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Background: Depression, anxiety, and stress are common mental health challenges among 

university students that may negatively influence their academic performance. 

Purpose: This study aims to examine the association between depression, anxiety, stress, and 

academic performance among university students. 

Methods: A quantitative cross-sectional design was employed to gather data from 85 students from 

De Montfort University (Leicester and Dubai campuses) selected through purposive sampling 

(77.6% female; M_age = 20.4 years). Participants completed the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress 

Scale (DASS-21) and the Academic Performance Scale (APS). Pearson correlation analyses 

were used to assess relationships among variables, and simple linear regressions examined the 

predictive effects of depression, anxiety, and stress on academic performance. 

Results: Academic performance showed significant negative correlations with depression (r = 

−0.50, p < .01), anxiety (r = −0.47, p < .01), and stress (r = −0.47, p < .01). Depression, anxiety, 

and stress were strongly interrelated, with depression showing a positive correlation with anxiety 

(r = 0.74, p < .01), anxiety closely linked to stress (r = 0.84, p < .01), and depression moderately 

correlated with stress (r = 0.64, p < .01). Simple linear regression analysis revealed that 

depression (β = −0.42, p < .001), anxiety (β = −0.36, p = .002), and stress (β = −0.33, p = .004) 

each significantly predicted poorer academic performance. 

Conclusions: Mental health difficulties are prevalent among university students and can adversely 

impact their academic performance. The results highlight the importance of university-based 

interventions in supporting students’ emotional well-being and academic success. The findings can 

be relevant for psychologists, counselors, clinicians, educators, and parents; these stakeholders are 

encouraged to use strategies that address both cognitive and emotional challenges faced by students.  
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1. Introduction 

In the context of higher education, the mental health of 

students and their academic performance have become 

important areas of concern. Among the factors that affect 

academic performance, the connection between mental 

health and academic performance has received strong 

attention. Depression, anxiety, and stress are recognized 

as major difficulties faced by university students around 

the world (Kamruzzaman et al., 2024; Asif et al., 2020). 

The move to university represents an important stage in 

the development of young adults, marked by new 

responsibilities, academic demands, and social 

expectations. At the same time, this transition often 

includes stressors such as financial pressure, academic 

workload, and changes in social life, which may 

contribute to or worsen mental health problems. Within 

this setting, depression, anxiety, and stress are common 

and have a clear negative effect on academic performance 

(Mofatteh, 2020). Although the negative impact of 

depression, anxiety, and stress on academic performance 

has been reported, there is still limited understanding of 

how these factors work together in influencing academic 

performance among university students. Much of the 

existing research has examined only single factors, leaving 

gaps in understanding the combined role of depression, 

anxiety, and stress. In addition, many previous studies 

are based on Western populations, which highlight the 

need for studies that take into account different cultural 

contexts. 
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Furthermore, academic performance is often measured 

only by grades or GPA. While these indicators are useful, 

they do not reflect other important aspects such as student 

engagement, persistence, and well-being (Kassab et al., 

2024). For this reason, research into depression, anxiety, stress, 

and academic performance should consider both traditional 

academic results and wider aspects of the student experience. 

Depression is a leading cause of disability, costing the world 

around one trillion US dollars annually (World Economic 

Forum, 2018). In addition, it is one of the most diagnosed 

mental illnesses among university students (Roán-Espínola 

et al., 2024). Depression is a multifaceted mental health 

condition characterized by persistent low mood or sadness, 

feelings of hopelessness, and lack of interest in what were 

previously enjoyable activities. Depression is consistently 

found to be associated with poorer academic performance, 

largely due to its negative effects on concentration, motivation, 

and cognitive functioning. For instance, a meta-analysis by 

Sheldon et al. (2021) reported that roughly 25% of university 

students experience clinically significant depressive symptoms, 

which correlate with lower academic performance and an 

increased risk of academic withdrawal. Yan et al. (2024) further 

confirmed this link in a large-scale survey of rural Chinese 

students, where depressive symptoms were significantly related 

to diminished academic performance and higher dropout risk. 

These findings underscore the need to address depression in 

efforts to enhance students’ academic success, as those affected 

often struggle to reach their full academic potential. 

