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ABSTRACT

Introduction: the mental health of university students is a growing concern worldwide, as these young
individuals face a series of emotional and psychological challenges during their transition to university life.
Academic pressure, social demands, and adaptation to a new environment can affect their mental well-
being.

Objective: to assess depression, anxiety, and stress in students from two universities providing educational
services in the city of Puerto Maldonado, Peru.

Methods: quantitative study, non-experimental design, analytical type. The sample consisted of 307
university students of both genders who were administered the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale, an
instrument with adequate psychometric properties.

Results: 42,7 % of students showed symptoms of depression, 52,4 % experienced anxiety, and 28,7 % suffered
from stress. High, direct, and significant correlations were also reported between depression and anxiety
(rho=0,757; p<0,05), depression and stress (rho=0,726; p<0,05), and anxiety and stress (rho=0,811; p<0,05).
Additionally, a statistically significant association was found between anxiety and students’ age, as well as
between stress and gender (p<0,05).

Conclusions: it was concluded that students from two universities providing educational services in the city
of Puerto Maldonado, Peru, presented symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress. Therefore, it is suggested
that universities implement early detection programs and psychological support services to address students’
mental health issues.

Keywords: Mental Health; Depression; Anxiety; Psychological Stress; Psychological Well-Being.
RESUMEN

Introduccion: la salud mental de los estudiantes universitarios es un tema de creciente preocupacion a
nivel mundial, ya que estos jovenes enfrentan una serie de desafios emocionales y psicologicos durante su
transicion a la vida universitaria. La presion académica, las demandas sociales y la adaptacion a un nuevo
entorno pueden afectar su bienestar mental.

Objetivo: evaluar la depresion, ansiedad y estrés en los estudiantes de dos universidades que brindan el
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servicio educativo en la ciudad de Puerto Maldonado (Pert).

Métodos: estudio cuantitativo, disefio no experimental y tipo analitico. La muestra fue conformada por 307
estudiantes universitarios de ambos sexos a quienes se les aplico la Escala de Depresion, Ansiedad y Estrés,
un instrumento con adecuadas propiedades psicométricas.

Resultados: el 42,7 % de los estudiantes mostraron sintomas de depresion, el 52,4 % experimentaron ansiedad
y el 28,7 % padecieron estrés. También se reportaron correlaciones altas, directas y significativas entre la
depresion y la ansiedad (rho= 0,757; p<0,05), entre la depresion y el estrés (rho= 0,726; p<0,05) y entre la
ansiedad y el estrés (rho=0,811; p<0,05). Ademas, se encontrd una asociacion estadisticamente significativa
entre la ansiedad y la edad de los estudiantes, asi como entre el estrés y el sexo (p<0,05).

Conclusiones: se concluyo que los estudiantes de dos universidades que brindan el servicio educativo la
ciudad de Puerto Maldonado (Per() presentaron sintomas de depresion, ansiedad y estrés. Por ello, se sugiere
que las universidades implementen programas de deteccion temprana y servicios de apoyo psicologico para
abordar los problemas de salud mental de los estudiantes.

Palabras clave: Salud Mental; Depresion; Ansiedad; Estrés Psicologico; Bienestar Psicologico.

INTRODUCTION

The transition to college marks a social and academic change that can have a significant impact on mental
health. This period involves facing new academic demands, learning challenges, professional development, and
self-care. In addition, it is during this time when life projects are defined, which entails assuming new social
and academic responsibilities, which can increase pressures and vulnerability, increasing the risk of experien-
cing high levels of depression, anxiety, and stress.® Added to this is the fact that university life coincides with
the transition from adolescence to adulthood, where previous experiences play a crucial role in the individual's
ability to adapt to change.® Also, students at this stage tend to experience their emotions and feelings with
greater intensity, which makes them more susceptible from a mental health point of view.® Moreover, facing
new environments different from those they are used to can pose an additional challenge for students in their
adaptation process.®

Then, it is crucial to recognize the importance of assessing depression, anxiety, and stress, as these factors
can both trigger and mitigate their occurrence, having a significant impact on students’ health.® The presence
of mental health problems, especially when students lack the necessary coping skills, can cause limitations in
their academic performance.?

