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ABSTRACT 

Objective: to investigate the occurrence of Common Mental Disorder in caregivers of children. Method: 
quantitative, descriptive study, with non-probabilistic and intentional sample. The Self Reporting 
Questionnaire (SRQ-20) was used for data collection. Data analysis was performed by simple descriptive 
statistics. Results: the results of the study evidenced the presence of CMD in caregivers with a total 
prevalence of 93.1%; caregivers revealed a profile of subjects who are predominantly affected by 
depressive/anxious mood and to a lesser extent, by depressive thoughts. Conclusion: the results of the 
research evidenced that there is a high rate of occurrence of CMD in caregivers of children submitted to 
chemotherapy. Thus, considering that the act of caring is commonly associated with the presence of overload, 
self-sacrifice and other feelings that may affect the quality of life of caregivers, it is necessary to provide 
subsidies for the development of a support network directed to prevention, rehabilitation and treatment 
actions that will optimize the physical and mental health of family caregivers. Descriptors: Neoplasms; 
Children; Caregivers; Family; Mental Disorde; Chemotherapy.  

RESUMO  

Objetivo: investigar a ocorrência de Transtorno Mental Comum em cuidadores de crianças. Método: estudo 
quantitativo, descritivo, com amostra não probabilística e intencional. Foi utilizado o instrumento Self 
Reporting Questionaire (SRQ-20) para coleta de dados. A análise de dados foi realizada por estatística 
descritiva simples. Resultados: o estudo evidenciou a presença de TMC nos cuidadores com uma prevalência 
total de 93,1%; e os cuidadores revelaram um perfil de sujeitos que são acometidos predominantemente por 
quadros de Humor depressivo/ansioso e, em menor escala, por Pensamentos Depressivos. Conclusão: os 
resultados da pesquisa evidenciaram que existe elevada taxa de ocorrência de TMC em cuidadores de crianças 
submetidas ao tratamento quimioterápico. Desse modo, tendo em vista que o ato de cuidar, comumente, vem 
associado à presença de sobrecarga, renúncia e outros sentimentos que podem afetar a qualidade de vida dos 
cuidadores, é necessário inserir subsídios para o desenvolvimento de uma rede de suporte direcionada a ações 
de prevenção, reabilitação e tratamento que venham a otimizar a saúde física e mental de familiares 
cuidadores. Descritores: Neoplasias; Crianças; Cuidadores; Família; Transtorno Mental; Quimioterapia.  

RESUMEN  

Objetivo: investigar la ocurrencia de Trastorno Mental Común en cuidadores de niños. Método: estudio 
cuantitativo, descriptivo, con muestra no probabilística e intencional. Fue utilizado el instrumento Self 
Reporting Questionaire (SRQ-20) para recolección de datos. El análisis de datos fue realizado por estadística 
descriptiva simple. Resultados: el estudio evidenció la presencia de TMC en los cuidadores con una 
prevalencia total de 93,1%; y los cuidadores revelaron un perfil de sujetos que son acometidos 
predominantemente por cuadros de Humor depresivo/ansioso y, en menor escala, por Pensamientos 
Depresivos. Conclusión: los resultados de la investigación evidenciaron que existe elevada tasa de ocurrencia 
de TMC en cuidadores de niños sometidos al tratamiento de quimioterapia. De ese modo, teniendo em cuenta 
que el acto de cuidar, comúnmente, viene asociado a la presencia de sobrecarga, renuncia y otros 
sentimientos que pueden afectar la calidad de vida de los cuidadores, es necesario inserir sometidos para el 
desarrollo de una red de soporte dirigido a acciones de prevención, rehabilitación y tratamiento que vengan a 
mejorar la salud física y mental de familiares cuidadores. Descriptores: Neoplasias; Niños; Cuidadores; 
Familia; Trastorno Mental; Quimioterapia. 
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Cancer has brought pain to human beings 

