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Abstract
Introduction. The aim of the study was to assess the frame of mind and mood of students of extramural studies at the Faculty 
of Physiotherapy at the University School of Physical Education in Wrocław in the context of regular physical activity.
Methods. The research involved 35 students of the second year of extramural studies (the whole year 2017/2018). Mood disor-
ders were examined with the Beck Depression Inventory. Moreover, the respondents answered a number of questions included 
in a questionnaire concerning their economic situation, the possession of a loved one or a close relative, the willingness to receive 
help from a psychologist/psychotherapist in the case of problems, their professional plans, and undertaking physical activity.
Results. Overall, 49% of the studied group experienced mood disorders of different severity and 6% met the criteria for diagnos-
ing depression. Lack of regular physical activity, gender, and economic situation were significantly related to the occurrence of 
depressive symptoms.
Conclusions. Owing to the high percentage of students with mood disorders, education in the area of prevention and treatment of 
depression is very important, as is access to psychological support during the course of studies. The mental condition of future 
physiotherapists is also crucial for the quality of their work, which is related to helping the sick and disabled.
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Introduction

Depression is a serious mental disorder characterized by 
worsening of mood, a decrease in energy and activity, as well 
as loss of any interests, all of which prevent proper function-
ing [1]. The number of people living with depression in the 
general population increased by 18.4% between 2005 and 
2015. Today, 350 million people worldwide suffer from de-
pression [2], with 40 million in Europe alone. Women are 
more likely (5.1%) to be depressed than men (3.6%) and 
the incidence of depressive disorders increases with age. It 
is estimated that in Poland, 5.1% of the population suffers 
from depression.

Why is depression becoming more and more widespread 
despite the prevailing prosperity, greater opportunities, bet-
ter living conditions, and the increased availability of health-
care institutions? The reasons for this phenomenon can be 
found in abnormal lifestyle (bad eating habits, stimulants, lack 
of physical activity, stress, sleeping problems), dynamic de-
velopment of the society (increased demands, ambitions, 
expectations, lack of work-life balance), prolonged life expec-
tancy and the related health issues, stereotypes, low social 
awareness of mental illness, and limited availability of psy-
chiatric medical care [3].

The positive impact of regular physical activity on human 
health is well known and documented. Systematic physical 
exercise has a beneficial effect on the cardiopulmonary sys-
tem, the osteoarticular system, and the lipid profile. Physical 
activity helps to prevent civilization diseases, to reduce over-
weight, and to maintain proper body weight. Moreover, ex-
ercise is also beneficial for mental health as it reduces the 
level of stress by lowering the level of cortisol and increases 

the sense of life energy, thus leading to better mood owing 
to the release of endorphins [4]. Despite so many benefits, 
results from the 2012 Public Opinion Research Centre re-
port [5] show that as many as 45% of respondents did not 
engage in any physical activity and every fifth respondent was 
never or almost never able to make time for a walk lasting 
longer than an hour. The most frequently chosen forms of 
relaxation were watching TV, family life activities, and passive 
rest (sitting, lying).

The earliest stages of adulthood are associated with 
achieving maturity, making life choices, and becoming inde-
pendent, all of which can be a serious psychological burden 
and pose a particular threat to mental health [6]. University 
students encounter significant levels of chronic stress over 
quite a long time, which can trigger the development of stress-
related health problems [7]. The change in social roles that 
occurs after graduation may also constitute a depressive 
factor. These assumptions are confirmed by the increased 
proportion of depressed people in the higher years of study 
[8]. Depression also has a significant impact on the impair-
ment of professional performance [9]. Wiraszka et al. [6] re-
ported that, among the sociodemographic variables, the most 
influential factors affecting the severity of depressive symp-
toms in the studied group were gender and the economic 
status of the parents. Significantly more severe depressive 
symptoms were presented by girls and by students in a poor 
financial situation. Therefore, students in their final year of 
physiotherapy are the most vulnerable group with regard to 
the above-mentioned risk factors of depression.

The aim of the study was to assess the mood and sense 
of well-being among extramural students of the Faculty of 
Physiotherapy at the University School of Physical Educa-
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tion in Wrocław and to evaluate the role of regular physical 
activity in maintaining mental health. The following research 
questions were formulated:

1. What is the mood and sense of well-being of the final-
year students of extramural master studies at the Faculty of 
Physiotherapy of the University School of Physical Education 
in Wrocław?