Depression is characterized by a series of predominant emotional symptoms, including sadness, apathy,
hopelessness, despondency, melancholy, or a sense of helplessness in the face of life's demands.® It is also
manifested by a decrease in pleasure and loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities.® Other common
symptoms are loss of confidence and self-esteem, irrational feelings of guilt, thoughts of death and suicide,
difficulty concentrating, as well as problems with sleep and eating.” Major depressive disorder involves an
intense disturbance in the ability to work, sleep, study, interact, and enjoy pleasurable activities. In contrast,
dysthymic disorder is similar but less severe and of longer duration.

For its part, anxiety is an emotional state that predisposes people to face adverse life circumstances, ma-
king them vulnerable to emotionally destabilizing situations, such as academic overload, " work situations,
lack of economic resources, and personal responsibilities.® This can generate significant life changes, such as
worry, fear, or excessive fears, as well as tension or activation that cause discomfort, especially in the face
of the threat of failure or learning assessment, which are not always identified or addressed by professionals.
15 These feelings can trigger an adverse emotional and behavioral reaction that affects the individual's motor
and intellectual functioning as part of their symptomatology. In addition, women are more likely to suffer
from anxiety disorders and, therefore, to experience mental health impairments.®

Regarding stress, it can provide students with a sense of competence and motivation that drives learning;
however, it can sometimes generate feelings of anxiety and helplessness, resulting in difficulties that affect
development in academic settings.(® Therefore, it is considered an increasingly common emotional reaction,
influenced by a variety of factors, and college students may experience it without realizing it.(

Stress can affect the emotional state, physical health and interpersonal relationships, and its impact may
vary according to each individual.® This phenomenon affects the functioning of the whole body, manifesting
itself through common symptoms such as depression, anxiety, headaches, insomnia, nervousness, and tachycar-
dia.(” It arises when the demand is perceived to exceed the individual's resources and can originate in various
circumstances and contexts, with the university environment being a challenging scenario for students exposed
to specific stressful situations and stimuli.(® The university experience can entail new and more significant
responsibilities for students, confronting them with stressors such as uncertainty about career choice, family
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separation, and difficulties in establishing effective relationships.? It is essential to highlight that stress cons-
titutes a risk factor for symptoms of anxiety and depression associated with academic performance and can
affect a person's emotional state, physical health, and interpersonal relationships. "

Research has identified the presence of depression, anxiety, and stress in university students. For exam-
ple, in Cuba,? the mental health of Stomatology students was evaluated, finding severe levels of depression,
anxiety, and stress. In Peru,@" the presence of SAD was also investigated, revealing that students presented
various disorders such as depression, anxiety, and somatization. In another research conducted in Peru,® they
determined that students showed low levels of depression and anxiety. However, they presented moderate le-
vels of stress. In addition, it was determined that depression, anxiety, and stress were significantly associated
with some sociodemographic factors such as gender and age group.

The present research addresses the mental health of university students, an increasingly relevant topic in
the academic and social sphere. The transition to university life can affect emotional well-being and acade-
mic performance due to challenges and pressures. However, there is a lack of specific studies on depression,
anxiety, and stress in university students in the Peruvian Amazon. Understanding the mental health of students
is crucial to developing adequate support and prevention strategies. The vulnerability of university students to
mental health problems has been highlighted in previous research, which may have long-term consequences on
their well-being and personal development.

Finally, the present research aimed to evaluate depression, anxiety, and stress in students of two universi-
ties that provide educational services in the city of Puerto Maldonado (Peru).

