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Assessment of anxiety and self-esteem experienced by women during pregnancy*
Avaliacao da ansiedade e autoestima vivenciada por mulheres durante a gravidez

Evaluacidn de la ansiedad y la autoestima que experimentan las mujeres durante el embarazo

Nathdlia Gianini Nery!, Patricia Monica Ribeiro", Eliana Peres Rocha Carvalho Leite™,
Denismar Alves Nogueira'V, Sérgio Valverde Marques dos Santos", Fabio de Souza Terra"!

Abstract: Objective: analyze the relationship between feelings of anxiety and levels of self-esteem experienced by
women during pregnancy. Method: cross-sectional study carried out with 201 pregnant women in a city in the south of
Minas Gerais, Brazil, between 2019 and 2020. For data collection, the questionnaire on sociodemographic
characterization, lifestyle and information on pregnancy and important events in life was applied. Anxiety and
Depression (anxiety subscale) and Rosenberg's Self-Esteem Scale. For data analysis, descriptive and inferential statistics
were used, through Pearson's Chi-square, Fisher's Exact and logistic regression tests. Results: the variables change in
mood and the influence of physical change during pregnancy on women's lives are associated with anxiety. As for self-
esteem, no independent variable was statistically associated. Pregnant women with anxiety are three times more likely to
have medium/low self-esteem. Conclusion: many women changed anxiety and self-esteem during pregnancy.
Professional follow-up is important to monitor and prevent complications.

Descriptors: Pregnancy; Women's Health; Anxiety; Self Concept; Nursing

Resumo: Objetivo: analisar a relacdo entre sentimentos de ansiedade e niveis de autoestima vivenciados por
mulheres durante a gravidez. Método: estudo transversal realizado com 201 gestantes de um municipio do Sul de
Minas Gerais, Brasil, entre 2019 e 2020. Para a coleta de dados, foi utilizado o questiondrio de caracterizacio
sociodemogréfica, estilo de vida e informagdes sobre gravidez e eventos importantes da vida. Ansiedade e
Depressido (subescala de ansiedade) e Escala de Autoestima de Rosenberg. Para a andlise dos dados, utilizou-se a

estatistica descritiva e inferencial, por meio dos testes Qui-quadrado de Pearson, Exato de Fisher e regressio
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logistica. Resultados: as varidveis mudanca de humor e a influéncia da mudanca fisica durante a gravidez na vida
das mulheres estdo associadas a ansiedade. Quanto a autoestima, nenhuma varidvel independente se associou
estatisticamente. Mulheres grdvidas com ansiedade tém trés vezes mais chances de ter autoestima média / baixa.
Conclusdo: muitas mulheres alteraram a ansiedade e a autoestima durante a gravidez. O acompanhamento
profissional € importante para monitorar e prevenir complicacdes.

Descritores: Gravidez; Saude da Mulher; Ansiedade; Autoimagem; Enfermagem

Resumen: Objetivo: analizar la relacién entre los sentimientos de ansiedad y los niveles de autoestima que experimentan
las mujeres durante el embarazo. Método: estudio transversal realizado con 201 gestantes en un municipio del sur de Minas
Gerais, Brasil, entre 2019 y 2020. Para la recoleccion de datos se utilizé un cuestionario de caracterizacién sociodemogréfica,
estilo de vida e informacidn sobre embarazo y eventos importantes de la vida. Se aplicé la Escala de Ansiedad y Depresion
(subescala de ansiedad) y la Escala de Autoestima de Rosenberg. Para el andlisis de los datos se utilizé estadistica descriptiva
e inferencial, mediante pruebas de Chi-cuadrado de Pearson, Exacto de Fisher y regresién logistica. Resultados: las
variables cambios de humor y la influencia del cambio fisico durante el embarazo en la vida de las mujeres estdn asociadas a
la ansiedad. En cuanto a la autoestima, no se asocié estadisticamente ninguna variable independiente. Las mujeres
embarazadas con ansiedad tienen tres veces mds probabilidades de tener una autoestima media / baja. Conclusién: muchas
mujeres cambiaron su ansiedad y autoestima durante el embarazo. El seguimiento profesional es importante para controlar
y prevenir complicaciones.