2. Does the mood and sense of well-being of the exam-
ined students relate to regular physical activity, gender, and 
financial situation?

3. Is the severity of depressive symptoms related to satis-
faction with the chosen field of study and the sense of prep-
aration for the profession and future career plans?

4. Would students accept the assistance of a psycholo-
gist/therapist in the case of problems?

Subjects and methods

The study group consisted of final-year students of the 
extramural master degree program in physiotherapy at the 
University School of Physical Education in Wrocław (all from 
academic year 2017/2018). The inclusion criteria were: final 
year of extramural studies at the Faculty of Physiotherapy 
and willingness to participate in the study.

The group of 35 students consisted of 28 women (80%) 
and 7 men (20%), all aged 24–39 years. The average age of 
the group was 25.3 years, with a standard deviation of 2.9 
years. The men were more age-differentiated and their av-
erage age was significantly higher than the average age of 
the women (Table 1).

Most of the participants were employed as physiothera-
pists (61%) and their work experience in the profession 
ranged from 6 months to 4 years (Figure 1).

The majority of the respondents (94%) were satisfied 
with the choice of the field of study, although only 13 (37%) 
believed that the undertaken studies prepared them well to 
work as physiotherapists. However, all students intended to 
take up employment in their trained profession after gradu-
ation and 20% declared plans to go abroad.

Depressive symptoms were assessed with the Beck De-
pression Inventory (BDI). The Polish adaptation of the instru-

ment was standardized in 1977. The reliability and validity 
of BDI measurement in the control group and clinical trials 
was estimated. Analyses of BDI measurement validity fo-
cused on the assessment of theoretical validity (correlations 
with other scales examining mental disorder syndromes) and 
criterion validity (differences in BDI results between the con-
trol and the demographic and clinical groups). Standards for 
diagnosing moderate and severe depression were estab-
lished. The results obtained indicate high reliability and validity 
of measurement for the Polish version of BDI, fully compa-
rable with those for the original version, and the inventory is 
recommended for use in scientific and clinical research in 
Poland [10].

BDI consists of 21 questions that fall into 4 categories, 
assessing emotional, cognitive, motivational, and physical as-
pects. Each question contains 4 answers with point values 
(0–3 points). The respondent chooses one of the answers 
that best describes their mood within the previous 7 days. 
The maximum number of points to be obtained is 63: the 
greater the number of points, the more severe the symptoms. 
The results within the specified ranges suggest the current 
state of the patient. The screening scale result is not equiv-
alent to a clinical diagnosis, but a psychological consultation 
is recommended for scores exceeding 11 points [11].

A basic statistical description of the obtained research 
material was achieved by determining average values, stan-
dard deviations, and the range of variability of the analysed 
characteristics. Normality of distribution of the analysed char-
acteristics (age, level of depression in BDI) was assessed 
with the Shapiro-Wilk test. In the case of age, the null hypoth-
esis of the normality of empirical distribution was not rejected. 
The dependence of age distribution on the gender of the 
examined students was determined by using parametric 
Student’s t-test for independent samples. The distribution of 
depression level assessed by BDI was significantly different 
from normal (W = 0.908; p = 0.006); therefore, non-paramet-
ric tests were applied to analyse the dependence of depres-
sion level on categorized variables (Mann-Whitney test for 
comparing 2 distributions and Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA for 
comparing more distributions). The null hypotheses were 
verified at a significance level of p < 0.05. Statistical calcu-

Table 1. Age distribution in the study group by gender

Group
Age (years) Student’s t-test

Average SD Minimum Maximum t p

Women 24.6 1.1 24 28
3.43 0.0016

Men 28.3 5.5 24 39
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Figure 1. Distribution of working time  
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lations were carried out with the Statistica 13.1 software 
package.

Ethical approval
The research related to human use has complied with all 

the relevant national regulations and institutional policies, 
has followed the tenets of the Declaration of Helsinki, and has 
been approved by the authors’ institutional review board or 
an equivalent committee.

Informed consent
Informed consent has been obtained from all individuals 

included in this study.

Results

The average level of depressive symptoms measured by 
BDI in the studied group was 10.7 points. In 51% of students 
(BDI  10), no mood disorders were observed. In the remain-
ing group, mood disorders of slight intensity were found in 
most cases (43%) but there were also individuals with seri-
ous depressive disorders (6%) (Figure 2).

