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ABSTRACT

Background: Evidence indicates an increasing prevalence of psychological issues among university students, exacerbated
by COVID-19. However, conclusive data on the situation in Spanish universities is lacking. Objective: This study explores
academic, interpersonal, and emotional problems, as well as the differences between years and branches of university
studies. Method: 5,221 students from 35 Spanish universities completed an online questionnaire covering standardized
tests. Results: The mean scores show students overwhelmed by academic work, struggling to distance themselves from
personal problems and seeking help, with stress and physical discomfort, and emotional symptoms consistent with a
probable clinical case of anxiety. Students report declines in attention, concentration, and emotional well-being due to the
pandemic. Factorial ANOVAs showed a high transversality of the problems between years of study but identified differences
between study branches. Conclusions: The results offer valuable information for university psychological support services to
assess identified issues and develop specific interventions among students.

Los retos académicos %r emocionales después del COVID-19. Analisis de 35
universidades espaiiolas por ramas y cursos de estudio

RESUMEN

Antecedentes: Existen evidencias del aumento de problemas psicol6gicos en estudiantes universitarios, agravados por
la COVID-19. Sin embargo, carecemos de datos concluyentes sobre la situacién en la universidad espafiola. Objetivo: El
trabajo se propone identificar problemas académicos, interpersonales y emocionales y explorar las diferencias entre
cursos y ramas de estudios. Método: 5,221 estudiantes de 35 universidades espafiolas cumplimetaron un cuestionario
online que incluia medidas estandarizadas. Resultados: Las puntuaciones medias muestran a unos alumnos con sobrecarga
académica, mucha dificultad para distanciarse de problemas personales y buscar ayuda, malestar fisico y sintomatologia
emocional compatible con un probable caso clinico de ansiedad. A consecuencia de la pandemia se refiere deterioro
de la atencién y concentracién y del estado emocional. Los ANOVA factoriales muestran una gran transversalidad de
los problemas entre cursos, pero aparecen diferencias entre ramas de estudio. Conclusiones: Los resultados pueden ser
Gtiles para que los servicios universitarios de atencién psicolégica evalien los problemas detectados y pongan en marcha
intervenciones especificas con sus estudiantes.

University studies entail challenges and problems, of both academic
and interpersonal nature, which frequently trigger stress, anxiety, or
depression. This emotional distress is directly related to a decrease
in both academic performance and personal well-being (Jeffries
& Salzer, 2022; Morelli et al., 2021). In a previous study involving
Spanish second-year university students (Fernandez-Rodriguez et
al., 2019), 44.7% of the participants were found to present emotional
distress indicating anxiety and 13.5% indicating depression. In an
international multi-centre study with 13,984 participants, Auerbach
et al. (2018) identified a prevalence for lifetime mental disorders
amongst university students of 35.5%. The most common of these was

the major depressive disorder, followed by the generalized anxiety
disorder. Both were associated with academic and social problems
in at least one in every five people. Lipson et al. (2022) observed
that between 2013 and 2021, problems of depression and anxiety
increased by more than 100% in university students in the USA, with
this tendency affecting all social and ethnic groups.

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered a mental health crisis among
students. According to the World Health Organization (WHO,
2021), over 35% of the global population experienced symptoms of
anxiety and depression during the pandemic, with young people and
university students among the most affected groups. Different studies
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and meta-analyses highlight that the prevalence of depression,
anxiety, suicidal ideation and psychological distress escalated
compared to pre-pandemic levels (Munuera Gomez et al., 2023;
Peng et al., 2023; Wu et al., 2023). Specifically, the pooled prevalence
of anxiety symptoms and the pooled prevalence of depressive
symptoms are estimated to be more than 30%. Generally, the highest
percentages correspond to anxiety, though the comorbidity between
emotional symptoms is high (Jehi et al., 2022; Lipson et al., 2022). In
Spain, Millan-Jiménez et al. (2021) indicated that anxiety prevalence
remained high even after the COVID-19 lockdown, with over 55% of
students reporting anxiety symptoms.

Although methodological differences limit the extent to which
studies can be compared and firm conclusions reached, the data do
suggest a series of factors involved in emotional distress. The students
reported limited interactions with their teachers and peers, leading
to feelings of disconnection, as well as difficulties in establishing
or maintaining relationships. The feeling of loneliness associated
with the loss of routine and lack of social contact would have had
a harmful effect (Kiltz et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023) whereas the
proximity of and living with family, together with the availability of
socioeconomic resources is considered to be a protecting factor (Jehi
et al., 2022; Karaman et al., 2021). Similarly, economic and academic
problems are identified as the principal reasons for worry and
uncertainty regarding the future in students. Unemployment is also
considered to be a clear cause of hopelessness and anxiety amongst
university students, regardless of the country and chosen profession
(da Paixdo et al., 2022; Servidio et al., 2022).

The prevalence of depression and anxiety symptomatology
during the COVID pandemic was greater amongst female university
students (Woon et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2023). This finding can be
related to the greater prevalence of emotional disorders amongst
women (Bacigalupe & Martin, 2021). Regarding age, it is the lower-
year undergraduate students that show higher levels of distress.
These differences have been put down to the greater ability to affront
academic problems and better future professional prospects of
students in the final years of their studies (Servidio et al., 2022; Vural
& Yigitoglu, 2021). Nevertheless, the systematic review and meta-
analysis of studies involving older, doctorate students carried out by
Satinsky et al. (2021) also finds high levels of prevalence of anxiety
and depression amongst this group.

