students at current 
college and two larger Universities

• Interventions utilizing a variety of stress reduction techniques

• Add a coping survey to understand how students are coping 
with distress

• Survey post-graduate licensed nurses 

Next Steps
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