throughout history. Although the survival of 

the patients affected by this disease has 

increased significantly, the concern attached 

to it is inevitable and generates psychic 

suffering to the family, since the diagnosis 

and throughout the outcome of the 

treatment.1 

In the meantime, when this condition 

affects the child population, the trajectory 

becomes much more impacting, generating 

pain, suffering and family disruption, because 

children represent the future and hope, and 

parents fear that their future lives will be 

abruptly interrupted.2 

The diagnosis of this disease, from the 

perspective of caregivers, can also have 

repercussions on their own health. Besides 

experiencing the child's illness, the daily visits 

to the oncology unit causes a lot of pain and 

suffering, such as separations, losses, 

frustrations, changes and manifestations of 

anxiety, guilt, fear, anger, not to mention the 

financial problems and also the lack of 

support from other relatives in all the 

context, most of the time compromising the 

well-being of all the people involved and 

causing a complete emotional instability.3 

Thus, due to the high level of dependency 

of the individual, caregivers of children with 

cancer often face risks of changes in their 

immune system, such as fatigue, depression, 

tension and insomnia related to the burden 

caused by the disease. Consequently, the 

detrimental physical effects to caregivers are 

generally less intense than the psychological 

effects.4 

With respect to the manifestations that 

affect caregivers, Common Mental Disorders 

(CMD) stand out. These are defined as 

conditions characterized by irritability, 

psychosomatic complaints, fatigue, insomnia, 

among other alterations capable of generating 

innumerable functional disabilities.5 

Worldwide estimates for 2030 include these 

disturbances among the most disabling to 

human beings, being more prevalent among 

women, black or brown individuals, people 

with low level of education, elderly and 

people with low income.6 

In recent years, some studies have been 

developed to address the importance of caring 

for the family of children affected by cancer 

due to the impact that is triggered in the life 

of the caregivers. Thus, the use of 

instruments to track CMD in caregivers may 

provide information about the adaptation to 

the diagnosis and about the situations that 

most cause disease-related suffering.2 

In this sense, considering the importance of 

the theme, some instruments can be used to 

track CMD, such as the Self-Reporting 

Questionnaire (SRQ-20), considering its 

psychometric characteristics, as well as to 

identify emotional disorders and mental 

health needs. This tool is an important 

screening tool for the detection of possible 

cases, since it suggests a level of suspicion 

(presence/absence) of mental disorders, but 

does not provide a specific diagnosis.7 

 

● To investigate the occurrence of Common 

Mental Disorder in caregivers. 

 

This is a quantitative, descriptive study 

with an operational approach conducted in 

the child chemotherapy sector of a school 

hospital in Campina Grande/PB from June to 

August 2016. The research population was 

represented by all caregivers of children 

submitted to chemotherapy in the 

Chemotherapy and Oncology pediatric sectors 

of the Alcides Carneiro University Hospital 

(HUAC), Federal University of Campina 

Grande/UFCG (UFCG). The sample was non-

probabilistic and intentional and the following 

inclusion criteria were used: being over 

eighteen years old, being following of the 

children for at least 3 months, and having 

assumed the main responsibilities of caring for 

these individuals, accompanying the children 

in the chemotherapy treatment. Caregivers 

who had not accompanied the children from 

the beginning of the treatment were 

excluded. 

A total of 33 children were undergoing 

chemotherapy at the moment of data 

collection, and thus respectively their 

caregivers. However, the sample of the survey 

had only 29 caregivers because 1 caregiver 

refused to participate in the present study, 

one was not found, and two did not meet the 

inclusion criteria. 

The Self Reporting Questionnaire (SRQ-20) 

was used for data collection. This is a self-

administered instrument with a dichotomous 

scale (yes/no) for each of 20 questions, 

suggesting a level of suspicion 

(presence/absence) of some mental disorder, 

but not giving a specific diagnosis.7 

To the analysis and processing of the 

quantitative data, simple descriptive statistics 

were used from the construction of a database 

in the Microsoft Excel software, in order to 
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arrange the results in tables to help in the 

interpretation of the findings. This research 

was approved by the Research Ethics 

Committee under protocol number 1,313,872 

and CAAE: 4902981.6.0000.5182, according to 

the ethical precepts contained in resolution 

466/12. 

 

The study showed that, among the 

caregivers, the majority (79.3%) was female, 

and mothers (72%) were the ones who had 

assumed the responsibility for caring. As for 

occupation, the largest part of participants 

(62%) declared to be housewives, for they 

indicated that they were no longer able to 

work outside home due to their children's 

illness and fragility. As for the city of origin of 

the caregivers, it was verified that 76% came 

from other cities, and 100% of these cities 

were in the countryside of the state, where 

there is no support and resources for the 

chemotherapy treatment of children. The age 

ranged from 21 to 64 years. Regarding the 

educational level, 76% had incomplete 

elementary education. 

CMD reach people in various age groups and 

impair their social and emotional 

relationships. However, prior recognition of 

these conditions and their main sources of 

harm can contribute to the formulation of 

specific interventions to improve the 

prognosis and reduce problems such as 

inequality, exclusion and suffering that CMD 

bring with them.8 

The study also found that most caregivers, 

about 93.1%, had some type of positive result 

in the screening for CMD, while 6.9% of the 

caregivers had no indication of CMD. In a 

similar study, it was verified that 74.7% of the 

sample was affected by CMD. This finding 

shows that the occurrence of CMD is worrying, 

since these caregivers are individuals who 

exercise the exclusive function of providing 

care for children with the diagnosis of cancer. 