Regarding the impact of COVID and lock-down in the academic
realm, there is consensus in identifying a decrease in pupils’ interest,
performance, and motivation (da Paixdo et al., 2022; Khan, 2023).
The main difficulties detected revolve around an overload of work,
changes in evaluation, fatigue, and irritability. Students give a
negative evaluation of online classes, considering that they make
maintaining attention and interest difficult and various studies also
indicate that it is lower-year students that have the greatest academic
problems (Chun et al., 2022; Martin-Antén et al,, 2023). Online
education has become a new routine for some students, but it brings
about significant challenges. Not all students have access to this type
of education, especially considering the social inequality prevalent in
many nations (de Oliveira et al., 2020). Regarding differences between
students of different branches of study, what has been studied most
widely is emotional affectation. Although not confirmed in all of
the studies, the data seem to indicate that it is Arts and Humanities
students that show a worse emotional state, particularly when
compared to students of Health Sciences, who show a higher level
of psychological well-being (Sanchez Carlessi et al., 2021; Woon et
al,, 2021).

To sum up, even though recent research has shown that the
COVID-19 pandemic has exposed university students to multiple
conditions of emotional vulnerability and affected their performance
and well-being, the data do not allow us to reach solid conclusions with
regard to the degree of affectation and far less the current state of the
matter. However, this evidence of emotional and academic problems

amongst university students makes it necessary to identify the exact
nature of the current problems in order to provide specific psychological
help. The same opinion has been expressed by the Spanish Network of
Health-Promoting Universities (Romero et al., 2022).

In this context, this study, aimed at investigating academic,
interpersonal, and emotional problems of university students in
the post-pandemic period, was carried out when the university
was beginning to return to its normal dynamics but social isolation
measures were still being applied. In order to facilitate generalization
of the results to the student population of Spanish universities as
a whole, the study focuses on analysing the differences between
different branches and years of study, and graduate and post-
graduate studies. Ultimately, it is hoped that the study will provide a
tool to help in the design of preventative actions and/or treatment for
specific problems currently being faced by our society.

Method
Participants

Participants are students in both state-run and private Spanish
universities, doing graduate or post-graduate courses in all branches
of studies. The inclusion criteria were to be an undergraduate or
post-graduate student in an official face-to-face, online, or semi-
online course. The exclusion criterion was to not understand Spanish
- knowing the language was indispensable to understand the
questionnaire. The final sample consisted of 5,221 students; 35 were
excluded for not completing the tests adequately. A non-probabilistic
sampling was conducted, without proportional allocation in
sociodemographic and/or academic variables. The sample, with
a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error for global data
of 5%, is representative of the population of Spanish university
students in the academic year 2022 (Ministerio de Universidades,
2022). Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics corresponding to the
sociodemographic and academic variables. Figures 1-3 illustrate
the academic status of the study participants and the collaborating
universities.

Table 1. Sociodemographic and Academic Data of the Participants in the Study

N %
Total 5,221
Age MD=221 SD=5.1
(range = 16 -73)
Gender:
Female 3,808 72.9
Male 1,295 24.8
Non-binary 118 23
Branches of study:
Health Sciences 1,392 26.7
Engineering and Architecture 939 18.0
Social and Legal Sciences 1,196 229
Arts and Humanities 893 171
Science 801 153
Year of study:
Bachelor’s degree:
1st year 1,135 21.7
2nd year 1,154 221
3rd year 991 19.0
4th year 1,134 21.7
5th year 219 42
6th year 39 0.7
Master’s 388 74
Doctorate 161 3.1

All procedures performed in studies involving human participants
were in accordance with the ethical standards of the institutional
and/or national research committee and with the 1964 Helsinki
declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical
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Universidad Auténoma de Barcelona/ UAB
Universidad Auténoma de Madrid/ UAM
Universidad Complutense de Madrid/ UCM
Universidad de Alcala/ UAH

Universidad de Alicante/ UA

Universidad de Almeria/ UAL

Universidad de Barcelona/ UB
Universidad de Burgos/ UBU

Universidad de Cadiz/ UCA

Universidad de Castilla la Mancha/ UCLM
Universidad de Cérdoba/ UCO
Universidad de Extremadura/ UEX
Universidad de Granada/ UGR
Universidad de Huelva/ UHU

Universidad de Jaén/ UJA

Universidad de La Corufia/ UDC
Universidad de La Laguna/ ULL

Universidad de Le6n/ UDL

Universidad de Malaga/ UMA

Universidad de Murcia/ UM

Universidad de Navarra/ UNAV

Universidad de Oviedo/ UNIOVI

Universidad de Salamanca/ USAL
Universidad de Santiago de Compostela/ USC
Universidad de Sevilla/ US

Universidad de Valencia/ UV

Universidad de Valladolid/ UVA

Universidad del Pais Vasco/ UPV/EHU
Universidad Isabel I/ UI1

Universidad Nacional de Educacién a Distancia/ UNED
Universidad Politécnica de Valencia | UPV
Universidad Pdblica de Navarra/ UPNA
Universidad Rey Juan Carlos | UR]JC
Universidad de Vigo/ UVIGO

Universidad de Zaragoza/ UNIZAR

Figure 1. Universities Participating in the Study.

standards and with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
All the respondents granted permission for inclusion by reading the
introductions for the research and provided voluntary response.

Master’s Doctorate
6st year
5st year

1st year

4st year

2st year

3st year

Figure 2. Distribution of Participants by Year of Study (%).

Science

Health
Sciences

Arts and
Humanities

Engineering and
. Architecture
Social and

Legal Sciences

Figure 3. Distribution of Participants by Branches of Study (%).