METHODS

The research adopted a quantitative approach, which focused on numerical measurement and the use of
statistics to determine the behavioral patterns of the participants. In terms of design, a non-experimental
approach was employed since the variables of depression, anxiety, and stress were not deliberately manipula-
ted but observed. In terms of type, it was a cross-sectional analytical study, given that the characteristics of
the variables were analyzed at a single point in time and data were collected on a single occasion.®

The research was carried out in two universities that offer educational services in the city of Puerto Maldo-
nado (Peru): the Universidad Nacional Amazonica de Madre de Dios (UNAMAD) and the Universidad Andina del
Cusco - Filial Puerto Maldonado (UAC). The study population included 1520 students enrolled in both universi-
ties. On the other hand, the sample consisted of 307 students, a number determined by probability sampling
with a confidence level of 95 % and a significance level of 5 %.

For data collection, a survey structured in two sections was used. In the first part, participants were asked
for sociodemographic information (gender, age, university, and socioeconomic status). In the second part, the
Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21) were applied.®¥ This scale consists of 21 items evaluated quan-
titatively by means of a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (has not happened to me) to 3 (has happened to me
a lot), distributed in three dimensions: depression (items 1 to 7), anxiety (items 8 to 14) and stress (items 15 to
21). Previous research conducted in Peru® determined that the scale had adequate psychometric properties
(Aiken's V= 0,801; a= 0,838).

Data collection was carried out virtually after obtaining permission from the corresponding university au-
thorities. Subsequently, through the WhatsApp messaging application, students were invited to participate and
sent the survey link. The messages were sent to all WhatsApp groups of the courses in which they are enrolled.
This procedure aimed to achieve as much student participation as possible. The objective of the research was
explained to them, and instructions were provided so that they could develop the items. This procedure lasted
approximately 15 minutes, and after corroborating the participation of the 307 students, access to the instru-
ment was disabled.

The data analysis was performed at a descriptive and inferential level. For the descriptive analysis, a figure
obtained with SPSS V.25 software was used. Subsequently, an inferential analysis was performed using Spear-
man'’s rho correlation coefficient to determine whether there were significant relationships between the study
variables. In addition, the Chi-Square test (X2) was used to examine whether depression, anxiety, and stress
were significantly associated with the proposed sociodemographic and academic variables. Statistically signifi-
cant results were considered when the p-value was less than 0,05.

In accordance with the ethical principles established in the Declaration of Helsinki, this research was con-
ducted with strict adherence to ethical standards. Informed consent was obtained from all participating stu-
dents, who were fully informed about the purpose and procedures of the research. The confidentiality of the
data collected was guaranteed, and the welfare of the participants was protected at all times.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the characterization of the sample. Of the total number of participants, 53,4 % were women
and 46,6 % were men. Regarding age, 44 % were between 17 and 19 years old, 24,1 % between 20 and 22 years
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old, 20,5 % between 23 and 25 years old and 11,4 % over 25 years old. Regarding the university of origin, 57,7 %

studied at UNAMAD and 42,3 % at UAC. Regarding economic status, 63,2 % were dependent, while 36,8 % were
dependent on their family.

Table 1. Characterization of the sample in terms of sociodemographic variables

Variables n= 307 %
Gender Male 143 46,6
Female 164 53,4
Age Between 17 and 19 years old 135 44,0
Between 20 and 22 years old 74 24,1
Between 23 and 25 years old 63 20,5
More than 25 years old 35 11,4
University UNAMAD 177 57,7
UAC 130 42,3
Economic status Dependent 194 63,2
Independent 113 36,8

Figure 1 shows the percentages of students according to the level of symptoms of depression, anxiety, and
stress. Regarding depression, 57,3 % of the students showed no symptoms, while 21,2 % presented a moderate
level, 10,7 % a mild level, 7,2 % an extremely severe level, and 3,6 % a severe level. Regarding anxiety, 47,6 %
of the students had no symptoms, followed by 17,6 % with a moderate level. In addition, 14,3 % experienced an
extremely severe level, 13,7 % a mild level, and 6,8 % a severe level. In relation to stress, 71,3 % of the students
showed no symptoms; in contrast, 10,1 % experienced a severe level, 9,4 % a mild level, 7,8 % a moderate level,
and 1,3 % an extremely severe level.
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Figure 1. Distribution of percentages of the variables depression, anxiety and stress
Source: Surveys.

