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Summary Background. An increase in the prevalence of mental disorders and suicidal attempts is being observed worldwide. This
tendency is also being noted among adolescents. A consistent screening for mental disorders among adolescents can be helpful in
early diagnosis.
Objectives. The aim of the study was to assess the prevalence of selected mental disorders among graduation class adolescents by
means of a screening assessment.
Material and methods. The study sample consisted of 399 graduation class adolescents, including 221 (55.4%) women and 178 (44.6%)
men. The median age was 18.0 years. The Primary Care Evaluation of Mental Disorders Patient Health Questionnaire (PRIME-MD PHQ)
was used.
Results. ‘Alcohol abuse’ was preliminary diagnosed in 134 (33.6%) participants and was the most common disorder in the studied
group. A preliminary diagnosis of ‘major depression’ was made in 21 (6.2%) adolescents. The same prevalence – 60 (15%) – of ‘other
depressive’ and ‘other anxiety disorders’ was noted. In 10 participants (2.5%), ‘panic syndrome’ was preliminary diagnosed. Bulimia
nervosa was suspected in 5 (1.3%) of the participants, and ‘other eating disorders’ in 34 (8.5%). ‘Other depressive disorders’ and ‘other
anxiety disorders’ were more common in women than men (p = 0.002 and p = 0.029, respectively). ‘Alcohol abuse’ was significantly
more prevalent among men (p = 0.025).
Conclusions. 1. Preliminary diagnosis of alcohol abuse was the most common in the studied adolescent group. This problem was especially frequent among men. 2. Psycho-educative intervention is of great importance among youngsters, especially among graduation
adolescents. 3. Screening for mental disorders among graduation adolescents seems vital.
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Background
Mental disorders include a wide range of problems with various symptoms involving a malfunction at the level of thoughts,
emotions, behaviors and relationships with others. Examples
of such disorders can be: anxiety disorders, depression, sleeping or eating disorders, substance abuse and addiction. There
is a rapid increase in the incidence of mental disorders, both in
Poland and other European countries [1–3].
According to data from EZOP (Epidemiologia zaburzeń psychicznych i dostępność psychiatrycznej opieki zdrowotnej EZOP
– Polska) – a large Polish epidemiological study of a representative population sample of adults (aged 18–64) based on DSM-IV
criteria – the most prevalent life-time mental disorders in Poland
are alcohol abuse (10.9%), panic attacks (6.2%) and depression
(3%). In the 18–29 age group, the most prevalent are: alcohol
abuse (13%), panic disorder (2.9), specific phobia (2.9), substance abuse (2.3) and major depression (1.5%) [2]. Polish studies have also shown that about 11% of adolescents overuse alcohol, 6% suffer from panic attacks, and 3% suffer from depression.
The Saving and Empowering Young Lives in Europe (SEYLE),
a randomized controlled trial conducted in 10 European countries (168 schools, 11.110 pupils) aimed at assessment of health
and risky behaviors, mental disorders and suicide among ado-

lescents (age 14–16 years), revealed that 13.4% of adolescents
drink alcohol 2–3 times per week. The prevalence of depression
was 10.5%, subthreshold depression – 32%, while the rate of
anxiety disorders was 5.8% and subthreshold anxiety – 29.2%.
These disorders were also significantly related to suicidal
thoughts and behaviors [3].
Research also revealed that both adolescent girls and young
women are at a higher risk of depression, anxiety disorders and
suicidal thoughts, while alcohol use and abuse, as well as completed suicide rates, are significantly higher in adolescent boys
and young men [2–4]. For example, according to data from the
EZOP study published in 2015, lifetime depression is observed in
4% of women and 1.9% of men, panic attacks in 8.5% of women
and 3.9% of men, and alcohol abuse in 18.6% of men and 3.3%
of women [2].
The problem of mental disorders and suicidality among adolescents and young adults is significant, as a World Health Organization (WHO) report shows that suicide is the second most
common cause of death among 15–29-year-olds [5], and this is
proven to be related to depression and/or anxiety. A high rate of
suicidal attempts among adolescents and young adults has also
observed in Poland. In 2017, 5,276 persons (4,524 men and 751
women) committed suicide. Among them were 115 adolescents
between 13–18 and 353 persons aged 19–24 [4].
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One of the problems related to mental disorders in adolescents that emerged from a review of literature is the low rate of
youngsters receiving appropriate care. Research has shown that
only 50% of adolescents who suffer from severe impairment
related to mental health problems is under specialist care [6].
It is emphasized that the first vital step in the treatment of
mental disorders, as well as preventing suicide, is the identification of mental health problem, including subthreshold disorders, as well as risky behaviors [6, 7]. Hence, improvement of
identification of mental health problems at their early stage is of
great importance [7, 8]. Screening tests are helpful in identifying
people at risk of mental disorders, as well as preliminary diagnosis of mental health problems, as well as the risk of suicide [3,
9]. Although one of the disadvantages of a screening test can
be false positive results, it is emphasized that identification of
subthreshold disorders is of great importance, since these may
evolve into more severe disorders with comorbid psychiatric
symptoms and increased suicidality [7].
As a review of literature revealed, the topic is very important, especially considering the developmental matriculation of
high school graduates. There is no systematic assessment of the
prevalence of mental disorders among high school graduates,
and therefore a gap is formed for early diagnosis and directing
accurate help for individuals at risk. It is suggested that a screening for mental disorders can and should be done by a primary
care physician or school teachers [3, 9].