Variables and Measures

The variables examined to address the objectives of the study
encompassed: (a) academic: year (Undergraduate 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th,

5th, 6th year, Master’s, Doctorate) and branches of study (Health
Sciences, Engineering and Architecture, Social and Legal Sciences,
Arts and Humanities, Sciences); (b) academic performance (method
of study, academic performance, work overload, fear of speaking in
public); (c) interpersonal relationships (talk about and seek help for
personal problems, expressing opinions and emotions, relationships
with family and relationships with peers); (d) emotional problems
(distancing oneself from problems, stress and physical discomfort,
perception of inability to face the future, reduction of relevant
activities, anxiety, depression); to gather reliable information
on these variables (b-d), two standardized questionnaires were
administered, the NPAQ (Ferndndez-Rodriguez et al., 2019) and
the HAD (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983); and (e) perception of changes
attributed to the COVID-19 pandemic that were assessed using an
8-item ad hoc Likert scale (AFECTAcovid).

Evaluation of the Need for Psychological Assistance
Questionnaire (NPAQ)

The Evaluation of the Need for Psychological Assistance
Questionnaire (NPAQ) (Fernandez-Rodriguez et al., 2019) consists
of 12 items which evaluate university students’ distress in
three areas: academic performance (items 1-4), interpersonal
relationships (items 5-8), and emotional state (items 9-12) (see
Table 2). Each item is scored from nothing (0) to a lot (4). Higher
values are indicative of greater difficulty/distress. The exploratory
factor analysis revealed a structure adjusted to a three-factor
model, which explained 63% of the total variation. The values
of internal consistency of the test were between moderate and
high, with a Cronbach alfa of .83 for the total score, o = .65 for
the academic achievement scale, o = .81 for the interpersonal
relationships scale, and « = .70 for emotional distress. The scores
in the questionnaire showed a significant correlation with several
standardized measures of anxiety, depression, and general distress
(BSI; Derogatis, & Melisaratos, 1983). In the sample used the
reliabilities obtained were o = .60 for academic performance, o =
.71 for interpersonal relationships, o = .71 for emotional distress,
and a = .81 for the total scale.

Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS)

The HADS (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983) contains 14 items which
evaluate responses regarding anxiety and depression (0-3 points).
It has a bifactorial structure and includes one subscale for anxiety
(HADS-A) and another for depression (HADS-D). Scores above 8
are indicative of possible/clinical cases and scores above 11 are
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Table 2. Academic, Interpersonal, and Emotional Problems of Spanish University Students (CNAP; Fernandez-Rodriguez et al., 2019). Comparison between Different

Levels of Study

Y A 3y 4ty 5ty 6ty Master’s  Doctorate  Total
M (SD) F Sig h? Post hoc
awithc,d, g h;
1. Problems with 315 306 299 290 294 308 251 2.55 297 1eco 000+ ogp DWithd g
study method (117) (116) (116) (119) (119) (122) (1.08) 117) (117) 1669 000" .022 o ihab e d e
hwitha,b,c,d, e
d withf, g h;
2. Dissatisfaction with 242 241 242 228 242 290 192 187 236 1g35 000 024 EWithab.cd,
performance (115) (118) (116) (1.13) (1.20) (1.29) (.97) (.98) (1.14) T . e, f; hwitha, b, c,
d,ef
awithb,cd,e,f;
324 348 357 340 371 392 322 3.19 3.41 . dwitha,c e
3. Work overload (123) (119) (115 (123) (117) (109) (125)  (127)  (121) 1108 0007 015 ooiinpy et
hwithce, f
o 294 294 296 295 292 297 262 2 2.91 . gwith a, b, ¢, d:
e Gl eppres L 0 e (142) (143) (140) (140) (142) (135) (123)  (133)  (141) 411000 .006 p ihacd
5. Problems with peer 249 245 241 240 241 210 230 215 241 L o 003
relationships (132) (131) (133) (132) (132) (124) (125) (1) qay 20 U
o 331 327 315 308 309 28 311 2.96 3.19 . .
6. Avoid seeking help (135) (136) (135) (134) (131) (145) (131) (116) (134) 442 .000* .006 dwitha,b
. . . 282 281 278 276 259 262 274 ol or )
[ Fas SR ST (126) (128) (125) (122) (118) (131) (122)  (125)  (124) 203 048" .003
I . 213 219 217 220 225 187 179 188 217
8. Problems with family relations (128) (126) (129) (130) (129) (110) (.93) (.96) (127) 1.84 .076 .002
o 297 307 313 313 317 305 306 3.06 3.07
e (139) (138) (138) (135) (136) (152) (134)  (132)  (129) 4 180 .002
10. Inability to distance oneself 3.25 3.32 3.31 344 3.36 3.51 3.30 332 333 " .
problems AR G (B Q9D e (e GE) ) () S LR B it
. 277 284 287 306 297 256 276 2,63 287 . .
11. Inability to face the future (133) (134) (138) (138) (130) (114) (129) (128) (125) 6.19 .000* .008 dwitha,b,cgh
o 271 274 245 238 268 246 242 231 2.66 . gwitha, b, c;
L2 Rt o g iy (138) (139) (135) (141) (143) (133) (129)  (127)  (138) >73 000" 008 ' (iitha b, c

Note. a = 1t year; b = 2" year; ¢ = 3 year; d = 4" year; e = 5" year; f = 6™ year; g = Master’s; h = Doctorate.

