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Abstract

Background: The social and human sciences have enormously contributed to the study of health and well being of populations
as well as to the risk factors and individual resilience that are associated to them. Thus, it is a general thought that one of the
main functions of health professionals is to promote healthy behaviours in people. Aim: To verify if some psychological
characteristics (Self-Esteem, Locus of Control, Internal Sense of Coherence) are associated to health( lifestyle, health state,
general health perception) in higher education students. Method: The sample was made up by 548 students, men and women,
who were attending Nursing School (n= 322) and other graduations without any health studies- Management, Languages,
Secretarial and Administration (n=226). The protocol included: Inventory "My Lifestyle" Scale "State of Health"; To measure
psychological variables: Sense of Coerence Questionnaire; Self-Esteem Clinical Inventory; Self-Esteem Physical Inventory; and
Locus of Control Questionnaire. Results: There is an association, statistically significant between health variables and
psychological variables, in the expected sense. Also, the results suggest that the Internal Sense of Coherence factors -
understanding(3= .336) and generalised significance(3= .294)- are, in interaction with General Health Perception, predictors in a
positive and highly significant way, for Health State, specifically in Nursing School Students. Conclusion: We believe this study
points to a growing need of a bigger participation of psychologists (along with other health professionals) in the development of
programs related to public health. Apart from an involvement in primary health care it will also be important for these
professionals to participate in differentiated care.
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1. Introduction

Recently, social and human sciences have enormously contributed to the study of health and well being of
populations as well as to the risk factors and individual resilience that are associated to them (Albuquerque, 2012).

Thus, it is a general thought that one of the main functions of health professionals is to promote healthy
behaviours in people. However, many of these professionals when they are suggesting people that they should not
smoke, should exercise or shouldn't share needles, soon realise that their well intentioned efforts have no satisfactory
result, as often no significant changes are observed in individuals (Wardle, et al., 2004).

So, good will and sensibility are not enough in promoting healthy lifestyle learning. One has to understand
health-disease dynamics in people. One has to know which factors- biological, social and psychological- emphasise
vulnerability and how to act to reinforce individual resilience.

This research has appeared within this context. In it is emphasised the importance of making a multi-subject
approach to Health, for which Psychology can give an important contribution in the understanding of some personal
factors involved in the processes of health promotion and maintenance.

2. Problem

The social and human sciences have enormously contributed to the study of health and well being of populations
as well as to the risk factors and individual resilience that are associated to them.

3. Question
Will certain psychological variables determine the health status in higher education students?
4. Purpose of the Study

This investigation was intended to study if some psychological characteristics( Self-Esteem, Locus of Control,
Internal Sense of Coherence) are associated to health( lifestyle, health state, general health perception) in
undergraduate students, more precisely Nursing School students. That is to say, the main goal of the investigation
was focused in the study of psychological characteristics that can be associated with health practices and risk
behaviours, that are believed to be, respectively, beneficial and prejudicial to health. The other two goals were
related with the possibility of determining the influence of the year attended and the area of studies( health versus
non health) in health variables being studied.

5. Methodology

The sample was made up by 548 students, men and women, who were attending Nursing School (h= 322) and
other graduations without any health studies- Management, Languages, Secretarial and Administration (n=226).
Empirical Studies: (i) Empirical Study 1: study of the relation between psychological variables and health variables.
Statistical tests used were Multiple Regression Analysis; (ii) Empirical Study 2: study of the relation between the
graduation year attended by students, and health and psychological variables being studied. In the study were used
Discriminant Function Analysis; (iii) Empirical Study 3: study of the relation between the students' graduation
subject, and health and psychological variables being studied. For this multivaried study were used multivaried
variance analysis- MANOVA.