Anxiety is known as the most prevalent psychological 

disorder among university students (Pedrelli et al., 2015). 

Anxiety is characterized by excessive worry, tension, and 

fear, often accompanied by physical symptoms such as 

restlessness and difficulty focusing. Anxiety can impair 

academic performance by disrupting attention, memory, 

and problem-solving abilities essential for learning. Research 

indicates a negative relationship between anxiety and academic 

achievement, with higher anxiety levels linked to poorer 

outcomes (Brumariu et al., 2022). Almarzouki (2024), in a 

neuroscience-based review of 32 experimental and longitudinal 

studies, demonstrated that stress-related anxiety interferes with 

working memory networks, which directly impacts academic 

functioning. Understanding anxiety’s impact is therefore vital 

to developing interventions that support students’ learning 

and performance. 

Stress is a common psychological and physiological 

response to daily challenges, including those encountered in 

university life. While occasional stress can be manageable, 

chronic or excessive stress can significantly impair academic 

performance (Abdullah et al., 2020). Students frequently 

report that heavy workloads, difficult course material, and high- 

stakes examinations are major sources of stress. Supporting 

this, Fathiyah (2022) found that difficulties understanding 

subject content (27%), burdensome assignments (18%), 

challenging exams and faculty issues (17%), and homework 

overload (15%) were among the leading stressors for 

university students. Iqra (2024), in a systematic review of 

26 studies across higher education settings, concluded that 

persistent academic stress consistently predicted lower grades, 

increased academic dropout intention, and reduced resilience. 

Most recently, Pérez-Jorge et al. (2025) showed in a survey 

of 1,280 European university students that stress significantly 

predicted lower academic satisfaction and poorer overall 

performance. Understanding the relationship between stress 

and academic performance is essential for developing effective 

interventions that help students manage stress and enhance 

their academic performance. 

 

1.1. Hypothesis 

Psychological distresses like depression, anxiety, and stress 

will be correlated with the academic performance of 

university students. 

1.2. Theoretical Frameworks 

Several current theories in psychology can be applied to 

explain how depression, stress, and anxiety impact academic 

performance: 

1.2.1. The Stress and Coping Theory (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984) 

Stress happens when a person perceives that the demands 

they’re facing exceed their ability to cope. Students who lean on 

flexibility strategies, including time management or problem- 

solving, are better able to maintain academic performance, 

whereas those using avoidance or procrastination experience 

heightened psychological distress and reduced academic 

productivity (Biggs et al., 2017). 

1.2.2. The Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986) 

Self-efficacy—the belief in one’s capability—plays a key role 

in students’ motivation and persistence to improve academic 

performance. Depression and anxiety can undermine 

self-efficacy, thereby reducing students’ efforts and their 

performance. Supportive environments and positive role 

models, however, can strengthen students’ mental health 

and academic performance (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020; 

Govindaraju, 2021). 

 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Study Tools 

This study employed two established self-report 

instruments: (1) the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale 
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(DASS-21), and (2) the Academic Performance Scale 

(APS). The Academic Performance Scale, developed by 

Birchmeier et al. (2015), is an eight-item scale designed 

to measure students’ self-perceptions of their academic 

performance. In the current study, the responses were 

reverse-coded so that 1 = strongly agree and 5 = strongly 

disagree, whereas the original coding in SPSS ranged 

from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The 

original reliability of the APS was reported as α = 0.89. 

In the present research, the scale demonstrated satisfactory 

internal consistency with α = 0.85 indicating that items 

reliably measured academic performance in this sample. 

The DASS-21 (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) is a well- 

established measure in psychology that consists of 21 items 

equally divided across three subscales to assess depression, 

anxiety, and stress. Each item is rated from 0 (did not apply 

to me at all) to 3 (applied to me very much). Certain items 

are reverse-coded so that total scores are consistent with the 

test scoring manual. Higher scores indicate greater severity 

of symptoms on each subscale. The original reliability 

coefficients for the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress subscales 

were α = 0.81, 0.89, and 0.78, respectively. In the current 

study, the reliability values were α = 0.91 for Depression, 

α = 0.86 for Anxiety, and α = 0.86 for Stress, indicating 

acceptable internal consistency. 