The results for the severity of depressive symptoms as-
sessed by BDI in the studied group differed significantly 
from a normal distribution, so non-parametric tests were used 
in the comparative analysis. Although the numbers of women 
and men in the investigated group differed significantly, the 
percentage of cases without depression was significantly 
higher for men (Figure 3). The gender dependence of depres-
sion was statistically significant (p = 0.01).

More than half of the respondents (57%) did not engage 
in regular physical activity and students with mood disor-

ders predominated in this group (Table 2). The correlation 
between lack of physical activity and the level of mood dis-
orders was statistically significant (Figure 4).

Regular physical activity was related to gender (Figure 5).
The better the financial situation of the respondents, the 

lower the average level of depressive symptoms was re-
vealed (Table 3).

After a dichotomous division of the financial situation 
(bad vs. satisfactory or good), the dependence of the severity 
of depressive symptoms on the assessment of the financial 
situation proved to be statistically significant (Table 4). Thus, 
bad financial situation was one of the key factors to reduce 
the respondents’ level of well-being.

A total of 28 subjects (80%) answered ‘Yes’ to the ques-
tion ‘Would you accept the help of a therapist in the case of 
personal problems?’

The majority of the respondents (94%) were satisfied with 
the choice of studies, although only 13 (37%) believed that 
the studies they had undertaken would prepare them well 
to work as physiotherapists. Nevertheless, all the students 
intended to take up employment in the profession after grad-
uation. However, 20% declared plans to go abroad.

Discussion

The presented results provided very disturbing informa-
tion about depressive symptoms in final-year students of 
extramural studies of the Faculty of Physiotherapy at the 
University School of Physical Education in Wrocław. Of the 
studied group, 49% experienced mood disorders, including 
depressive disorders of moderate severity (3%) and serious 
depressive disorders (3%). Comparing the above data with 

Figure 3. Gender dependence  
of depression severity

Figure 2. Distribution of depression level 
as evaluated by Beck Depression  

Inventory in the studied group (n = 35)
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Table 4. Dependence of the level of depression as measured by the Beck Depression Inventory on the respondents’ financial situation

Financial situation n
Beck Depression Inventory (points) Mann-Whitney test

Average SD Minimum Maximum Z p

Bad 9 15.4 7.5 11 35
2.03 0.042

Satisfactory or good 26 9.1 6.4 0 24

Table 3. Dependence of the level of depressive symptoms on the financial situation

Financial situation n
Beck Depression Inventory (points) ANOVA (Kruskal-Wallis)

Average SD Minimum Maximum H p

Bad 9 15.4 7.5 11 35

4.50 0.105Satisfactory 9 9.8 5.8 0 16

Good 17 8.7 6.8 1 24

Table 2. Undertaking physical activity and Beck Depression Inventory results in the examined group

Regular physical activity n
Beck Depression Inventory (points) Mann-Whitney test

Average SD Minimum Maximum Z p

No 20 12.9 7.2 2 35
2.03 0.043

Yes 15 7.8 6.2 0 19

Figure 5. Regular physical activity  
and gender

Figure 4. Regular physical activity  
and level of mood disorders



J. Szczepańska-Gieracha, J. Rusowicz, A. Markowska 
Depression and regular physical activity

44

Physiother Quart 2021, 29(1) 
physiotherapyquarterly.pl

the results of surveys conducted among students of the same 
university in 2008 and 2014, one can observe that the inci-
dence of mild depressive disorders has almost doubled.

In 2008, Szczepańska et al. [12] studied mood and well-
being among 483 students of the Faculty of Physiotherapy 
at the University of Physical Education in Wrocław. It was 
found that 20% of the respondents had depressive symp-
toms. Minor mood disorders were reported in 15% and se-
vere mood disorders in 5% of the studied population. It was 
also noted that during the university studies, the frequency of 
depressive symptoms increased. The lowest rate was ob-
served among students of the first year of full-time studies 
(15%); in subsequent years, the values increased to 17% in 
the third year and 21% in the fourth year of full-time studies. 
The highest number of students with depressive disorders 
were reported in the fifth (final) year of extramural studies 
(28%). In 2014, 153 students in the fifth year of the same 
university were examined [8]. The results showed that 71% 
of students had no mood problems. The most frequently re-
vealed symptoms of reduced mood among physiotherapy 
students were fears about the future, difficulties in making 
decisions, nervousness and irritability, changes in body 
weight, and blaming oneself.

