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ABSTRACT Objective: The objective of the study was to ascertain
the correlation between the mental health literacy of student nurses and
the stigmatization of mental illness. Material and Methods: The sam-
ple of the study consisted of 259 nursing students studying at the fac-
ulty of nursing of a university between November 2024-January 2025
who had not yet practiced mental health and psychiatric nursing. De-
mographic form, Stigma Scale for Mental Illnesses for Healthcare
Workers, and Mental Health Literacy Scale were used as data collec-
tion tools in the study. Data was collected using a Google form. In the
data analysis, Spearman Correlation test was applied to examine the
correlation between the scales. Results: The mean scores of student
nurses on the Stigmatization Scale for Mental Illnesses for Healthcare
Workers were found to be moderate (Xzstandard devia-
tion=52.76+7.29). The mean scores of the Mental Health Literacy Scale
of student nurses were high (X+standard deviation=16.94+3.46). A
negative and significant weak relationship was identified between the
mental health literacy of student nurses and the stigmatization of men-
tal illnesses (rho: -0.290, p<0.05). Conclusion: The present study found
that an increase in the mental health literacy of student nurses was as-
sociated with a decrease in the stigmatization of mental illnesses. It is
recommended that interventions be implemented with a view to in-
creasing mental health literacy and reducing stigmatization at the un-
dergraduate level.
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OZET Amag: Bu galismada, 6grenci hemsirelerin ruh saghg okurya-
zarlhig1 ile ruhsal hastaliklara yonelik damgalama durumlart arasindaki
iligkinin belirlenmesi amaglanmistir. Gere¢ ve Yontemler: Arastir-
manin 6rneklemini, Kasim 2024-Ocak 2025 tarihleri arasinda bir {ini-
versitenin hemsirelik fakiiltesinde 6grenim goren ve heniiz ruh saghig:
ve psikiyatri hemsireligi uygulamasi yapmamis 259 hemsirelik 6gren-
cisi olusturmustur. Arastirmada veri toplama araci olarak “tanitic1 bilgi
formu”, “Saglik Calisanlar1 I¢in Ruhsal Hastaliklara Y6nelik Damga-
lama Olgegi” ve “Ruh Sagligi Okuryazarligi Olgegi” kullamlmustir. Ve-
rilerin analizinde, Olgekler arasindaki korelasyonu incelemek icin
Spearman korelasyon testi uygulanmistir. Bulgular: Ogrenci hemsire-
lerin, Saglik Calisanlari igin Ruhsal Hastaliklara Yénelik Damgalama
Olgegi puan ortalamalar1 orta diizeyde bulunmustur (Xzstandart devi-
asyon=52,76+7,29). Ogrenci hemsirelerin Ruh Saglig Okuryazarlig:
Olgegi puan ortalamalari  yiiksektir  (Xistandart — devias-
yon=16,94+3,46). Ogrenci hemsirelerin ruh saghg: okuryazarlig ile
ruhsal hastaliklara yonelik damgalama arasinda negatif yonde ve an-
laml1 zay1f bir iliski saptanmustir (rho: -0,290, p<0,05). Sonug¢: Bu ¢a-
lisma, 6grenci hemsirelerin ruh saghg: okuryazarligindaki artigin, ruhsal
hastaliklarin damgalanmasindaki azalmayla iliskili oldugunu ortaya
koymustur. Lisans diizeyinde ruh sagligi okuryazarligmin artirilmasi
ve damgalamanin azaltilmasi amaciyla miidahale ¢aligmalarinin uygu-
lanmas1 Onerilmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ruh sagligi; okuryazarlik;
damgalama; 6grenciler; hemsirelik
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Mental illnesses are chronic diseases that are
seen in all societies and require treatment and care.
One in every 8 people worldwide struggles with men-
tal illness.! A significant impediment to the effective
treatment of mental illnesses is stigmatization and
discriminatory attitudes towards mental illnesses.”
Negative attitudes and stigmatization towards men-
tal illnesses cause discriminatory actions to continue,
negatively affect the well-being of patients, and cause
significant barriers in receiving health care services,
accessing opportunities and integration into society.>*
As stated in a report published in the Lancet, stigma-
tization has been found to have a more detrimental
effect on individuals than the actual condition itself.’