Descriptores: El Embarazo; La Salud de la Mujer; Ansiedad; Autoimagen; Enfermeria

Introduction

Mental disorders are becoming increasingly more challenging for public healthcare
systems worldwide, growing significantly in recent years. In women, these disorders are even
more significant, since they are twice as likely to develop some form of mental illness when
compared to men. This fact becomes more evident during pregnancy, when there is a need for
more attention focused on pregnant women.'?

Pregnancy is a moment of intense changes for women, including physical and hormonal
changes in their bodies, in order to provide conditions for adequate fetal growth and
development in balance with the maternal organism.>* Women are also exposed to emotional
risks during this maternal period, such as changes in self-esteem and the presence of anxiety, in

addition to pathological risks, such as postpartum depression.’
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Emotional changes can be noticed during pregnancy, such as the emergence of anxiety,
stress, depression, and changes in the level of self-esteem. These changes stand out starting
from the transition stage experienced, the changes resulting from the gestation phase, the bond
to be established with the child, and the breastfeeding process.®

Anxiety and self-esteem may be interlinked since low self-esteem can generate a feeling
of vulnerability toward obstacles and thus result in an inability to solve problems. Therefore,
women can experience anxiety symptoms when dealing with the adversities of life during
pregnancy. As a consequence, pregnant women may experience negative feelings toward
themselves and the environment they are a part of, which may lead to a decrease in their level of
self-esteem and, thus, the emergence of anxiety at a more dangerous level.’

In this context, anxiety is considered one of the main risk factors for the healthy
development of pregnancy since the presence of pathological anxiety can compromise the
health of the fetus. Thus, anxiety can lead to negative outcomes, such as prematurity, low birth
weight, lower APGAR scores, impairment of fetal growth, and long-lasting effects on physical and
psychological development, including changes in self-esteem, and the probable obstetric
complications, such as vaginal bleeding, the threat of abortion, and postpartum depression.?

Given the above, the need to carry out studies on this topic (anxiety and self-esteem
during pregnancy) is justified, as it is extremely important to know about emotional changes
during pregnancy in order to promote public policies aimed at pregnant women. In addition,
the results found in this investigation may contribute to scientific knowledge, especially in the
field of nursing, to assist in the development of care protocols, in order to promote a more
comprehensive and qualified care for pregnant women.

Thus, the following guiding question was drawn up for this study: “Do women exhibit

symptoms of anxiety and altered self-esteem during the gestation period?” Therefore, this study
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aimed to analyze the relationship between feelings of anxiety and the levels of self-esteem

experienced by women during pregnancy.

Method

Study design
A cross-sectional, descriptive-analytical study, carried out with pregnant women using

the urban Family Health Strategy (ESF).

Research scenario

The study was carried out in an ESF of a city located in the south of Minas Gerais, Brazil.
In this city, there are 16 ESF centers, all of which offer prenatal care to pregnant women, with
alternate prenatal consultations provided by doctors and nurses and within the Brazilian

Unified Health System (SUS).

Participants and selection criteria

The study population consisted of all women who were in the gestational period and who
attended prenatal consultations at the ESF in that municipality. Thus, the population consisted of 230
pregnant women invited to participate in the research. All pregnant women registered in the ESF
were invited to participate in the study. Therefore, it was not necessary to calculate the sample.

The following inclusion criteria were adopted to select the participants: to be aged 18 or
over, to be in the gestation period, and to be assisted through prenatal appointments in the
urban ESF center of the city where the study is being carried out. Thus, the study sample
consisted of 201 women in the gestation period, due to a significant number of participants who

refused to contribute to the study.

Rev. Enferm. UFSM, Santa Maria, v11, p. 1-18, 2021



5| Nery NG, Ribeiro PM, Leite EPRC, Nogueira DA, Santos SVM, Terra FS

Data Sources/Measurement

Three instruments were used for data collection. The first was a semi-structured
questionnaire with 26 questions, developed by the researchers, to evaluate data on
sociodemographic profiling, life habits, chronic disease, pregnancy, and outstanding events in
the life of pregnant women, with its content based on national and international literature. The
present instrument was submitted to a refinement process, with the evaluation of five judges,
and then a pilot test was carried out, to verify its effectiveness and applicability.