Table 2 reveals a direct and significant correlation (p<0,05) between the variables depression, anxiety, and

stress. Spearman’s Rho correlation coefficients show that depression was positively correlated with anxiety
(rho= 0,757) and with stress (rho= 0,726), while anxiety was also positively correlated with stress (rho= 0,811).
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Table 3 shows that no sociodemographic or academic variable was significantly associated with the students’
levels of depression (p>0,05). This could indicate that aspects such as gender, age, university of origin, or
economic status did not have a significant impact on the levels of depression observed in the sample studied.

Table 4 shows that age was the only sociodemographic variable that was significantly associated with stu-
dents’ anxiety levels (p<0,05). In that sense, it was observed that younger students experienced higher anxiety
levels compared to their older counterparts.

Table 5 shows that sex was the only sociodemographic variable that was significantly associated with stress
levels (p<0,05). In that sense, it was observed that women experienced higher stress levels than men.

https://doi.org/10.56294/saludcyt2024879
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Table 5. Association between stress and sociodemographic and academic variables

Variables Estrés P-valor
SS L M S ES
Sex Male 111 (77,6 %) 15(10,5%) 5@3,5%) 11 (7,7%) 1(0,7%) p<0,05
Female 108 (65,9 %) 14 (8,5%) 19 (11,6 %) 20 (12,2 %) 3 (1,8 %)
Age Between 17 and 19 years old 100 (74,1 %) 11 (8,1%) 7 (5,2%) 15(11,1%) 2 (1,5%)

Between 20 and 22 yearsold 55 (74,3%) 7 (9,5%) 22,7%) 9(12,2%) 1 (1,4%) p>0,05
Between 23 and 25 yearsold 41 (65,1 %) 7 (11,1%) 9 (14,3%) 5(7,9%) 1(1,6%)
More than 25 years old 23 (65,7%) 4(11,4%) 6(17,1%) 2(5,7%) 0(0,0%)

)
)
University UNAMAD 128 (72,3%) 16 (9,0%) 14(7,9%) 17(9,6%) 2(1,1%) p>0,05
UAC 91 (70,0%) 13 (10,0%) 10 (7,7%) 14 (10,8%) 2(1,5%)
Economic condition Dependent 143 (73,7%) 16 (8,3%) 14(7,2%) 18(9,3%) 3(1,5%) p>0,05
Independent 76 (67,3%) 13 (11,5%) 10(8,8%) 13 (11,5%) 1(0,9%)

Note: SS= No symptoms; L= Mild; M=Moderate; S= Severe; ES= Extremely severe.
Source: Surveys.

DISCUSSION

Mental health is now considered an essential component of people's overall well-being and quality of life. It
is recognized as a fundamental aspect of health as a whole since it is not limited only to the absence of mental
disorders but also encompasses emotional balance, the ability to cope with life's challenges, and the deve-
lopment of skills to manage stress and difficulties. In this sense, the present research focused on evaluating
depression, anxiety, and stress in students of two universities that provide educational services in the city of
Puerto Maldonado (Peru).

When assessing depression, it was found that 57,3 % of the students did not present symptoms of depression;
however, 42,7 % showed symptoms associated with this mental health problem. This suggests that, although
more than half of the students did not show evident symptoms of depression, almost half of the student po-
pulation evaluated presented symptoms related to this disorder. This result is congruent with that reported
in Argentina,? in which university students were found to have low levels of depression in the context of
face-to-face education. Furthermore, it is related to what was also reported in Argentina," where they found
that there were low levels of depression among university students.

Regarding anxiety, it was found that 47,6 % of the students had no symptoms; however, 52,4 % experienced
anxiety symptoms. This indicates that, although a significant group of students did not manifest symptoms of
anxiety, the majority did experience some degree of discomfort related to this disorder. The above results coin-
cide with the findings of a study conducted in Spain,®’ where they determined that the prevalence of anxiety
was 23,6 %. Similarly, it is related to research conducted in Peru,®® where it was found that 63,7 % of the to-
tal number of students did not report symptoms associated with anxiety, and 36,3 % did present symptoms of
anxiety.