Objectives
The purpose of the present study was to assess the prevalence of select mental disorders among graduation class adolescents.

Material and methods
Study design
This is a report from a screening study.

Setting
The study was performed in the Pomerania region in Poland
in cooperation with the high schools. The data was collected in
2016, and statistical analyses were made in 2017.
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Participants
The study involved 399 graduation class adolescents, including 221 women (55.4%) and 178 (44.6%) men. Inclusion criteria
were: age 18 years and above and agreement for participation
in the study. The median age of the participants was 18.0 years
(range: 18–21 years). The responses were collected anonymously.

Measures
The Primary Care Evaluation of Mental Disorders Patient
Health Questionnaire (PRIME-MD PHQ) was used to assess selected mental disorders. PRIME-MD PHQ is a standardized test
developed for the purpose of preliminary diagnosis of five common types of mental disorders among primary care patients:
somatoform disorders, depression (major depression, ‘other
depressive disorders’, anxiety (‘panic syndrome’, ‘other anxiety
disorders’), alcohol abuse and eating disorders (‘bulimia nervosa’ and ‘other eating disorders’). The method was created on
the basis of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders IVth Edition (DSM-IV) criteria and is recommended to be
used as a screening test for preliminary diagnosis of mental
disorders. The preliminary diagnosis of a particular disorder de-

mands the presence of a specific number and duration of symptoms according to DSM-IV criteria included in the coding system
[9, 10]. The assessment of somatoform disorders was excluded
from the current analysis, since no objective data on medical
health status was available. A request for information related to
sex and age was included in the questionnaire.
The present study obtained the approval of the Independent Bioethics Commission for Research of Medical University
in Gdańsk (permission number: NKBBN/190/2016).

Statistical methods
All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 24 software. The Shapiro–Wilk test for normality was used. Categorical variables are presented as absolute values and percentage.
Quantitative variable (age) is presented as median and minimum and maximum values. The chi-square test was performed
to examine the significance of differences between sexes. A significance level of p = 0.05 was used.

Results
A preliminary diagnosis of ‘major depression’ was observed
in 21 adolescents (6.2%), 14 women (7.9%) and 7 men (4.3%).
‘Other depressive disorders’ were preliminary diagnosed in 15%
(n = 60), and this was significantly more frequent in women (n
= 44; 19.9%) than men (n = 16; 9%). A preliminary diagnosis of
‘other anxiety disorders’ was made in 15% (n = 60). This type of
anxiety was more common among women (n = 41; 18.6%) compared to men (19; 10.7%). In total, 134 youngsters (33.6%) gave
responses indicating a preliminary diagnosis of ‘alcohol abuse’.
This problem was more frequently presented by men (n = 70;
39.3%) than by women (n = 64; 29%), with significant differences between sexes (p = 0.025). ‘Panic syndrome’ was preliminary
diagnosed in 60 (15%), ‘bulimia nervosa’ in 5 (1.3%), and ‘other
eating disorders’ in 34 (8.5%). No between-sex differences were
found for these problems. The results are presented in Table 1.
Table 1. Prevalence of mental disorders preliminarily diagnosed
among graduation class adolescents (n = 399)
Mental
disorders*

Study
sample
n (%)

Women
n (%)

Men
n (%)

p

Major depression

21 (6.2)

14 (7.9)

7 (4.3)

0.171

Other depressive
disorders

60 (15)

44 (19.9)

16 (9)

0.002**

Panic syndrome

10 (2.5)

8 (3.6)

2 (1.1)

0.113

Other anxiety
disorders

60 (15)

41 (18.6)