Among the students of Cracow universities, suicidal 
thoughts were reported by 2.9% of students at the Jagiel-
lonian University, 4.1% of students at the Pedagogical Acad-
emy of Cracow, and 6.3% of students at the Cracow Uni-
versity of Technology [13]. Similar data can be found in 
a study by Adamiak et al. [14], where the mental condition of 
second- and sixth-year students at the Medical University 
of Lodz was compared with the mood of students at other 
Lodz universities. Depressive disorders were detected in 22% 
of the investigated population.

Pietras et al. [15], when examining the level of depression 
among pedagogical students, estimated the occurrence of 
depression symptoms as about 11% of students at this fac-
ulty. The results were compared with the values obtained for 
students of economy, where mood disorders were observed 
in about 2.5% of respondents. Despite using the same re-
search tool (BDI) in the present study and the above-men-
tioned reports, it is not possible to directly compare the results 
because there are significant discrepancies in the numbers of 
respondents in the studied groups. Nevertheless, the col-
lected material confirms the trend that has been observed 
for years, namely of a steady increase in depressive disor-
ders in the student population. This is in line with other find-
ings, leading to predictions that by 2020 depression will be 
the second most common disease and by 2030 it will be the 
primary disease in the general population [16].

Unfortunately, worrying findings also concern regular 
physical activity. Only 40% of the surveyed students declared 
that they engaged in such activity on a regular basis (twice 
a week). This is a surprisingly low figure given that these were 
students of the University School of Physical Education and 
that promoting a healthy lifestyle is an integral part of their 
professional activity. Research conducted by Poręba et al. [17] 
showed that 11.4% of the surveyed students of Wrocław 
universities were physically active every day: over 25% exer-
cised 3–4 times a week, about 45% exercised once or twice 
a week, and about 16% exercised less frequently than once 
a week. Against this background, extramural students of the 
Faculty of Physiotherapy at the University of Physical Edu-
cation in Wrocław came out very poorly. Perhaps the reason 
for this lies in the life situation of those people, who, while 
studying extramurally, have to combine professional work 
with studies, and in many cases also with family responsi-
bilities.

In 2015, Morga et al. [18] evaluated the level of stress 
among students of the Faculty of Physiotherapy at the Univer-
sity School of Physical Education in Wrocław. Regular exer-
cise was declared by 65% and these were full-time students. 
The study showed a significantly higher level of stress in 
the group of inactive people compared with the physically 
active individuals. Similar conclusions concerning the rela-
tionship between the severity of mood disorders and physical 
inactivity were reported in earlier publications by Wrocław 
scientists [8, 19]. On one the other hand, Morowatishari-
fabad et al. [20] did not observe any significant association 
between the level of physical activity and the degree of de-
pression.

Another aspect of the study was the relationship between 
mood and the sense of well-being and gender. It turned out 
that women struggled with depressive disorders more often 
than men. Kuehner [21] reported that depression occurred 
twice as often in women than in men over the course of life. 
The results of research by Jaworska et al. [8] show that women 
are a group more vulnerable to depressive disorders. A re-
duced mood or increased symptoms of depression were 
found in 31.6% of women and 19.5% of men. The research 
revealed that as many as half of the women surveyed had 
mild depression and 8% had symptoms of moderate or se-
vere depression. A vast majority of men did not present mood 
disorders, although there were cases of mild depression. No 
moderate or severe depression was found in men. Gender 
as a factor influencing well-being turned out to be statistically 
significant.

Special attention should be paid to suicidal thoughts and 
tendencies reported by the examined students. In the re-
search by Szczepańska et al. [12], 1% of 433 students of 
the Faculty of Physiotherapy at the University School of Physi-
cal Education in Wrocław admitted that they had suicide 
intentions. If one considers those who think about suicide 
but would not be able to commit it, the percentage of stu-
dents at risk of taking their own lives increases to 5.8%. In 
Poland, the number of suicides is growing year by year; in 
2018, more than 5000 people took their own lives [22]. The 
act of suicide is the second most common cause of death 
among 15–29-year-olds and one of the 3 main causes of 
death among 15–44-year-olds [16]. Therefore, one should 
be very vigilant about all the data on this subject and should 
not underestimate the information obtained.