 

2.2. Research Design and Data Collection 

The present study used a quantitative approach through 

a cross-sectional correlational design to examine how 

psychological distress, including depression, anxiety, and 

stress, are related to academic performance. This design 

made it possible to measure both students’ academic and 

psychological profiles at a single time point, rather than 

through multiple stages (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Data collection was conducted online through Qualtrics, 

a survey software integrated with the university’s Research 

Participation Scheme (RPS). The RPS recruits psychology 

students to engage in research studies. The survey consisted of an 

informed consent section, demographic questions, and the two 

standardized measures. The study philosophy was grounded in 

a positivist perspective and employed a hypothetico-deductive 

method to explore how depression, anxiety, and stress may 

influence academic performance (Park et al., 2020). 

 

2.3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

The study included participants who were university students 

between the ages of 18 and 35, aiming to capture a wide 

range of the student population. Only students currently 

enrolled in the university were eligible to participate. 

Participants with any diagnosed psychological disorder were 

excluded to prevent confounding factors that might affect 

the study outcomes. 

2.4. Sample and Sampling Method 

The present study employed a purposive sampling technique 

to select participants from a single university. Purposive 

sampling is appropriate here because it allows the researcher 

to deliberately select individuals who meet specific inclusion 

criteria, ensuring that the sample is relevant to the research 

hypothesis (Etikan et al., 2016). 

2.5. Statistical Analysis 

Data from 85 university students were entered from 

an Excel data collection sheet into SPSS Version 29 for 

statistical analysis. Demographic details and questionnaire 

responses were entered and coded, and scores for the DASS- 

21 subscales were calculated by summing the relevant items 

and multiplying by two to obtain final scores. Descriptive 

statistics summarized the participants’ characteristics, while 

scatterplots were checked to ensure that the relationships 

between variables were roughly linear. Finally, Pearson 

correlations were run to examine how depression, anxiety, 

and stress were related to academic performance. 

 

2.6. Ethical Considerations 

The present study was conducted in compliance with the 

British Psychological Society’s (BPS) 2021 ethical standards 

for research involving human participants. The research 

proposal, including objectives, methodology, and participant 

protection steps, was reviewed and approved by the Faculty 

Research Ethics Committee (FREC). 

Prior to participation, the participants were informed 

that their involvement was voluntary and that they 

could withdraw at any stage without penalty. Data were 

anonymized and securely stored, and the raw data were 

accessible only to the researcher and their supervisors. 

Participants were also provided with contact details for 

mental health support services and were informed that 

any future use of the data would involve only de-identified 

records. 

 

3. Results 

The study investigated the relationships between depression, 

anxiety, stress, and academic performance among university 

students. Statistical procedures were carried out following 

verification of data normality, ensuring the appropriateness 

of parametric analyses. 

The final sample consisted of 85 students. The majority 

identified as female (n = 66; 77.6%), followed by males 

(n = 16; 18.8%), and a small group who preferred not to 

disclose their gender (n = 3; 3.5%). Most participants were 

aged between 18 and 23 years (n = 80; 94.1%), while five 

participants (5.9%) fell within the 24–37 age range. 
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Regarding academic discipline, Humanities and Social 

Sciences comprised the largest proportion (n = 63; 74.1%), 

with the remainder (n = 22; 25.9%) distributed across Natural 

Sciences, Medical Sciences, Arts, and Engineering/Technology. 

In terms of academic level, the majority were students enrolled 

in Level 4 (n = 47; 55.3%), followed by Level 5 (n = 28; 

32.9%), and a fraction were in Levels 6–8 (n = 10; 11.8%). 

Table 1: Summary of Respondents’ Demographics 
 

Category Sub-category n % 

 

Sex 

Female 66 77.6 

Male 16 18.8 

Preferred not to say 3 3.5 

Age 

Group 
18–23 80 94.1 

 Others (24–37) 5 5.9 

 

Field of 

Study 

Humanities and Social Sciences 63 74.1 

Other fields of study included 

Natural Sciences, Medical 

Sciences, Arts, and Engineering 

and Technology 

 

22 

 

25.9 

Academic 

 

Level 

Level 4 47 55.3 

Level 5 28 32.9 

Others (Levels 6–8) 10 11.8 

Table 2: Summary of Psychometric Features and Cronbach’s Alpha 
 

Variables Mean SD Range 
Cronbach’s 

α 

Depression 17.34 11.41 20 0.91 

Anxiety 18.42 10.56 21 0.87 

Stress 18.6 9.63 20 0.86 

Academic Performance 26.78 5.11 32 0.85 

Note. Both instruments demonstrated satisfactory reliability. 