Despite the high incidence of mental illnesses,
low mental health literacy is known to increase
stigmatization of mental illnesses.®’ Mental health lit-
eracy includes the knowledge and understanding lev-
els of individuals about mental health, recognizing
mental health problems, identifying risk factors and
symptoms, having knowledge about help-seeking op-
tions and treatments.®° Mental health literacy is a piv-
otal factor in developing awareness against
stigmatization and social prejudices towards mental
illnesses.” Mental health literacy has been identified
as a significant factor in the reduction of stigmatiza-
tion. Studies show that stigmatization towards men-
tal illnesses are important determinant of mental

health literacy.®!°

In studies, it has been stated that health profes-
sionals with low mental health literacy have high
rates of stigmatization, while nurses from health pro-
fessionals with high mental health literacy are more
willing to care for individuals with mental illness.*!!
It is known that stigmatization of mental illness is
quite common among health professionals.'>!* On the
other hand, health professionals are expected to dis-
seminate mental health knowledge to society and to
show a more understanding and empathetic approach
to people diagnosed with mental illness. As the
largest professional group within the mental health
workforce, nurses’ attitudes and behaviors have a
significant impact on individuals with mental health
problems.>*For nursing students, the knowledge and
skills acquired during this period of professional de-
velopment will have a significant impact on their fu-

ture practice.' Investigating the mental health liter-
acy and stigma attitudes of nursing students without
clinical experience is critically important during the
early stages of their professional development, as at-
titudes and knowledge formed during education di-
rectly influence future professional practices.
Therefore, examining the relationship between men-
tal health literacy and stigma among nursing students
prior to clinical exposure provides unique data that
can inform the development of targeted educational
programs. Addressing this relationship early in nurs-
ing education is essential to reduce stigma, improve
patient care outcomes, and foster a more empathetic
healthcare workforce.

1. What is the mental health literacy level of stu-
dent nurses?

2. What is the stigmatization level of student
nurses towards mental illnesses?

3. What is the correlation between the mental
health literacy level of student nurses and the level of
stigmatization towards mental illnesses?

I MATERIAL AND METHODS

This descriptive and correlational study was con-
ducted to examine the relationship between mental
health literacy and stigmatization of mental illnesses
in student nurses who have not yet practiced as men-
tal health and psychiatric nurses.

STUDY DESIGN AND PARTICIPANTS

The study population consisted of 739 students en-
rolled in the 1%, 2" and 3™ years of the course. As the
students will undertake mental health and psychiatric
nursing practice placements from the 3™ year on-
wards, the sample consisted of 1% (n=261), 2
(n=287) and 3™ (n=191) year students. First, the re-
quired sample size was calculated using the sampling
method for a known population. This method is given
below.

3 Nt?pq
~d?2(N - 1) + t?pq

n

Sample calculation formula with known popu-
lation (t=1.96, p=0.5, g=0.5, d=0.05).



This calculation targeted 254 students, and the
sample group consisted of the 259 nursing students
who responded to the questionnaire. The stratified sam-
pling method was used in this study. This method in-
volves dividing a population into different strata
(classes) and taking an appropriate sample size from
each stratum. The sample size (n=259) was divided by
the total population size (n=739) and multiplied by the
number of students in each class to calculate the num-
ber of people to be reached from each class. Conse-
quently, data were collected from 92 1¥-year students,
100 2"-year students, and 67 3"-year students. Inclu-
sion criteria: 1) Willing participation, 2) Answering the
questions in the form completely. Students who did not
want to answer the questions in the form or who an-
swered incompletely constituted the exclusion criteria.

DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS

Demographic form: It consists of a total of 7
questions including age, gender, class, place of birth,
mental illness status, presence of mental illness in the
family and willingness to work with psychiatric pa-
tients.