The protocol the quantitative study (descriptive-correlational), included: (i) To measure health variables:
Inventory "O Meu Estilo de Vida"- OMEV (Ribeiro, 1993); Scale "Estado de Saude"- ES (Albuquerque, 1999);
Questionnaire "A Minha Salude"- MAS (Ribeiro, 1993); (ii) To measure psychological variables: Sense of Coerence
Questionnaire- SOC (Antonovsky, 1992); Self- Esteem Clinical Inventory- ICAC; Self- Esteem Physical Inventory-
IACF; Locus of Control Questionnaire- "O que Penso da Saude"- OQPS (Ribeiro, 1993).
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6. Results

1- First Empirical Study: Relation Between Psychosocial Variables and Health Variables

It was our intention to study the effect of psychosocial variables in the prediction of health variables using the
regression model. We have studied the main effect, as well as the interaction effect, of psychosocial variables with
Lifestyle and General Perception of Health, in the prediction of State of Health in Nursing School Students( Fig.1).
A results summary of Regression Analysis made is described in Tables 1 and 2.
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Fig. 1 - Studied relations between psychological variables and Life Style, State of Health and General Perception of Health.

1.1- ""Main Effects" Study

The study has revealed that there is an association, statistically significant (Table 1), between health variables and
psychological variables, in the expected sense, that is to say, students whose psychological variables have higher
values express, generally, higher health.
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Table 1- Step by step Multiple Regression Analysis Results summary — main effects study psychological variables
in the prediction of health variables

Dependent Variables GENERAL PERCEPTION
LIFE STYLE HEALTHSTATE OFHEALTH
Total Function Total Function Total Function
Independentes F=15.57 (p=.000) F=71.62 (p=.000) =28.64 (p=.000)
Variables £=1123 £=2582 £=1568
SOC Factors B R'Square F  p| B R'Square F p B R'Square F  p
- manageableness 130 026 17.69 .000 267 199 15364 .000 A32 121 8481 .000
- understandability 228 036 29.00 .000
- generalised significance 109 024 19.57 013
ICAC Factors
- psychological maturity 172 058 37.87 .000
- impulsiveness/activity -117 009 6.12 014
- self-efficacy 095 007 502 .025
- acceptation’rejection Jd21 020 1411 .000
IACF Factores
- good or bad physical impression Jd27 012 843 004 070 007 484 028
- visual contact 092 010 729 007

1.1.1- Dependent Variable: LIFESTYLE

Results let us conclude that Self-Esteem( physical, emotional and social) was the best predictor of Lifestyle, in
the Regression Analysis. Apart from this, we have also verified that the most important Self-Esteem factors, for
their predictive value, were "psychological maturity” (8=.172), "good or bad physical impression"(3=.127),"
impulsiveness/activity"(8=.117) and " self-efficacy”(R=.095).
These results are in accordance with the majority of studies revised (Muhlenkamp and Sayles, 1986; Duffy, 1988;
Essex and Klein, 1989; Ribeiro, 1993) and show that Self-Esteem is a psychological variable related to the health
variable Lifestyle.

1.1.2- Dependent Variable: HEALTH STATE

The only predictor of Health State was Internal Sense of Coherence. Its three factors- control( R= .267),
understanding( B= .228), generalised significance(R= .109)- have contributed in a positive way to the increase of
Health State levels( Table 1). This is in accordance with results obtained by other empirical investigations
(Antonovsky, 1992; Geada, 1996).

1.1.3- Dependent Variable: GENERAL HEALTH PERCEPTION

Regression equation results allowed to conclude that the best predictor for General Health Perception has been
the factor “control” in the Internal Sense of Coherence which alone, and in a positive way( B= .132), explains
12.10% (p=.000) of the total variance explained by the regression model( 15.68%).

We can conclude that Nursing School students that do not feel victims of events, generally show a higher
General Health Perception, which is in accordance with results from other empirical studies( Wardle et al.,1994).

1.2- "Interaction Effects" Study

The results (Table 2) suggest that the Internal Sense of Coherence factors - understanding(B= .336) and
generalised significance(’= .294)- are, in interaction with General Health Perception, predictors in a positive and
highly significant way, for Health State in Nursing School Students. This alone explains 34.20% (p=.000) of the
total variance explained by regression model( 35.00%)- ( Table 1). We also emphasise that interaction of factor 4
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from ICAC - impulsiveness/activity- with the rate of Total Lifestyle has also proved to have significant additive
effects.

Our effects are once more in accordance with other empirical investigations ( Antonovsky et al., 1992), which
confirm that Internal Sense of Coherence is directly related with State of Health, not only in a correlative way but
also in a predictive one. More, they are in accordance with what Slater and Linder defend when they state that "...
the adherence of health behaviours, or risk behaviours, influenced by Health State, can have important consequences
in health levels, present or future, in individuals".