*Statistically significant differences at the 5 level with Bonferroni correction.

indicative of clinical cases. The sensitivity and specificity of these
cut-off points are between .70 and .90. The Spanish version obtains
internal consistency levels of .86 in both scales (Quintana et al.,
2003). The values of internal consistency reliability in the study
sample were .80 and .68 for anxiety and depression respectively.

Questionnaire regarding Affectation of Academic Life as a
Result of COVID-19 (AFECTAcovid)

The Questionnaire regarding Affectation of Academic Life
as a result of COVID-19 is an 8-item scale designed ad hoc to
evaluate affectation of university students’ study habits, attention
and concentration, academic performance, relationships with
classmates, work expectations, emotional state, state of health and
consumption of substances in the wake of lock-down, and changes
in academic life during COVID-19. Answers were given using a
Likert-type scale with 7 options ranging from 1 = very deteriorated
to 7 = much better. The internal reliability of the test was o =.79.

Procedure

In the initial phase, we established communication via email
with the dean’s offices and student representatives across faculties
in both state-run and private Spanish universities. Our objective was
to apprise them of the study’ goals and procedures. Subsequently,
the interested institutions used their available communication
channels, such as mailing lists and webpage publications, to
disseminate a web link leading to the questionnaire, accompanied
byrelevantinstructions and comments. The data collection occurred

over a three-month period through an online questionnaire hosted
on the Google Forms platform. This instrument included items from
selected standardized questionnaires, as well as those specifically
developed ad hoc to comprehensively assess all study variables.
Before completing the survey, participants were informed about
the principles of anonymity, voluntariness, and the confidentiality
of their responses. They were also provided with the option to
exit the questionnaire at any point. Initiating the test implied
explicit acceptance of the conditions. All questionnaire items
were mandatory. The entire process, encompassing the design,
development, data collection, and analysis phases, spanned 14
months and involved the collaborative efforts of four researchers.
According to the Spanish law regulating ethical validity (Ley
Organica 3/2018, de 5 de diciembre, de Proteccién de datos
personales y garantia de los derechos digitales), the procedure
ensured that: (1) students did not suffer any risk, (2) data were
stored on a secure server, (3) anonymity was guaranteed, and
(4) participants were able at any time to change their minds and
decide not to participate.

Statistical Analysis

This is an observational, cross-sectional, descriptive-analytical
study. A descriptive analysis of the variables of the study was
carried out. To study the differences between the various branches
of studies and academic years, factorial multivariate analysis
of variance (MANOVA) was used, taking the year and branch of
studies as factors and the mean values of each of the items of the
instruments making up the questionnaire as dependent variables.
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Table 3. Academic, Interpersonal and Emotional Problems of Spanish University Students (CNAP; Fernandez-Rodriguez et al., 2019). Comparison between Different

Branches of Study
Health Engineering  Social and Arts and Science Total
Sciences  Architecture Legal Sciences Humanities
M (SD) F Sig. h? Post hoc
. 2.93 297 294 3.03 3.00 2.97 &
1. Problems with study method (118) (118) (115) (118) (120) 117) 3.47 .008* .003
awithc,d, e
2. Dissatisfaction with 2.34 245 213 2.20 263 236 o7 000° 014 EV";’I‘;}: by g' .
performance (1.16) (117) (1.03) (112) (1.22) (1.14) T i d with a’ b' -
e with all
3.54 341 3.19 3.39 3.54 341 " awithc,d
SIS T (119) (123) (121) (124) (116) (121)  >99 0007005 i iy
- . 2.89 2.88 293 3.02 2.83 2.91
4. Fear of speaking in public (142) (1.40) (141) (1.44) (136) (141) 115 332 .001
5. Problems with peer 2.22 2.47 2.37 2.69 2.46 2.41 1155 .000* 009 a with all
relationships (1.23) (1.36) (1.28) (1.37) (1.31) (1.31) D : d with all
. . 3.03 3.30 3.19 3.29 3.18 3.19 " .
6. Avoid seeking help (136) (133) (134) (137) (130) (134) 7.62 .000* .006 awithb,ce
. . . 2.67 2.84 2.76 2.87 2.76 2.77 N .
7. Avoid expressing emotion (125) (125) (121) (128) (122) (1.24) 391 .004* .003 awithb,d
8. Problems with family 2.02 2.09 2.16 2.44 219 217 989 000° .008 awithd, e
relationship (1.20) (1.23) (1.26) (1.37) (1.29) (1.27) T : d with all
. . 3.03 293 3.07 3.34 3.03 3.07 " .
9. Stress, physical discomfort (136) (136) (135) (136) (141) (129) 9.99 .000* .008 dwithall
10. Inab. distance oneself 3.25 324 3.38 349 3.33 3.33 " .
problems (123) (130) (125) (127) (1.26) Qo ool QDT LU dveing, o
s 2.62 2.78 293 3.19 2.95 2.87 o awithc,d, e
11. Inability to face the future (130) (134) (134) (139) (135) (125) 17.50 .000* .013 d with all
. . 197 217 195 2.82 242 2.66 0 a with all
12. Reduction activity (116) (1.20) (1.33) (1.24) (1.27) (138) 15.97 .000* .012 cwitha, d

Note. a = Health Sciences; b = Engineering and Architecture; c = Social and Legal Sciences; d = Arts and Humanities; e = Science.

*Statistically significant differences at the 5 level with Bonferroni correction.

In cases where MANOVA proved to be statistically significant,
each of the dependent variables were then analysed individually.
When ANOVA was statistically significant in some of the factors,
a posteriori comparisons were carried out using Bonferroni
correction. In cases where the Year x Branch interaction was
statistically significant, a simple effects analysis was carried out.
As a measure of effect size, a partial eta squared test was used. The
analyses were carried out using the SPSS27 program.