Mental Health Literacy Scale: Jung et al. de-
veloped the scale, and Goktas et al. ensured the va-
lidity and reliability of the scale.®!* The scale consists
of a total of 22 items. The scale has 3 subscales:
knowledge-oriented RNOS, belief-oriented RNOS
and resource-oriented RNOS. The scale ranges from
0, representing the lowest possible score, to 22, rep-
resenting the highest attainable score. A high score
indicates a high level of mental health literacy. The
Cronbach alpha value of the scale is 0.71 and it was
found as 0.76 for this study.

Mental Illness Stigma Scale for Healthcare
Providers: The scale developed by Kassam et al. and
validated by Azazi et al. (2021) consists of a total of
20 items.'® The scale employed is of the Likert type,
with a 5-point scale. The scores that can be obtained
from the scale vary between a minimum of 20 and a
maximum of 100. The higher the score obtained from
the scale, the higher the level of stigma experienced.
As the scale score increases, the level of stigmatiza-
tion towards mental illnesses increases. The Cron-
bach alpha value of the scale is 0.82, and it was
determined as 0.61 for this research.

Procedures

The study was conducted from November 2024 to
January 2025. The “demographic form”, the “Mental
Health Literacy Scale (MHLS)” and the “Stigma
Scale for Mental Illnesses for Health Workers
(MISS-HP)” scale were utilized as data collection
tools. Data collection has been via online Google
forms. The research link created on Google forms
was shared with the students via WhatsApp. Partici-
pants were requested to respond to all questions in
the survey in full.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Ethical approval was obtained from Ege University Sci-
entific Research and Publication Ethics Committees
(date: November 30, 2023; no: 23-11.2T/20). Institu-
tional permission was attained from the university
where the students study (decision no: 2656). The study
was conducted in accordance with the principles of the
Declaration of Helsinki. Students were informed about
the research. Students were informed about the confi-
dentiality of their data. The privacy of students who did
not wish to take part in the study was respected. The
study was carried out in a way that would not interfere
with the students’ education.

DATAANALYSIS

The SPSS (IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Ver-
sion 25.0) programme was used to analyze the study
data. The demographic information of the students
was analyzed using number, percentage, mean, and
standard deviation values. The compatibility of the
total mean scores of the scales with normal distribu-
tion was tested by Kolmogorov-Smirnov. As a result
of the test, the distribution was found to be normal
for MISS-HP (p>0.05) and non-normal for MHLS
(p<0.05). In the context of the study, parametric tests
were used for the purpose of analysis of normally dis-
tributed data, whilst non-parametric tests were em-
ployed for the analysis of non-normally distributed
data. For normally distributed data, independent sam-
ple t-test and analysis of variance were used. For the
data that did not show normal distribution, Mann-
Whitney U test and Kruskal-Wallis test were used.
The relationship between MHLS and MISS-HP was
evaluated using Spearman correlation analysis, with



a p value <0.05 being considered statistically signif-
icant.

I RESULTS

Table 1 presents the descriptive information and char-
acteristics of the students and comparison of the mean
scores of MHLS and MISS-HP.

The mean age of the student nurses was found
to be 20.78+2.33 (Table 1). A significant difference
was found between the mental health literacy levels
of student nurses and the variables of gender, having
mental illness and willingness to work with psychi-
atric patients (t=-2.341, p<0.05; t=-2.069, p<0.05; t=-
3.111, p<0.05). A statistically significant difference
was found between the willingness to work with psy-
chiatric patients and stigmatization levels of student
nurses (t=-5.067, p<0.001) (Table 1).

The mean total score of mental health literacy of
student nurses was found to be high and the mean

total score of the stigma scale for mental illness was
found to be moderate (Table 2).

Footnote: Values between 0.00 and 0.19 indicate
a very weak correlation, 0.20 to 0.39 a weak correla-
tion, 0.40 to 0.59 a moderate correlation, 0.60 to 0.79
a strong correlation, and 0.80 to 1.00 a very strong
correlation.

The correlation between student nurses’ mental
health literacy and stigmatization scale for mental ill-
nesses was determined as a negative weak relation-
ship (rho=-0.290, p<0.001) (Table 3).