The second instrument used was one of the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale's
subscales, to evaluate the participants' level of anxiety. This Scale was developed in 1983, and it was
translated and validated into Portuguese in 1998. It consists of 14 items, which are fragmented into
anxiety and depression subscales, of which seven are focused on evaluating anxiety and another seven
on depression. Each of its items can be scored from zero to three, composing a maximum score of 21
points for each subscale. The cut-off points are: "without anxiety" from 0 to 8 and "with anxiety" = 9.
The anxiety subscale was the only one used in the present investigation.’

The third instrument used was the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, which was used in this
study to evaluate the self-esteem levels experienced by the study participants. It was developed
in English in 1965, and it was translated and validated into Portuguese in 2001. This scale
consists of ten items: five alternatives refer to a positive view of oneself, while the other
alternatives refer to a self-deprecating view. The response options are of the four-point Likert
type. For self-esteem classification, all items are added together amounting to a single value for
the scale, and its possible range is from 10 to 40 points, where scores above 30 points can be
classified as satisfactory or high, scores ranging between 20 to 30 points can be classified as

medium, and scores below 20 points can be classified as unsatisfactory or low.°
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Data collect

Data collection was carried out between December 2019 and January 2020, through interviews,
during the prenatal appointments attended by pregnant women at the ESF center, without interfering
with the center's activities and dynamics. The survey objectives were presented to the women and
their voluntary collaboration was requested. Afterward, the instruments were presented and data
collection was initiated. It is worth mentioning that the instruments were filled out by the
researchers, in an interview format, according to the pregnant women's answers, since they could

experience difficulties filling out the forms themselves.

Data analysis

The data collected through the instruments were recorded into an MS-Excel spreadsheet
version 2010, for database preparation. Afterward, the data were transferred to the IBM
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences version 20.0, for descriptive and inferential analysis.
The Cronbach's Alpha Coefficient was used to check the scales' internal consistency.

Pearson's Chi-square and Fisher's Exact tests were used to verify the existence of an
association between anxiety and self-esteem variables, and the association between women's
feelings of anxiety with levels of self-esteem during the gestation period. The significance level
of 5% was accepted for all analyses. Then, the odds ratio was estimated and the Logistic
Regression model was used, through the Forward Stepwise selection method, of the
independent variables with anxiety and self-esteem, with a 95% confidence interval.

Given the nature of the dummy variables, we have chosen to use logistic regression to
carry out the regression analyses. The dependent variables of the study were 'anxiety' and 'self-
esteem’, both presented in a dichotomous way. The selection of independent variables, which

were also dichotomized, was performed using the Bayer method.!
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Thus, all independent variables were included in the analyses. Possible combinations of
variables were selected until those with an adjusted model had been reached. For the final

model obtained, the corresponding odds ratio of the parameters was calculated.

Ethical aspects
Based on the National Health Council Resolution 466/2012, which deals with research
involving human beings, this research was evaluated and approved by the Research Ethics

Committee, according to legal opinion n*® 3.398.379.

Results

When analyzing the data on sociodemographic profiling, life habits, and chronic diseases
affecting pregnant women, it was found that the average age among the participants was 26.2
years. Most of them were married or lived with a partner (60.2%), most were Catholic (62.7%),
almost all of them had up to 2 children (95%), their average monthly family income was of
1736.74 reais (approximately 300 dollars) and part of them had completed high school (47.8%). It was
also found that most of the women interviewed did not consume alcoholic beverages (95.0%), did not
use illicit drugs (96.5%), did not smoke (90.5%), did not practice physical activity (76.1%), did not have
other chronic diseases (89.1%) and used continuous and/or daily medication (58.7%).

Regarding the pregnancy data, it was found that most pregnant women did not plan
pregnancy (57.7%), most of them attended habitual-risk prenatal care appointments (83.1%), for
some it was not their first delivery (53.7%), and part of them had a gestational age ranging
between 14 and 27 weeks (2nd trimester) (46.8%). Most of these women had no concerns (58.2%) and
no pregnancy issues (85.6%), some of them experienced mood swings (61.7%), and some of them found

that the physical changes experienced by them during pregnancy influenced their lives (65.2%). The
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pregnant women also stated that they had a good relationship with the child's father (43.8%) and that
they will receive assistance to take care of the child (87.1%).