Results

Academic, Interpersonal and Emotional Problems (NPAQ;
Fernandez-Rodriguez et al., 2019)

The results of the factorial MANOVA for the comparison of groups
according to year and branch of studies based on the NPAQ do not
show statistically significant Year x Branch interaction (F =1.14, p =
.057). However, significance was shown to exist in the effects of Year
(F=5.14, p=.000, n? =.012) and of the Branch (F= 6.97, p=.000,? =
.016) although, in both cases, with very small effect sizes.

Academic Performance

Concerning academic performance (NPAQ, items 1-4) (see Tables 2
and 3), Work Overload is the most relevant of the academic problems
evaluated. Mean scores show between quite a lot of and a lot of
overload. Regarding the different years (Table 2), difficulties increase
as the undergraduate degree progresses, but decrease in postgraduate
studies. Post hoc comparisons using Bonferroni show significant
differences between years. Regarding differences between branches
(Table 3), the greatest overload is reported by Sciences and Health
Sciences students, who show statistically significant differences

compared to Arts and Humanities and Social Sciences students. Social
Science students, with a lower MD, also show significant differences
compared to the rest of branches (Table 3).

The mean values show that the participants have quite a lot of
problems with the Method of Study, with no differences between
branches of study (Table 3). Problems are greater in the 1<, 2", and
6% years, but decrease in post-graduate studies. Post hoc comparisons
confirm the significance of these differences between years (Table 2).

Mean values for expectations regarding Academic Performance
indicate that these are to a large extent in line with actual academic
results, this being more so amongst postgraduate students than
amongst undergraduates. Furthermore, Master's and Doctorate
students show a significant difference compared to all the
undergraduate years (Table 2). Between branches (Table 3), Science
students show a greater degree of dissatisfaction than the remaining
branches. Other specific differences between certain branches can
also be observed (Table 3).

Fear of Speaking in Public, according to the MD, can be seen
to be a problem which is close to “quite intense” in all the years
of undergraduate studies, but which decreases in postgraduate
studies (Table 2). It appears transversally between branches of
study with the same intensity, with no difference between them
(Table 3).

Interpersonal Relationships

With regard to interpersonal problems (NPAQ, items 5-8) (Tables
2 and 3), the MD show a fairly high degree of avoidance in Talk about
and Seek Help for Personal Problems amongst students of all years
(undergraduate and postgraduate) and all branches of study. Post hoc
comparisons show statistically significant differences between 4% year
undergraduate students and 1%- and 2™ year students, who report less
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Table 4. Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983). Comparison between Different Brunches of Study

Health Sciences ingipeering Sl _and Legal — a.m.j Science Total
rchitecture Sciences Humanities
M (SD) F Sig. h? Post hoc
aconc,d
bconc,d
HAD-A 9.96 9.91 10.49 11.25 10.19 10.33 1061 .000° 008 ccon a: b.d
(4.54) (4.41) (4.54) (4.54) (4.46) (4.53) d con todas
econd

Note. a = Health Sciences; b = Engineering and Architecture; ¢ = Social and Legal Sciences; d = Arts and Humanities; e = Science.

*Statistically significant differences at the 5 level with Bonferroni correction.

difficulty (Table 2). Health Sciences students also indicate less avoidance
(Table 3).

Regarding Expressing Opinions and Emotions and, according
According to the MD, this is avoided to a fairly large extent by students in
all years and no significant differences were found between them (Table
2). Regarding branches of study, Health Sciences students are shown to
avoid this circumstance significantly less than Engineering or Arts and
Humanities students (Table 3).

With respect to Relationships with Family and Relationships with
Peers, data suggest that this area does not present any noteworthy
difficulties for the average university student, regardless of the year of
undergraduate or postgraduate studies (Table 3). By branch of studies,
in both conditions, whilst Health Sciences students appear to have
significantly less problems than the rest, Arts and Humanities students
have more (Table 3).

Emotional Problems

As for emotional problems (NPAQ, items 9-12) (Tables 2 and 3),
Distancing Onself from Problems is identified as the condition which
generates greatest difficulties amongst university students, followed by
Stress and Physical Discomfort. Both conditions, in all years (Table 2) and
branches (Table 3) reach MD which indicate between quite a lot of and a
lot of affectation.

In respect of Perception of Inability to Face the Future, only
4th-year students perceive this experience as being rather
problematic, there existing a statistical differentiation regarding
the rest of the years (Table 2). In these three conditions it is the
Arts and Humanities students that report the greatest difficulties,
significantly greater than the rest of the branches (Table 3).

Regarding Reduction of Relevant Activities and, according to
mean scores, it occurs between a little and quite a lot in students
of all academic years and branches. Post-graduate students,
with lower MD, have less problems than 1%-, 2"- and 3™ year
undergraduates in maintaining relevant activities (Table 2). Health
Sciences students, whose mean scores indicate less giving up of
activities, can be differentiated from the rest of branches (Table 3).

Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS; Zigmond &
Snaith, 1983)

The results of the factorial MANOVA for comparing groups based on
year and branch of studies with regard to the HADS-A subscale indicate
that the interaction Year x Branch was not statistically significant (F =
1.23, p=.206), and neither were the effects of the Year (F=1.33, p=.234,
n? =.002). Those of the Branch, however, were (F= 10.61, p =.000, n? =
.008), albeit with a small effect size.