Thus, it is necessary to improve the quality of 

life of these caregivers, either through public 

policies or care interventions.9 

According to the percentage of responses 

to each item of the SRQ-20 scale, it was 

observed that there was a higher frequency of 

positive responses ("yes") than negative ones 

("no"). The highest frequency (96.5%) of 

positive responses occurred for the issue 

contemplated in the depressive/anxious mood 

dimension with the question: "Do you feel 

nervous, tense or worried?". 

Secondly, 93.1% of the responses were "yes" 

in this dimension of the SRQ-20, with the 

question: "Have you felt sad lately?" Regarding 

the negative answers, the question that 

presented the highest frequency, with 82.8% 

of the answers, was the one focused on the 

category of Depressive Thoughts, with the 

following question: "Have you thought of 

ending your life?", followed by another 

question also on Depressive Thoughts, 

presenting 79.4%, namely: "Do you feel like a 

useless person, purposeless? ". 

In this context, emotional support from 

health professionals and other relatives to the 

caregiver reflects positive aspects to 

overcome adversity. A study developed in 

Zahedan in 2015 revealed the effectiveness of 

emotional support for mothers caring for 

children with cancer, who showed an 

increased psychological strength to face 

diverse and problematic situations.10 

 

Table 1. Depressive/anxious mood SRQ-20. Occurrence of 
Common Mental Disorder in Caregivers, Chemotherapy 
Sector - HUAC, Campina Grande - Paraíba, Brazil, 2016 (n = 
29).  

Variables n % 

Do you feel nervous, tense, or worried?   
Yes 28 96.5 % 
No 1 3.5 % 
Have you felt sad lately?   
Yes 27 93.1% 
No 2 6.9% 
Are you crying more than usual?   
Yes 23 79.3% 
No 6 20.7% 
Are you easily shaken?   
Yes 12 41.3% 

No 17 58.7% 
 

There were a considerable percentage of 

"YES" responses from respondents to the 

category of depressive/anxious mood. The 

question that had the highest index was “Do 

you feel nervous, tense, or worried?” with 

96.5% of positive responses (Table 1). Similar 

findings were found in a study carried out in a 

city in the state of São Paulo, , showing a 

higher frequency of "YES" responses to this 

same question, in which the 

depressive/anxious mood had even feelings of 

nervousness, tension or preoccupation. 11 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
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The emotional discomfort of caregivers is 

strongly linked to overload, and overload, in 

turn, is related to the cause of threat to 

emotional discomfort. Therefore, it is 

pertinent to consider this problem, since the 

overload that the care incurs can trigger 

several impasses in the lives of these people, 

propagating symptoms of emotional 

discomfort represented by headache, 

insomnia, loss of appetite, sadness, anxiety, 

among others.12 

 

Table 2. Somatic symptoms. SRQ-20. Occurrence of Common 
Mental Disorder in Caregivers, Chemotherapy Sector, HUAC, 
Campina Grande - Paraiba, Brazil, 2016. 

Variables  n % 

Do you sleep poorly?   

Yes 19 65.5% 

No 10 34.5% 

Do you get tired easily?   

Yes 18 62% 

No 11 38% 

Do you have frequent headaches?   

Yes 17 58.6% 

No 12 41.4% 

Do you have tremors in your hands?   

Yes 13 44.8% 

No 16 55.2% 

Do you have bad digestion?   

Yes 10 34.4% 

No 19 65.6% 

Do you have lack of appetite?   

Yes 10 34.4% 

No 19 65.6% 
 

Regarding the somatic symptoms, the 

questions with the highest percentages of 

affirmative answers were: Do you sleep 

poorly? (65.5%); do you get tired easily? (62%); 

and Do you have frequent headaches? (58.6%) 

(Table 2). Similar findings corroborate the 

study, as they also reported higher 

frequencies of Somatic Symptoms on the 

following questions: "Do you have frequent 

headaches?" and "Do you sleep poorly?", 

respectively.13 

This higher percentage of positive 

responses to the Somatic Symptoms dimension 

portrays the reality of the caregivers of this 

study, who follow the children in 

chemotherapy treatment, as most come from 

different municipalities and this demands long 

journeys, which sometimes triggers physical 

and psychic exhaustion. Moreover, these 

caregivers typically need to stay in foster 

homes provided by the hospital and have their 

routine modified, which directly influences 

quality of life because it interferes with sleep 

patterns, abilities, and health status. 

 

Table 3. Decrease in vital energy. SRQ-20. Occurrence of Common 
Mental Disorder in Caregivers, Chemotherapy Sector, HUAC, Campina 
Grande - Paraíba, Brazil, 2016. 

Variables  n % 

Do you have difficulties in the service (your work is 
painful, causes you suffering)? 