Regarding remarkable life events, most pregnant women denied having experienced any event
in the last twelve months (73.6%). The most remarkable event was the loss (death) of a loved one
(56.6%) for those who stated having experienced any event within that timeframe. When evaluating
the feelings of anxiety experienced by pregnant women, it was possible to verify that 48.2% of them
had felt anxiety (Table 1). Regarding internal consistency, the Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient was 0,804,
which indicates satisfactory reliability and homogeneity.

Table 1 - Distribution of women in the gestation period according to the anxiety classification.
Minas Gerais, Brazil. 2019/2020. (n=201)

Anxiety classification F % Cronbach's Alpha
Without anxiety 101 51.8

, , 0.804
With anxiety 100  48.2
Total 201 100 0.846

After checking possible associations of anxiety with all independent variables, it was found
that the variables "mood swings" and "influence of physical change during pregnancy on women's
lives" had an association with anxiety (p<0.05). Therefore, pregnant women who claimed to have
experienced mood swings were approximately 2.5 times more likely to have experienced feelings of
anxiety, as well as those who denied that the physical changes during pregnancy had influenced their
lives were almost 2 times more likely to develop anxiety (Table 2).

Table 2 - Univariate analysis of the factors associated with the anxiety experienced by women
during the gestation period. Minas Gerais, Brazil, 2019/2020. (n=201)

Without With anxi
Variables anxiety Ith anxiety p-value* OR’ CI* 95%
n(%)
n(%)
Mood swings
No 49(48.5) 28(28.0) 0.003"
Yes 52(51.5) 72(72.0) ) 2423  1.349-4.352

Influence of physical changes during

pregnancy on women's lives
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No 73(72.3) 58(58.0) 1.888
0.034* 1.047-3.404
Yes 28(27.7) 42(42.0) 1
*Pearson's Chi-square test application TOR=0dds *Cl= Confidence Interval (inferior/superior)
ratio

When analyzing the parameters of all independent variables with anxiety, using the
logistic regression model, it was found that the variable "mood swings" presented statistical
association (p=0.003), resulting in a final adjusted model. Thus, the model determined that
women in the gestation period who experienced mood swings were 2.5 times more likely to
experience feelings of anxiety.

Upon evaluating the distribution of women in the gestation period, it was found that
most of them had experienced medium levels of self-esteem (Table 3) according to the self-
esteem classification. It was also found that the Cronbach's Alfa coefficient value was 0.846,
which demonstrates the instrument's homogeneity and reliability.

Table 3 - Distribution of women in the gestation period according to the self-esteem
classification. Minas Gerais, Brazil, 2019/2020 (n=201)

Self-esteem classification F % Cronbach's Alpha
High self-esteem 35 17.4
Medium self-esteem 163 81.1 0.846
Low self-esteem 3 1.5
Total 201 100 0.846

In the univariate analysis of all the independent variables of the questionnaire with self-
esteem, it was found that these variables were not significantly associated with the self-esteem
levels experienced by pregnant women. It is important to emphasize that after analyzing the
parameters of all these independent variables with self-esteem through the logistic regression
model, it was found that no variable remained in the final model (p>0.05).

In the univariate analysis of the feelings of anxiety with the levels of self-esteem

experienced by pregnant women, a significant association between these variables was found.
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Thus, it was found that women in the gestation period who experienced anxiety were almost
four times more likely to experience medium/low levels of self-esteem (Table 4).

Table 4 - Univariate analysis of the association of the anxiety variable with the self-esteem
variable of women in the gestation period. Alfenas, MG, Brazil, 2019/2020. (n=201)

i 2 Medium/low self-esteem
Variables High self-esteem p-value* OR’ CI"95%
n(%) n(%)
Anxiety
No 26(25.7) 75(74.3)
0.002¢
Yes 09(9.0) 91(91.0) 3.505 1.548-7.937

*Pearson's Chi-square test application "OR=Odds ratio *Cl= Confidence Interval (inferior/superior)

Discussion

In the present study, it was found that women in the gestation period experienced
feelings of anxiety and changes in self-esteem. Mental disorders are mostly found during
pregnancy compared to the puerperal period. Therefore, the diagnosis and follow-up of these
alterations are necessary during pregnancy. In light of this, in-depth knowledge of women's
mental health during the gestation period is key in avoiding the risks of depression and anxiety
during the puerperal period.’