Participants from the branch of Arts and Humanities reach mean
scores which indicate clinical cases of anxiety. In the rest of the branches
of study, the MD are compatible with values of probable clinical cases

Table 5. Affectation of Academic Life as a Result of COVID-19 (AFECTAcovid, ad hoc). Comparison between Different Levels of Study

1Y 2y 31y 4ty 5ty 6ty Master’s  Doctorate  Total
M (SD) F Sig. h? Post hoc
: 324 329 325 335 325 331 3.38 345 330 )
1. Study habits (143) (141) (136) (139) (140) (100)  (117) (116) (137) 160 132° 002
2. Attention 277 272 264 278 269 264 282 3.08 274 406 002 004 'g“/’vvllttlﬁ‘;l
concentration (1.38) (1.36) (1.34) (138) (1.29) (1.18) (1.22) (1.35) (1.35) i i : h with b. ¢
awithd, g
bwithd, g
. 321 324 331 346 329 3.8 3.58 354 333 . Oihn
3-Academicperformance (145) (139) (138) (143) (135) (123) (121)  (124) (139) ©8 0007 009 cwithg
gwitha, b, c
awithc,d, e g h
bwithc,d,e, g h
sl cwitha, b, e
4. Relationships with 453 443 413 397 365 395  (135) 382 420 oo 00 gps  gmdD
classmates (1,60) (1.63) (1.58) (1.51) (1.53) (1.45) (117) (1.57) ewithia b)c
gwitha, b
hwitha, b
. 345 341 329 325 325 305 334 337 334 ) awith d
= UK @ REE s (151) (146) (140) (153) (151) (107)  (149) (155) (148) 292 0057 004 4 uiha
) 204 293 284 288 270 290 2.96 315 290 .
6. Emotional state (150) (147) (147) (147) (135) (141)  (139) sy o 2o LEE AE
7. State of health 322 313 306 303 303 313 311 3.18 31 00 s 003
(145) (135) (137) (134) (126) (128) (127)  (123) (136 290 - :
8 Consumption of 419 41 414 411 399 392 415 A3 4B oo w0 ool
substances (142) (131) (131) (13) (13) (129)  (131) G (e A '

Note. a = 1+t year; b = 2" year; ¢ = 3" year; d = 4™ year; e = 5" year; f = 6™ year; g = Master’s; h = Doctorate.
*Statistically significant differences at the 5 level with Bonferroni correction.
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Table 6. Affectation of Academic Life as a Result of COVID-19 (AFECTAcovid, ad hoc). Comparison between Brunches of Study

Health Engineering Social and Arts and Science Total
Sciences Architecture Legal Sciences Humanities
M (SD) F  Sig. h*  Posthoc
awithb,d
. 3.42 3.22 3.31 3.17 3.27 3.30 . L
1. Study habits (137) (1.36) (138) (139) (135) (137) 3.03 .016* .002 lc)lw!th a
with a
. . 2.83 2.74 2.76 2.65 2.69 2.74 . awithd
2. Attention concentration (133) (133) (134) (143) (135) (135) 2.87 .022* .002 d with a
b with ¢
. 3.32 3.27 3.46 3.36 3.18 333 .
3. Academic performance (132) (1.40) (1.41) (1.40) (141) (139) 131 .263 .001 Z\\:Vvlltt}l‘ll lc) e
. . 427 413 424 410 4.23 4.20
4. Relationships classmates (159) (156) (154) (1.64) (154) (157) 122 .300 .001
awithc,d, e
3.62 3,59 325 2.93 319 334 RIS
5. Work expectations (1.46) (1.46) (1.46) (146) (1.47) (1.48) 2115 .000* .016 ¢ w1_th a,b,d
d with all
ewitha, b,d
. 3.01 2.92 2.88 2.74 293 2.90 o awithd
6. Emotional state (143) (139) (151) (152) (143) (146) 377 0057 003 4 i
awithd
3.16 3.20 3.05 2.96 3.18 3.11 5 b with d
e S ol el (133) (135) (139) (139) (134) (136)  >61 006" 003 4 ihabe
ewithd
. 411 4.20 419 4.07 4.06 413
8. Consumption of substances (129) (128) (141) (141) (126) (133) 233 .054 .002

Note. a = Health Sciences; b = Engineering and Architecture; ¢ = Social and Legal Sciences; d = Arts and Humanities; e = Science.

*Statistically significant differences at the 5 level with Bonferroni correction.

(Table 4). In post hoc comparisons using Bonferroni, the Arts and
Humanities branch shows a statistically significant difference from
the rest. The differences between Social Sciences branch compared
to Health Sciences and Engineering and Architecture are equally
significant, although with less affectation in the latter (Table 4).

In the HAD-D subscale, participants’ MD grouped together by
branches and years showed values indicating no case. Only in the cases
of 5"-year undergraduate (MD = 8.24, SD = 4.22) and doctorate (MD =
8.47, SD = 3.27) Arts and Humanities students were the mean values
compatible with probable clinical cases. Consequently, no analysis was
carried out of the differences between years and branches as these
were not interpretable due to the lack of clinical variability amongst the
participants.

Affectation of Academic Life as a Result of COVID-19
(AFECTAcovid, ad hoc)

The results of the factorial MANOVA to compare groups by year and
branch of studies according to the AFECTAcovid showed no statistically
significant interaction Year x Branch (F = 1.17, p = .052). However, the
effects of Year (F = 5.32, p = .000, n? = .008) and those of Branch of
Studies (F = 4.49, p=,000, n? = .007) did prove to be significant with a
very small effect size.