Table 2- Step by step Multiple Regression Results summary — interaction effects study of psychological variables
with Life Style, General Health Perception in the prediction of Health State.

Dependent Variable Health State
Total Function
Ind?pendent F=84.81 (p=.000)
Variables R*=3500
B R Square F P

- Understandability *Total AMS 336 294 257.89 .000
- Generalised Significance * Total AMS 294 048 4476  .000
- Impulsiveness/Activity —ICAC * Total OMEV | .114 009 8.18 .013

2- Second Empirical Study - Relation between graduation year attended by Nursing School students and
the Health Variables being Studied.

When analysing the results of this empirical study we verified that when comparing the two groups of students
from Nursing School( first year versus third year) these were significantly differentiated by four variables accepted
in the Discriminant Function Analysis (Table 3). Students attending third year showed generally better rates in those
health variables. More precisely, when comparing the means of descriminant variables (Table 4) we observe that
differentiation between students in the first year and their colleagues in the third year is made by the existence in the
former of: a) lower values in the prevention dimension, shown by a less preventive attitude towards prejudicial
health aspects; b) a predisposition to drinking more and paying less attention to alcohol effects; c) a bigger
interference of health in their daily activities( at school or other); d) better attitude towards seeing the doctor.
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Table 3 - Differences between groups of nursing students attending 1st year versus 3rd year, in Health variables.

X SD
Variable F P
Iyear 3dyear | 1*%year 3“year
Prevention - OMEV 44 45 000 | 8634 10317 | 3290 2866
Attitude towards seeing the doctor - AMS 11.99 000 | 7.269 6.858 2422 2564
Role Performance - ES 927 002 | 20.036 21257 | 5637 5394
Alcohol - OMEV 8.85 .003 | 8.619 8903 1926 1.969
Wilks Lambda =888 F=1925
G.L=4:616 p=.000

We would like to make reference to the fact that these results confirm indications from Beck et al.(1993) that the
level of education could influence health and risk behaviours. The results of this investigation leed us to the
conclusion, even if taking some risks, that the level of education in Nursing School has a direct and positive relation
with some health behaviours. More precisely, as students progress in the course they have a tendency to show better
health behaviour. This is understandable because students in this degree absorb knowledge in health areas.

3- Third Empirical Study: Comparing groups attending Nursing School versus groups without any health
studies, in the health variables being studied.

The analysis of area of studies effect on health variables being studied (global notes) has shown that( Fig. 2) the
groups of students with versus without health studies only showed differences in Lifestyle ( F(1;944)= 30.625,
p=.000). Thus, considering the means values obtained by the group of students attending Nursing School (x=
1000.45) and by the group of students attending other degrees not related with health(x=95.10), we can conclude
that the former show better Lifestyle.
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Fig. 2 - Main effect of Area of Studies on LifeStyle, State of Health and General Health Perception.
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We believe that for this difference can contribute the fact that Nursing School Students, contrary to students
attending other degrees without any studies related to Health, receive scientific training (theory and practice) during
the three year course duration, which is specifically directed to health promotion and disease prevention in a
biopsicosocial context.

7. Conclusion

To conclude we would like to stress that, according to the results found, psychological variables (self-esteem,
locus of control, internal sense of coherence) are related to health variables (lifestyle, health state, general health
perception) in a sample made up by undergraduate students. On the other hand, it was possible to observe that the
course year attended by students as well as the area of studies differentiate the groups of students according to the
health variables being studied.

This way, we believe this study points to a growing need of a bigger participation of psychologists (along with
other health professionals) in the development of programs related to public health (e.g. promoting correct food
habits and prevention of substance abuse). Apart from an involvement in primary health care it will also be
important for these professionals to participate in differentiated care. Thus, Psychology of Health can contribute in
an important way in interventions to reduce risk behaviours, in modifying inadequate health representations and in
implementing quality of life in sick people.

We believe this study points to a growing need of a bigger participation of psychologists (along with other health
professionals) in the development of programs related to public health. Apart from an involvement in primary health
care it will also be important for these professionals to participate in differentiated care.
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