In a survey carried out in the south of Minas Gerais with 209 pregnant women, it was
noted that 26,8% of participants experienced feelings of anxiety.”® Other studies that evaluated
the feelings of anxiety experienced by pregnant women indicated the presence of anxiety
symptoms in pregnant women.*"

Since pregnancy is considered by most women as something desirable, anxiety and
depression should be uncommon symptoms, since pregnancy can be perceived as a vital,
positive, and fulfilling experience for women. However, the literature reveals that one in four
pregnant women experience mental disorders, and 48% of these women suffer from anxiety,

with the presence of both positive and negative feelings.
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It is important to emphasize that healthcare practitioners, including nurses, should
perceive women as holistic beings throughout the gravidic-puerperal cycle, welcoming them
with qualified listening and responsibility in the face of specificities, valuing the individualized
context. The bond established between the practitioners and the pregnant women is beneficial,
resulting in moments that will bring to light doubts, uncertainties, fears, among others. Thus,
pregnant women can receive from the practitioners, among them the nurses, a better program
for the promotion of their well-being during pregnancy.?”

When verifying the association of anxiety with independent variables, it was found that
pregnant women who had experienced mood swings during pregnancy and who did not believe that
the physical changes during pregnancy influenced their lives were more likely to develop anxiety.

During the entire reproductive cycle in a woman's life, especially during pregnancy,
hormonal changes occur in the neuroendocrine system. These changes can result in increased
vulnerability and sensitivity to mood swings, directly influencing the occurrence of anxiety.!®

The frequency of anxiety in pregnancy can also be explained by physical and mental changes
resulting from this period and by the action of hormones in mood modulation.”® The feelings
triggered in women during the gestation period can be positive and negative. These feelings, such
as maternal stress, irritability, unhappiness, and sadness, are considered risk factors for mental
disorders, including anxiety symptoms.? It is worth mentioning that in this study, the main types of
mood swings reported by pregnant women were feelings of irritation, instability, and sadness.

Pregnancy is mostly a unique and special moment, which can bring joy and a better
quality of life to women. When pregnancy is welcomed, pregnant women are more receptive to
the changes they will go through during this gestation period and will therefore acquire
healthier habits, not allowing physical changes to negatively influence their lives.”!

In contrast, the literature also states that women can experience substantial changes in

body shape and weight during pregnancy in a short period of time during the three trimesters of
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pregnancy. All these physical changes in their bodies can influence their body image, leading to
emotional changes, including anxiety.?

Regarding the levels of self-esteem, the literature points out that individuals experiencing high
levels of self-esteem tend to be in good mood, emotionally balanced, and able to build good
relationships. However, the lower the levels of self-esteem, the greater the association with bad
feelings, depression, and anxiety, a fact that should not take place during pregnancy.?

In an investigation carried out with 12 adolescent pregnant women in the countryside of
Minas Gerais, Brazil, it was found that all of them experienced low levels of self-esteem.?* In
another survey carried out with 210 pregnant women assisted at the Health Center in Peru, it was
found that 72.9% of them experienced high levels of self-esteem, and 25.7% of them experienced
medium levels of self-esteem.” Another study that evaluated the self-esteem levels experienced by
160 pregnant women during prenatal care in a hospital in Maranhio, found that pregnant women
presented altered levels of self-esteem.? This information corroborates with this study's results.

The anxiety and self-esteem variables presented statistical association, that is, women
going through the gestation period while experiencing feelings of anxiety were more likely to
present medium/low levels of self-esteem.