I DISCUSSION

In this study, which was conducted to examine the
correlation between mental health literacy and
stigmatization of mental illnesses in student nurses
who will practice mental health and psychiatric nurs-
ing, it was found that the mean scores of the MHLS
increased as the grade level of the student nurses in-

TABLE 1: Descriptive information and characteristics of the students and comparison of the mean scores of MHLS and MISS-HP

X+SD Minimum-maximum ~ MHLS
Age (years) 20.78+2.33 17.00-45.00
n % X+SD

Sexuality

Female 223 86.1 17.15+3.34

Male 36 13.9 15.63+3.94
Class

1. class 92 35.5 16.84+3.26

2. class 100 38.6 16.98+3.74

3. class 67 25.9 17.02+3.33
Place of birth

Village 81 31.3 16.60+3.60

District 7 274 16.88+3.21

Province 92 355 16.60+3.65

Metropolitan 15 58 17.38£3.55
Experience with mental illness

Yes 33 12.7 18.06+2.47

No 226 87.3 16.78+3.55
Experience with mental illness for family

Yes 31 12.0 18.00+2.51

No 228 88.0 16.80+3.55
Willingness to work with psychiatric patients

Yes 152 12.0 17.51£3.03

No 107 88.0 16.13+3.85

MHLS MISS-HP MISS-HP
Test statistics p value X+SD Test statistics p value
-2.341° 0.019 52.45+7.35 -1.7142 0.088
54.69+6.67
1.369¢ 0.504 52.39+7.27 1.684° 0.188
52.18+7.10
54.16+7.52
3.949¢ 0.267 55.73+5.98 1.506° 0.213
52.93%5.81
53.15+8.40
51.69+7.87
-2.069° 0.039 51.36+7.83 -1.185° 0.237
52.97+7.20
-1.882° 0.060 51.87+8.87 -0.729¢ 0.466
52.89+7.06
-3.111¢ 0.002 50.92+7.21 -5.067¢ 0.000
55.38+6.60

MHLS: Mental Health Literacy Scale; MISS-HP: Beliefs Toward Mental liness Scale; SD: Standard deviation; alndependent sample t-test; bAnalysis of variance test; cMann-Whitney

U test; dKruskal-Wallis test



TABLE 2: Mean scores of students from the scales

X+SD Minimum-maximum
MHLS 16.94+3.46 0-22
MISS-HP 52.76+7.29 30-74

MHLS: Mental Health Literacy Scale; MISS-HP, Beliefs Toward Mental lliness Scale;
SD: Standard deviation

TABLE 3: Correlation between the MHLS and MISS-HP scores

Spearman correlation  Significant
Beliefs toward mental illness -0.290* <0.001

score and mental health literacy score

*Spearman correlation coefficient; MHLS: Mental Health Literacy Scale;
MISS-HP: Beliefs Toward Mental lliness Scale

creased. This may be due to student nurses’ interest
in how to communicate with the patient, types of dis-
eases and treatment methods, how to reduce stigma-
tization and how to provide care. A study conducted
in Australia to determine the mental health literacy
level of undergraduate nursing students showed that
3r-year students had a higher literacy rate than 1% and
2nd_year students.!” These data support our research.

In our study, the mean scores of the stigmatiza-
tion scale of student nurses who had mental illness
and who had a family member or relative diagnosed
with mental illness were found to be low. At the same
time, according to the results of the study, a signifi-
cant difference was found between student nurses
who were willing to work with psychiatric patients
and those who were not. In the studies conducted, it
has been stated that the stigmatization levels of med-
ical and nursing students who have mental illness in
their family, friends or relatives, those who encounter
patients with mental health disorders and those who
have knowledge about mental health are lower.!®2!
The researches conducted support our data.

In our study, mental health literacy level were
found to be high in student nurses who had mental
illness and who had a family member or relative di-
agnosed with mental illness. At the same time, the
mean total scores of the MHLS of student nurses
were also found to be high. This result is an important
finding considering the correlation between mental
health literacy and help-seeking behavior. With in-

creased mental health knowledge, students are likely
to recognize the symptoms of mental illness and
show help-seeking behavior when necessary.?? Furn-
ham and Swami stated that low mental health liter-
acy negatively affects help-seeking behavior in a
mental problem.? On the other hand, among univer-
sity students, those who have information about men-
tal health seek help more.?*?