19 (10.7)

0.029**

Alcohol abuse

134 (33.6) 64 (29)

70 (39.3)

0.025**

Bulimia nervosa

5 (1.3)

3 (1.4)

2 (1.1)

0.855

Other eating
disorders

34 (8.5)

22 (10)

12 (6.7)

0.253

* According to PRIME-MD PHQ and DSM-IV; ** statistically significant;
p < 0.05;

Discussion
The current study showed that a significant group of graduation class adolescents may suffer from various mental disorders.
Taking into account the high risk of mental disorders and suicide
rate in Poland [4, 11], the study seems to be of great importance. The noted prevalence of mental disorders was similar to
those observed in previous studies [3, 12, 13], including a randomized control study conducted among teenagers in 10 European countries (SEYLE study) [3]. The most prevalent disorder
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in the present study was alcohol abuse. The abovementioned
SEYLE study revealed that about 13% of adolescents use alcohol
[3]. Modrzejewska and Bomba [14] noted a high prevalence of
alcohol use in Polish adolescents at age 17. It should be noted
that the prevalence of alcohol abuse observed in our study –
33.6% – was higher than in other authors’ studies. This result can
be partially explained by the use of a screening test according
to which any positive answer reflecting the presence of any of
5 symptoms related to alcohol overuse justified the preliminary
diagnosis of ‘alcohol abuse’. One should keep in mind that a false
positive result may occur, and we would recommend treating
this result with caution. Additionally, in every case, a preliminary
diagnosis requires detailed assessment of symptoms by the clinician. Another explanation for declared overuse of alcohol in
this group might be due to competition between youngsters and
the interest of ‘adult’ behavior, which are proven factors related
to alcohol use among children and adolescents [11]. It can also
be assumed that in this specific study group of graduation adolescents, alcohol use can be seen as a method of self-healing
to regulate the level of stress. Studies revealed that many factors, including biological, psychosocial, environmental (e.g. advertisements), as well as those related to personality traits and
life-style, may influence child and adolescent alcohol use [15]. It
seems that further research exploring factors related to alcohol
abuse among the specific group of graduation class students is
vital. Such exploration contributes to intervention planning. It
should also be noted that ‘alcohol abuse’ is no longer separately
mentioned in the DSM-V criteria. However, our study managed
to point out an important problem demanding special attention,
as it is emphasized that alcohol use itself among children and
adolescents is an increasingly alarming problem globally [11, 15].
The observed higher prevalence of depressive and anxiety
disorders among adolescent women is in accord with the general tendency of the more frequent occurrence of mental disorders in women [2, 3, 13, 14]. It seems that more targeted and
individualized psycho-educational intervention could be undertaken for adolescent women and men.
In the current study, we attempted to show the importance
of diagnosing mental disorders in late adolescence, in which the
major stress trigger – the graduation exam – is linked to many
stress factors [13]. The exam is called ‘an exam of adulthood’,
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and it is taken very seriously in Poland, as it is perceived as one of
the decisive factors of a youngsters’ future. Approaching adulthood, a teenager faces many difficult tasks, and some of these
can be overwhelming. In general, youth itself is considered a risk
factor for mental problems [6, 8]. Additionally, studies revealed
that the treatment rate among adolescents and young adults
with mental health problems is especially low. It is estimated that
18–56% of young people with mental disorders receive specialist care. Moreover, this rate decreases along with the transition
into adulthood. Thus, routine screening for mental disorder in
these populations is highly recommended [6, 8]. It is emphasized
that a teacher, psychologist, a school counselor or a primary care
physician can undertake a screening assessment to identify the
first signs or symptoms of mental health problems. Adequate reaction to the specific needs of the adolescents and tailored interventions are proven to be effective both in treatment of mental
disorders and in suicide prevention [3, 6].

Limitations of the study
The limitations of the current study include the lack of randomization of participating schools. Due to the lack of medical
data, preliminary diagnosis of somatization was impossible. The
method used was created according to DSM-IV criteria, hence
the prevalence of a preliminary diagnosis of alcohol abuse
should be treated with caution. The possible bias of the current
study may be related to the fact that we involved the sample of
graduation class students which prevent from data generalization on the general population of adolescents. This fact should
be taken into account when comparing our observations with
the results of other studies.

Conclusions
1.
2.
3.

Alcohol abuse was the most common disorder in the studied adolescent group. This problem is especially frequent
among men.
Psycho-educative intervention is of great importance among
youngsters, especially among graduation adolescents.
Screening for mental disorders among graduation adolescents seems vital.
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