  

Yes 22 75.8 
No 7 24.2 
Do you feel tired all the time?   
Yes 21 72.4 
No 8 27.6 
Do you have trouble thinking clearly?   
Yes 18 62 
No 11 38 
Do you find it difficult to cope with doing your daily 
activities? 

  

Yes 18 62 
No 11 38 
Do you have difficulties making decisions?   
Yes 16 55.1 
No 13 44.9 
Do you have unpleasant sensations in your stomach?   
Yes 14 48.2 
No 15 51.8 
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Regarding the dimension “Decrease in vital 

energy”, five questions stood out because 

they presented more than 50% of positive 

responses from the interviewees. Just the 

question “Do you have unpleasant sensations 

in your stomach?” presented a percentage 

slightly lower than 50%. However, the main 

questions highlighted by the high percentage 

were “Do you have difficulties in the service 

(your work is painful, causes you suffering)?” 

with 75.8% of positive answers, and “Do you 

feel tired all the time?” with 72.4% of positive 

answers (Table 3). 

Because family members/caregivers are 

subjected to several stressful events during 

the provision of care, such as the impossibility 

of accomplishing daily tasks or activities in 

the work environment due to the 

responsibilities assumed with the sick relative, 

they experience health damages with 

unpleasant symptoms such as tiredness, 

discouragement and other physical 

discomforts resulting from the overload and 

the responsibility of care. 

 

Table 4. SRQ-20. Depressive Thoughts. Occurrence of 
Common Mental Disorder in Caregivers, Chemotherapy 
Sector, HUAC, Campina Grande - Paraíba, Brazil, 2016. 

Variables  n % 

Have you lost interest in things?   
Yes 20 68.9 
No 9 31.1 
Are you unable to play a useful role in your 
life? 

  

Yes 15 51.7 
No 14 48.2 
Do you feel like a useless person, purposeless?   
Yes 6 20.6 
No 23 79.4 
Have you thought of ending your life?   
Yes 5 17.2 
No 24 82.8 

 

According to the dimension of Depressive 

Thoughts, the question that deserves to be 

highlighted is “Have you lost interest in 

things?” with a higher percentage of positive 

responses (68.9%) (Table 4). A study also 

obtained a higher positive result for this 

question (44.5%), which is in line with the 

findings of this study.13 

In the population studied, there was a 

lower frequency of thoughts such as "ending 

with life" (17.2%) and "feeling useless and/or 

purposeless" (20.6%), with the lowest numbers 

of positive answers in the whole 

questionnaire. Thus, it is verified that the 

findings presented indicate that the caregivers 

had a profile of subjects that are 

predominantly affected by depressive/anxious 

mood and to a lesser extent by depressive 

thoughts. 

The result regarding the question of the 

instrument " Have you had ideas thought of 

ending your life?", has although with a lower 

percentage, indicates suicide ideation and 

should serve as an alert, since the treatment, 

the feeling of guilt of the disease, and the 

overload attached to it, which is translated 

into the patient's dependence, causes a daily 

tension in caregivers that make them feel as if 

they could never be completely calm, finding 

themselves in a threshold situation which ends 

up leading to suicidal ideals.15 

 

The results of the research showed that 

there is a high rate (93.1%) of occurrence of 

CMD in caregivers of children submitted to 

chemotherapy. We also observed that most of 

these caregivers present feelings of worry, 

nervousness and sadness. 

Thus, considering that the act of caring is 

commonly associated with the presence of 

overload, self-sacrifice, and other feelings 

that may affect the quality of life of 

caregivers, it is necessary to provide subsidies 

for the development of a support network 

directed to prevention, rehabilitation and 

treatment actions to optimize the physical 

and mental health of family caregivers. The 

presence of overload and suffering during the 

care activity was noticeable; it is therefore 

necessary to create strategies to reduce these 

factors, in order to promote a better quality 

of life for caregivers of children who undergo 

chemotherapy. 

In this sense, we emphasized that 

multiprofessional care is also fundamental for 

caregivers of children undergoing 

chemotherapy, and nurses should seek to 

insert these subjects as a target of their daily 

praxis and as an integral part of their care, 

seeking to detect evidence of CMD and to 

mitigate the risk factors that these caregivers 

CONCLUSION 
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are exposed to, in order to provide a 

comprehensive and resolute care to them. 

In this way, considering that cancer causes 

profound changes in the family dynamics of 

cancer patients and their relatives, we expect 

that the results of the present study may 

contribute to the definition of actions to 

minimize the occurrence of CMD in caregivers, 

impelling further research aimed at 

consolidating the attention to caregivers of 

children with cancer undergoing 

chemotherapy treatment and improving the 

caring process and the quality of life of 

patients and their families. 
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