In the study, the mean scores of the stigmatiza-
tion scale for mental illnesses of student nurses were
found to be at a moderate level. The reason for this
may be that the study was conducted on student
nurses who have not yet started mental health and
psychiatric nursing practice. It is thought that when
student nurses have the opportunity to contact, com-
municate and care for patients with mental disorders
during practice, their stigmatization levels will de-
crease. The level of stigmatization of mental illness in
Chinese nursing students was found to be moderate,
similar to our study.?® Hawthorne et al. concluded that
the greater the exposure of nursing and midwifery
students to people diagnosed with mental illness, the
lower the stigmatization rates.?’” Fernandes et al.
found that the stigmatization rates of students who
did clinical internship in the 4" grade were low, sup-
porting our research data.? It was emphasized that
the education received only in the classroom envi-
ronment is not sufficient and that the student should
have contact with the patient clinically. Considering
that the students in our study will do clinical intern-
ship practice in the spring semester of the 3™ year and
in the 4™ year, it is thought that there will be similar
changes in the stigmatization levels of student nurses.

In our study, it was found that as students’ men-
tal health literacy increased, their stigmatization of
mental illnesses decreased. On the other hand, ac-
cording to the results of the research, this relationship
between mental health literacy and stigmatization to-
wards mental illnesses was found to be a weak rela-
tionship. This situation is thought to be related to the
fact that student nurses have not yet started clinical
internship practice. Although the mean mental health
literacy scores of the students were high, the mean
stigmatization scores were moderate. It is thought
that this may be due to the prejudiced and stigmatiz-
ing attitudes of student nurses who have not yet had



the opportunity to work with psychiatric patients. It is
predicted that the stigmatizing attitudes of student
nurses towards mental illnesses will decrease after
they start mental health and psychiatric nursing prac-
tice. In similar studies in the literature, it has been
stated that as mental health literacy increases, stigma-
tization and negative beliefs about mental illness will
decrease.!*?!282% As Uguz et al. emphasized, nurses
who receive mental health education, particularly
during their student years, are more likely to deliver
effective and sensitive care in future mental health
services.®

In another study conducted in the United States
of America, psychiatric nurses were found to have a
higher level of knowledge and a lower level of
stigmatization than surgical nurses.'® This may be due
to the fact that psychiatric nurses have more knowl-
edge about mental illness and have the opportunity
to work one-to-one with psychiatric patients.

In the research examining the practices to reduce
stigma related to mental health among medical and
nursing students, data were obtained that anti-stigma
interventions increased. It was emphasized that fu-
ture studies should focus more on outcomes related to
communication skills and behavior in the clinical set-
ting.>° Also, mental health literacy has a great place in
interventions against stigmatization.

The results of this study contribute uniquely to
the literature by examining the relationship between
nursing students’ mental health literacy and their
stigma tendencies toward mental illness. Evaluating
students before they have undertaken clinical prac-
tice allows for an understanding of attitudes based on
theoretical knowledge, thus enhancing the signifi-
cance of the study. The results suggest that increasing
mental health literacy may help reduce stigmatizing
attitudes. However, the cross-sectional design, the
single-center sample, and the use of self-reported data
limit the generalizability of the results. Nevertheless,
focusing on the pre-clinical phase sheds light on the
formative stages of students’ attitudes and offers
valuable insights for the development of future edu-

cational and intervention programs. In this regard, the
study presents a unique perspective by emphasizing
the importance of assessing and promoting mental
health-related attitudes early in nursing education.

I CONCLUSION

In this study, the level of mental health literacy of stu-
dent nurses was found to be high and the level of
stigmatization towards mental illnesses was found to
be moderate. In line with the data obtained from the
study and the literature, it is thought that increasing
the mental health literacy of student nurses will re-
duce the level of stigmatization towards mental ill-
nesses. In order to reduce stigmatizing attitudes and
improve mental health literacy among nursing stu-
dents, it is recommended to revise the curriculum, im-
plement experiential learning methods, provide
pre-clinical preparation, organize awareness-based
activities, and evaluate students’ attitudes through
structured feedback mechanisms.
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