In relation to stress, it was identified that 71,3 % of the students did not show symptoms, while 28,7 % did
show symptoms related to this condition. The presence of cognitive, emotional, and physiological reactions
could affect the emotional state of university students. These results coincide with those reported in a study
conducted in Mexico,?® where it was determined that the stress level of the students during the post-pandemic
period was considerable. Similarly, in Bolivia,®” they evaluated the emotional situation of university students
at the end of the pandemic and also found a predominance of moderate levels of stress.

An interesting finding reveals a direct and significant relationship between depression, anxiety, and stress.
Similarly, anxiety was also found to be directly and significantly related to stress. These results are consistent
with those reported in Malaysia,®" where researchers evaluated the mental health of university students and
found that the three variables were directly and significantly related. Also, two studies conducted in Peru@3?
analyzed the emotional state of university students and found that there was a direct and significant relations-
hip between depression, anxiety, and stress.

When associating mental health with sociodemographic and academic variables, it was found that younger
students showed higher levels of anxiety compared to adult students. This phenomenon could be attributed
to the fact that many young students are adapting to the transition from primary to higher education and the
continuous academic demands generated in this context.®® On the other hand, adult students may have deve-
loped, either formally or informally, some strategies to cope with the difficulties inherent to university educa-
tion, which are the primary sources of anxiety. Similar results were obtained in some research®4353% where they
determined that age was a factor determining the level of anxiety.
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Another finding shows that women experienced higher levels of stress than men. This finding could be exp-
lained from two perspectives. On the one hand, there is a tendency among women to externalize emotional and
physiological manifestations in stressful contexts, which may influence the occurrence of higher levels of stress
compared to men.®” On the other hand, in addition to their academic responsibilities, women often assume
a disproportionate burden of additional tasks at home, including family responsibilities, childcare, and other
domestic activities, which increases their mental and emotional burden.®

Mental health problems related to emotional states, such as depression, anxiety, and stress, are common
during youth, coinciding with the college period.®® However, students often lack support to address these
conditions.“ These problems are associated with a higher incidence of medium- and long-term physical and
emotional problems, marginalization from the labor market, sleep disorders, and dysfunctional relationships,
among other challenges.®" Therefore, it is crucial to promote timely screening and treatment campaigns that
help students overcome the various stressors they face during their professional training and in daily life.“?

This research has some limitations that may affect the interpretation of the results. The sample was small
and geographically specific, which limits the generalizability of the findings. In addition, the use of self-admi-
nistered questionnaires could have introduced social desirability biases. For future research, it is recommended
to use more extensive and more diversified samples and to complement quantitative data with qualitative
methods for a deeper understanding.

CONCLUSIONS

In the university environment, students face a series of academic, social, and emotional demands that can
generate mental health problems, such as depression, anxiety, and stress, due to pressure for academic perfor-
mance, competition among peers, and adaptation to new responsibilities.

The results of the present investigation confirm these concerns by finding that students from two universi-
ties that provide educational services in the city of Puerto Maldonado (Peru) presented symptoms of depres-
sion, anxiety, and stress. These mental health problems usually manifest themselves in various forms, such as
feelings of persistent sadness, excessive worry, nervousness, irritability, and difficulty concentrating, among
others. They can have a significant impact on their emotional well-being and academic performance. Similarly,
the three variables were found to be directly and significantly related. Finally, it was found that some socio-
demographic variables, such as the age and gender of the students, were associated with anxiety and stress
levels, respectively.

Therefore, university authorities must implement concrete measures, such as early detection programs and
psychological support services, to provide the necessary support in dealing with these problems. In addition,
awareness of the importance of mental health should be actively promoted throughout the university com-
munity. These actions will not only benefit students in their personal development but will also contribute to
creating a healthier educational environment conducive to learning and personal and academic growth.
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