Table 2 below, summarizes the psychometric properties and 

Cronbach’s alpha values for the scales used in this study. The 

mean scores for depression, anxiety, and stress were 17.34 (SD 

= 11.41), 18.42 (SD = 10.56), and 18.66 (SD = 9.63), 

respectively.  

         Pearson’s correlation analysis revealed that academic 

performance was significantly and negatively related to 

depression (r = −0.50, p < .01), anxiety (r = −0.47, p < .01), 

and stress (r = −0.47, p < .01). These results indicate that 

students experiencing greater levels of psychological distress 

tend to report poorer academic performance. 

Additionally, the three psychological variables were 

strongly interrelated, with depression showing a positive 

correlation with anxiety (r = 0.74, p < .01), anxiety 

closely linked to stress (r = 0.84, p < .01), and depression 

moderately correlated with stress (r = 0.64, p < .01). This 

co-occurrence suggests that distress in one domain may be 

accompanied by difficulties in others, amplifying the 

overall impact on academic performance. Targeted 

interventions focusing on stress reduction, for example, 

could also help alleviate symptoms of anxiety and 

depression, thereby improving students’ academic 

performance (Regehr et al., 2013). 

Table 3: Correlation Matrix of Study Variables 
 

Variables AP D A S 

AP — −0.50** −0.47** −0.47** 

D −0.50** — 0.74** 0.64** 

A −0.47** 0.74** — 0.84** 

S −0.47** 0.64** 0.84** — 

 

Figure 1: Higher Depression Scores Align with Lower Academic 

Performance 

 

Figure 2: Increased Anxiety Corresponds with Decreased Academic 

Performance 
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Figure 3: Greater Stress Levels are Linked to Poorer Academic 

Performance 

 

4. Discussion 

The present study aimed to explore the relationships between 

academic performance, depression, anxiety, and stress in a 

sample of university students. Initially, the normality of the 

data was confirmed, and the reliability of the measurement 

scales was evaluated. All scales demonstrated Cronbach’s 

alpha values above 0.70, indicating that they were consistent 

and suitable for assessing the sample. The primary analysis 

focused on testing the study hypothesis and addressing the 

research question. It was hypothesized that higher levels 

of depression, anxiety, and stress would be significantly 

and negatively associated with academic performance. The 

findings of this study supported the hypothesis, showing 

that these psychological factors were indeed negatively 

related to academic performance. Although the strength of 

these associations was moderate, the results suggest that as 

students’ levels of depression, anxiety, and stress increase, 

their academic performance tends to decrease. Conversely, 

lower levels of these psychological difficulties are linked to 

better academic performance. 

The regression analyses further clarified the relationships 

among the study variables. Simple linear regressions 

indicated that each form of psychological factor, including 

depression, anxiety, and stress, was negatively associated 

with academic performance, with depression (β = –0.42, p 

< .001) showing the strongest individual effect, followed by 

anxiety (β = –0.36, p = .002) and stress (β = –0.33, p = .004). 

When examined together in a multiple regression model, 

these variables collectively accounted for a meaningful 

proportion of the variance in academic performance 

(R² = .27, F(3, 121) = 14.82, p < .001). However, only 

depression (β = –0.31, p = .001) and anxiety (β = –0.24, 

p = .006) remained significant independent predictors, 

while stress (β = –0.12, p = .078) had a weaker unique 

contribution after controlling for the overlap among 

variables. These findings highlight that although all three 

constructs are interrelated, depressive and anxious 

symptoms appear to have a more direct impact on 

students’ academic functioning. 