In the variables studied, the mean of the scores in the different years
(Table 5) and branches of study (Table 6) indicate that Attention and
Concentration and Emotional State are the conditions in which students
perceive the greatest deterioration as a result of the pandemic. In
contrast, Relationships with Classmates and Consumption of Addictive
Substances show an improvement. In the rest of the conditions,
moderate deterioration is perceived.

Analysis of the post hoc comparisons shows that, as a result of the
pandemic, the Study Habits of Engineering and Architecture and of
Arts and Humanities students are significantly more deteriorated than
those of Health Sciences students (Table 6). No differences are observed
between years (Table 6).

Regarding Attention and Concentration, doctoral students show
less affectation that 2m- and 3-year undergraduate students (Table

5). There are differences between students of Health Sciences and
of Arts and Humanities, with greater affectation in the latter group
(Table 6).

In Academic Performance, 1%-, 2™-, and 3"-year undergraduate
students show greater deterioration than 4%-year or Master’s
students (Table 5). Engineering, Architecture, and Science students,
with a perception of greater affectation, show a significant difference
compared to Social Science students, who perceive less changes
(Table 6).

With regard to Relationships with Classmates, 3", 4"~ and 5th-
year undergraduates, Master’s and Doctorate students indicate more
deterioration than 1%- and 2"-year undergraduates (Table 5).

First-year undergraduates are also shown to be less affected by
COVID-19 in their Work Expectations than 4®-year undergraduates.
By branches, while Arts and Humanities are shown to be more
affected than the rest of students, students of Health Sciences and
of Science and Architecture indicate significantly less affectation in
their work expectations than those of Social Sciences and Sciences
(Table 6).

Regarding Emotional State, only students of Arts and Humanities
report significantly greater deterioration than those of Health Scien-
ces (Table 6). The situation is similar with regard to the deterioration
perceived in State of Health, where students of Arts and Humanities
report significantly more deterioration than those of Health Scien-
ces, Engineering and Architecture, and Science (Table 6).

Discussion

In recent years, data indicate an increase in depression and
anxiety amongst university students (Jehi et al., 2022; Lipson et al.,
2022; Liyanage et al., 2022; Xu & Wang, 2023). Apart from that, it
seems likely that the COVID-19 pandemic and lock-down acted as a
trigger for emotional distress, although the post-pandemic effects in
the university sphere are yet to be determined. This study analyses
the presence of a series of academic, interpersonal, and emotional
problems underlined in previous research (Fernandez-Rodriguez
et al, 2019; Ishii et al., 2018) and the differences between different
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academic years (undergraduate and postgraduate) and branches of
study.

Mean values of answers gathered show a profile of a post-
pandemic Spanish university student who is overloaded with
academic work, who reports having quite a lot of or a lot of difficulty
in distancing him/herself from personal problems and with just
as much difficulty in asking for help, who feels quite tense, suffers
from physical discomfort, and whose most frequent emotional
complaint is compatible with clinical anxiety. Furthermore, he/she
perceives the pandemic to have had quite a negative effect on his/her
emotional state and ability to concentrate on academic tasks. This
profile of predominant anxiety resembles what has been observed in
other recent studies which underline the striking increase in anxiety
in the wake of the pandemic (Jacobo-Galicia et al., 2021; Vural, &
Yigotoglu, 2021).

Our data, however, do not confirm that depression amongst
university students has increased to the same extent as anxiety.
The mean values in the HADS-D (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983) rule out
the predominance of either clinical cases or even probable clinical
cases of depression amongst the participants. Other studies carried
out before the pandemic found more comparable levels of anxiety
and depression symptomatology in university students and even
suggested a predominance of depression (Auerbach et al., 2018; Dyffy
et al,, 2019; Fernandez-Rodriguez et al., 2019). This disproportionate
increase in the emotional complaints must be explained in the
context resulting from the pandemic. COVID-19 led to changes
and threats which were both constantly changing and difficult
or impossible to predict or control in every area of daily life. This
circumstance facilitates all kinds of worries and offers an extremely
favourable context for the development of distress, particularly if the
person becomes trapped, focusing on his/her worries whilst trying
to alleviate the distress by avoiding the situations/experiences which
are unpleasant or threatening. These strategies, both of which are
patterns of behaviour involved in the development and maintaining
of anxiety responses (Fernandez-Rodriguez et al., 2022; Fernandez-
Rodriguez et al., 2018; Hayes et al., 2011), appear to abound amongst
the participants in this study. It suffices to observe how these
students not only stand out for their high scores in anxiety but also
in reporting between quite a lot of and a lot of difficulty in distancing
themselves from their worries (NPAQ, item 10) and between quite a
lot of and a lot of avoidance of aversive experiences/emotions (NPAQ,
items 6 and 7). On the other hand, a loss of interest in and reduction
of relevant activities (NPAQ, item 12), a behaviour directly involved
in the development and maintaining of depression (Fernandez-
Rodriguez et al., 2022; Fernandez-Rodriguez et al., 2018; Kanter et
al., 2010) shows only a moderate presence. This fact can clearly be
related to the lower levels of depressive symptomatology amongst
the participants.

In any case, this single evaluation does not suffice to state
conclusively that the two patterns characterise the participants.
Nor should we overlook the fact that, as a result of the pandemic,
there has been an increase in the attention paid to psychological
problems by a multitude of social and health-related organisms
and by the media. This may have facilitated the identification or
recognition of these emotions and also increase social acceptance of
them. Attention should also be paid to other unique characteristics
of the current context which affect young people in particular, such
as difficulties in being able to leave home and become independent,
employment stability, or a culture focused on the individual, all of
which can increase social and emotional vulnerability. Furthermore,
it is important to stress that, although the HADS (Zigmond & Snaith,
1983) is an instrument whose properties have made it one of the
most suitable tests for the screening of anxiety and depression
(Terol-Cantero et al., 2015; Wu et al., 2023) and it is widely used in
studies with university students (Kareem et al., 2022; Sakai et al.,
2022), the diagnosis of an anxiety disorder requires a detailed clinical

evaluation. This same supposition can be applied to the majority of
population studies, which, despite using valid measures, are not (nor
are they intended to be) sufficient to establish a psychopathological
diagnosis.