These results are similar to those found in other studies. A survey carried out in Paraiba,
Brazil, found an association between the presence of anxiety at high levels and low levels of self-
esteem. Thus, the higher the anxiety experienced by individuals, the lower their levels of self-
esteem will be."” Additionally, in an investigation carried out in Vietnam, a relationship between
low levels of self-esteem and the presence of anxiety was found. Research carried out in the
Netherlands and Germany also showed that pregnant women with anxiety tend to have low self-
esteem.”? In relation to the above, it is noteworthy that the decreased levels of self-esteem may
lead to the emergence of anxiety and thus decrease the quality of life of individuals who

experience these mental changes.”
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Still in this context, to better understand the relationship between these two variables,
the literature shows that individuals with high levels of self-esteem tend to be in good mood,
emotionally balanced, and able to build good relationships. On the other hand, the lower the
levels of self-esteem, the greater the association with bad feelings, depression, and anxiety. This
fact can be explained by the difficulties faced by individuals with low levels of self-esteem in
dealing with the obstacles of everyday life.”

Given the above, it is important to emphasize that the gravidic-puerperal period is a phase
where women are exposed to a high incidence of mental disorders, as previously mentioned. Thus, a
multi-professional healthcare team is needed, primarily composed of nursing practitioners, to
maintain or restore these women's mental health, assisting in decreasing their feelings of anxiety and
increasing the levels of self-esteem experienced by them.®

It is worth mentioning that the present study faced some limitations. One of these
limitations concerns the cross-sectional design, which meant that the cause-effect relationship
of the results found could not be verified, in addition to the fact that the use of the odds ratio
test in the cross-sectional study may present an overestimation of the effect on the crossings of
the variables. However, the design was still relevant since it allowed the classification and
association of independent variables with dependent variables.

Another limitation found was the difficulty in accessing the study population, due to
geographic limitations and the small number of pregnant women, which influenced the sample
size, due to the low adherence to prenatal care in the municipality where the research was
conducted; however, the information was relevant for researching and understanding this
phenomenon. Still, the lack of variables to assess social determinants, such as class, race and
gender, was considered a limitation, due to a limitation of the instruments.

Therefore, it is suggested that longitudinal investigations should be carried out to

address the issue analyzed in this study, in order to demonstrate the causal nexus and the cause-
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effect relationship between the feelings of anxiety and the changes in the levels of self-esteem
experienced by women in the gestation period. In addition, it is suggested to carry out studies
with other populations, with larger samples, as well as in other periods of the gravidic-puerperal
cycle. It is also suggested to carry out experimental or quasi-experimental research in order to
apply interventions to these women during the gestation period, in order to determine the

mental changes that are caused by the changes resulting from pregnancy.

Conclusion

Through this study, it was possible to conclude that a large part (48.2%) of women in the
gestational period experienced feelings of anxiety, and that 81.1% of them experienced average levels
of self-esteem. Some variables can influence the anxiety experienced by pregnant women, such as
mood swings and the influence of physical changes during pregnancy. Women who experienced
feelings of anxiety were three times more likely to experience changes in their self-esteem levels.

It is essential to take measures to prevent or mitigate the factors that facilitate mental changes
during pregnancy, such as anxiety and decreased self-esteem. This is important so that women can
face these changes and experience pregnancy with good physical and mental health.

It is believed that healthcare practitioners, including nursing staff, can raise awareness on this
topic, aiming to provide integral assistance to women during the gestation period. Furthermore, it is
important to take advantage of the moment to reinforce the bonds with the patients, with consequent
improvement of the patient-practitioner bond and promote greater adherence to healthcare.

This research can bring advances to scientific knowledge and to the nursing field to support
the development of actions such as continuous education and protocols, with strategies that aim to
promote the humanization, integrality, and continuity of the care provided to pregnant women. This
is important for reducing the feelings of anxiety and increasing the levels of self-esteem experienced

by women throughout the gravidic-puerperal cycle.
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It is also emphasized that a present investigation can contribute to a improvement of
prenatal care in the ESF, in addition to develop, in health professionals, a different perception
regarding the mental health of pregnant women.

Given all the above in this study, especially with the results obtained, it is believed that
health professionals, including those from nurses manage to sensitize themselves,
subordinating comprehensive care to woman in the gestational period. As well as, seize the
moment to reinforce the ties with women, with the consequent improvement of the patient-

professional bond and greater adherence to the health service
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