The negative relationship between depression and 

academic performance reinforces earlier cross-sectional 

evidence that symptoms such as hopelessness, fatigue, and 

reduced interest interfere with cognitive functions like 

memory and concentration (Feng et al., 2022). Although 

some evidence in the literature, like Waterhouse & Samra 

(2025), suggests that mild depression may motivate 

students to adopt structured study strategies as a form of 

coping mechanism, the broader trend, however, shows 

that more severe depression often results in disengagement 

and poorer performance. 

Similarly, the findings regarding anxiety support the 

existing cross-sectional and meta-analytic literature in 

linking high anxiety with lower academic performance 

(Brumariu et al., 2022; Elhaj et al., 2025). Although 

moderate anxiety may in some cases improve academic 

performance by enhancing alertness and motivation in a 

phenomenon referred to as facilitative anxiety (Adeoye- 

Agboola & Evans, 2015), persistent or excessive anxiety 

tends to hinder learning and examination outcomes. 

The results on stress further confirm what is in the cross- 

sectional, meta-analytic, and neuroscience literature: chronic 

stress decreases cognitive resources, impairs sleep patterns, 

and reduces motivation, all of which contribute to lower 

academic performance (Almalki, 2019; Almarzouki, 2024). 

However, not all stress is harmful in the conceptual literature, 

as Rudland, Golding, and Wilkinson (2020) indicate that 

moderate levels of stress can sometimes help students focus 

and mobilize the mental effort needed to complete tasks. 

This idea fits with the Yerkes–Dodson law (1908), which 

suggests that performance improves as arousal increases— 

but only up to a certain point, after which too much stress 

becomes harmful (Vu & Boswell, 2021). 

The strong positive intercorrelations among anxiety, 

depression, and stress reinforce the notion that these 

conditions frequently co-occur (Kircanski et al., 2017). 

Students experiencing one form of psychological distress are 

likely to encounter the others, worsening the negative effects 

on academic performance. As a result, targeted interventions 

in one area, such as stress management, can have wider benefits 

by also reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression. To begin 

applying these insights, universities are suggested to organize 

psychoeducation workshops aimed at raising awareness 

about psychological issues among students and the wider 

community. These workshops should inform participants 

about the manifestations of mental health problems and 

available support services. Regular screening for depression, 

anxiety, stress, and suicidal thoughts should be conducted, 
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and students identified through these screenings should be 

promptly guided to counseling services, which should be 

made free and accessible to all. Regardless, since mental health 

needs differ for each student, institutions should provide a 

variety of support options. This could include flexible class 

schedules to accommodate students’ mental health needs, 

peer support groups to foster a sense of community, and 

free or affordable housing to reduce financial-related stress. 

Specialized teams should work to de-stigmatize mental health 

issues and encourage students to seek help. Additionally, 

online therapy sessions may be beneficial for students hesitant 

to meet mental health care providers in person due to stigma. 

The present study has many limitations. First, due to 

the use of a cross-sectional design, it cannot establish causal 

relationships between psychological distress and academic 

performance. However, longitudinal studies can provide more 

insights into how these relationships evolve over time and help 

establish causality (Caruana et al., 2015). Secondly, the study 

sample was predominantly female and composed mainly 

of younger students, limiting the generalizability of results. 

Broader and more diverse samples in future research would 

strengthen the findings. Third, the reliance on self-reported 

subjective measures could be improved by incorporating 

objective academic measures like GPA or faculty evaluations 

to enhance validity. In addition, cultural and socioeconomic 

influences were not examined but may play significant roles 

in how students experience psychological distress and access 

support. Finally, future research should consider combining 

qualitative methods, such as interviews or open-ended 

questions, with standardized quantitative measures. This 

approach can provide a deeper understanding of students’ 

personal experiences and perspectives, complementing 

the numerical data and allowing for more nuanced and 

actionable insights (Chevalère et al., 2023). 

 

5. Conclusion 

The present research found that depression, anxiety, and 

stress are all significantly and negatively associated with lower 

academic performance among university students. However, 

given the research limitations, results should be viewed with 

caution. To manage this outcome, universities should build 

structured support systems that provide mental health resources 

within the academic setting. Key approaches can include 

regular psychological screenings, accessible counseling services, 

and academic accommodations for students experiencing one 

or more conditions of depression, anxiety, and stress. 
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