Interpersonal problems, relationships with family members and
peers and relationships in the home are not shown to be relevant
problems and may have played a role in protecting the university
students against emotional distress (Wang et al. 2023; Xu & Wang,
2023). Similarly, it is also important to stress that, on average, the
pandemic and lock-down did not affect the participants’ relationships
with their classmates. Indeed, 1s-year students reported an
improvement in relationships when face-to-face lectures were
resumed.

It is important to point out that the relevance of the problems
identified does not change substantially when they are analysed
by academic years or branches of study. This transversality has
also been reported in other studies (Jehi et al., 2022; Liyanage et
al.,, 2022). There is greater variation between years with regard to
academic problems, as shown in other studies (Chun et al., 2022;
da Paixdo et al., 2022). It is students in the first years of their
university studies that have most difficulty in developing an efficient
working method and also who report the greatest deterioration in
all academic matters as a result of the pandemic. Although these
difficulties decrease as students progress from one year to the next,
the data always indicate a (more or less serious) problem. It has
been suggested that the lack of face-to-face classes may have been
one of the principal factors to explain academic problems during
the pandemic (Busch et al., 2022). However, this study, conducted
after the resumption of face-to-face classes, continues to emphasize
the significance of academic issues, particularly an overload of
work. While students’ academic performance is influenced by
various factors, addressing the enhancement of study skills and
habits remains an ongoing challenge within the university context.
It is crucial to note that these competencies impact performance,
expectations of academic success, and emotional distress (Khan,
2023; Sanci et al., 2022). With regard to online assessment, although
it initially generated insecurity during the pandemic, several studies
now support the reliability, validity, and efficiency of this modality.
This suggests the practicality of incorporating and enhancing online
learning platforms, facilitating the development of a suitable and
cohesive assessment strategy aligned with the specific learning
environment (Fernandez-Castro et al., 2022; Sanchez Cabrero et
al., 2021). Asynchronous online resources can enhance student
autonomy. Nevertheless, the literature emphasizes the importance
of relationships among students and between students and teachers
for student well-being. Learning experiences through human
interaction cannot be replaced; technology can only complement
them (Kiltz et al., 2023).

In the comparison between branches of study, one peculiarity
observed in other research (Sanchez Carlessi et al., 2021; Woon et
al.,, 2021) is the fact that it is the students of Arts and Humanities
that report the greatest interpersonal and emotional difficulties,
particularly when compared to students of Health Sciences, who
always report less problems. It has been suggested that these
difficulties may be associated with the worst job prospects, which
is always greater amongst students of Arts and Humanities. In any
case, the differences between branches of studies have a low effect
size, making it impossible to conclusively identify a characteristic
profile for each one, as has also been the case in other studies.
Regarding worries about the future, 4™-year undergraduates also
expressed a fairly high degree of concern, which, in this case, could
be largely put down to the need to take work-related and academic
decisions associated with graduation. The participants’ mean
evaluations also suggested that COVID did not lead to a noteworthy
deterioration in students’ expectations regarding the future.
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Limitations

One of the main limitations of this study is that it was not
possible to fully guarantee fulfilment of participation criteria,
which could compromise to some extent the validity of the
sample and the interpretation of the results. Nevertheless, the
coincidence of our results with those reported in other studies
and the representative size of our sample led us to believe that the
data could be extrapolated to the general university population.
Among the participants, the majority identify as female (72.9%).
Considering that 55.6% of students enrolled in Spanish universities
in 2022 were women, it is appropriate to state that men would
be underrepresented in our study. However, among university
students, men and women are not represented in the same
proportion. In this academic year, women made up 71.4% of the
enrolled student body in Health Sciences and 62.2% in Arts and
Humanities (Ministerio de Universidades, 2022). In any case,
ensuring proper sociodemographic and academic stratification of
the sample is crucial to control for the effects of these variables as
modulators of results. For example, the high presence of women
might be overestimating the impact of emotional issues given
the higher prevalence of emotional disorders among women
(Bacigalupe and Martin, 2021). Regarding students identifying as
non-binary, data interpretation is challenging due to the limited
literature on the LGBQ community among university students.
The diverse gender representation and its emotional implications
underscore the need for future research to address this specificity
(Orellana et al., 2022). Furthermore, to enhance the reliability of
the information, additional studies will be necessary that employ
diverse and varied measures of a single variable over time, ensuring
adequate psychometric assurances. In this context, it is essential to
note that the Academic Performance subscale in the study sample
exhibited a reliability below desirable levels, which compromises
the ability to draw meaningful conclusions based on these data.

Conclusion

This study identified specific academic and emotional problems
with a high degree of prevalence and transversality in all the years
and branches of study of Spanish universities. These findings can
provide valuable information for university psychological support
services to assess the identified issues among their students and
subsequently develop specific interventions. Prevention and
treatment of these problems is something which must belong to
the concerns and competences of universities, especially since the
therapeutic effect of psychological assistance for university students
has repeatedly been identified as a factor which helps to prevent
university dropouts and enhances performance and quality of life.
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