Research has shown that financial situation also has an 
impact on the well-being and mood of young people. Stu-
dents who described their economic condition as ‘good’ 
demonstrated depressive disorders of lesser intensity. Simi-
lar conclusions can be drawn from earlier studies by this team 
[19], who noted a very interesting correlation, namely, that 
students with a low level of well-being and poor economic 
situation were less likely to take up paid employment. The 
authors explained this fact as caused by the pessimistic cre-
ation of reality, which is one of the symptoms of depression. 
Subsequent research conducted at the same university con-
firmed the relationship between mood and well-being and 
financial resources: the better the financial standing of the re-
spondents, the lower the level of depressive disorders [8].

The present study also examined whether the students 
would accept assistance of a psychologist/psychotherapist 
if they experienced symptoms of depression. The willingness 
to seek support from a specialist was declared by 80% of the 
respondents. The remaining 20% were of a different opinion 
and it was surprising to find that individuals in this group 
were characterized by lower mood and well-being levels and 
therefore should be the first to seek such support. Earlier 
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reports from the same university indicated that 60% of stu-
dents declared their willingness to accept a therapist’s as-
sistance in the case of personal problems [19], which demon-
strates that students’ awareness is increasing and that 
a potentially larger group of people would look for help if 
need be.

Further analysis of the obtained results showed that most 
of the respondents were planning to work in their trained 
profession. Previous research revealed that dissatisfaction 
with the chosen course of study significantly correlated with 
depressive symptoms and was the cause of unwillingness 
to work as a physiotherapist. However, as the authors explain, 
such results appeared mostly at the initial stage of the studies 
(first to third year), when the studied subjects were mostly 
theoretical, which could be a reason for disappointment and 
dissatisfaction with the chosen studies. Only in the following 
years of education, when the practical courses began, could 
the students more accurately sense the real character of 
their future profession [19].

Summing up the results of the conducted research, we 
may confirm with full responsibility that the problem of mood 
disorders in students of the Faculty of Physiotherapy is not 
only serious but also increasing year by year. The most alarm-
ing findings concerned extramural students, as was dem-
onstrated in the results discussed in the present paper. It is 
important to make sure that, from the first years of study, 
compulsory courses include subjects that will help students 
to understand their own problems and seek specialist sup-
port as soon as the need arises. University authorities have 
also recognized the gravity of the problem and, since the 
academic year of 2018/2019, students have been given the 
opportunity to receive free psychological consultations. This 
is all the more important in view of the fact that future physio-
therapists will be working with sick people in need of care, 
so they will need to have adequate mental resources to sup-
port their patients; otherwise, they may very quickly suffer 
from occupational burnout syndrome.

Limitations

Our research also has limitations, such as a small group 
of students (only 7 men), a large age range (24–39 years), 
and the use of one standardized measuring tool (BDI). There-
fore, in order to draw correct conclusions, we suggest enlarg-
ing the research group and applying the right gender balance.

The study group was small but included the entire year 
of extramural students. So far, at the Faculty of Physiothera-
py of the University of Physical Education in Wrocław, only 
full-time students have been subject to similar studies. The 
studies had larger sample sizes of up to 120 people, who 
were much closer in age. The large age spread among the 
extramural students of the present study is not a methodologi
cal error but represents the actual state of affairs. Also, the 
fact that a significant proportion of these individuals (about 
60%) already work in the profession reflects the reality. The 
remaining 40% also work full-time. For many reasons, these 
students differ significantly from those studying on a daily 
basis, with one important difference being the low level of 
physical activity. Therefore, the authors of the paper decided 
to conduct research in this group of students for comparison 
with the existing results.

Conclusions
1. Among the extramural students of the Faculty of Phys-

iotherapy, 49% were diagnosed with mild mood disorders 
and 6% with moderate or severe depression.

2. Low level of physical activity, female gender, and poor 
financial situation were significantly related to the severity 
of depressive symptoms in the examined group.

3. Owing to the high percentage of students with mood 
disorders, it is necessary to educate the student population 
in the area of prophylaxis and promotion of mental health, 
preferably from the first years of study.
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