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I Assistant Professor, Department Anxiety, stress and depression are among the most prevalent concerns among youths today, and
of Education (Postgraduate), St. understanding their nature, prevalence, and co-occurrence is essential for developing effective,
Anthony’s College, Shillong evidence-based mental health interventions within educational institutions. This study investigated
Meghalaya; India; > Department of anxiety, depression, and stress among college students in the Shillong Municipal and Cantonment
Education (Postgraduate), St. Block, Meghalaya, with two primary objectives: (1) to assess the levels of anxiety, depression, and
Anthony’s College, Shillong stress among college students; and (2) to examine the relationship between anxiety, depression, and
Meghalaya, India stress. A sample of 388 undergraduate students was selected and assessed using the Anxiety,

Depression, and Stress Scale (ADSS). Descriptive statistics and Pearson product-moment correlation
were used to analyze the data. Results showed that anxiety, depression, and stress were
predominantly at average levels, with depression showing no students in the extremely high or low
ranges. Anxiety, depression, and stress were found to be strongly and significantly positively
correlated with one another (r =.69 to .73, p <.0001), indicating that these three constructs function
: as an interconnected cluster of psychological distress rather than distinct experiences. The findings
Dr. Sharon Lalremruati Zadeng emphasize the requirement of integrated mental health interventions for anxiety, depression and
stress. The paper adds region-specific empirical evidence on student mental health relevant to
Meghalaya, and highlights the necessity of early multidisciplinary psychological intervention within
a support network in colleges.
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Mental health problems on college and university campuses have become a growing public health concern globally. The World
Health Organization defines health not merely as the absence of disease, but as a state of complete physical, mental, and social
well-being (Chandraiah, 2013). Among the most common mental health concerns affecting students are anxiety, depression, and
stress, conditions that, while distinct in their clinical presentation, frequently co-occur and compound one another, significantly
impacting students' emotional functioning, academic performance, and social participation (Kumaraswamy, 2013; Beiter et al.,
2015).

The transition to a tertiary institution represents a significant developmental life stage, coinciding with emerging adulthood (ages
18-25), a period characterized by identity exploration, instability, and self-focus (Arnett, 2000) that may heighten students'
susceptibility to psychological distress. Global data show a sharp rise in mental health disorders among college-age individuals
(American College Health Association, 2023; World Health Organization, 2022), with nearly 75% of all mental illnesses first
emerging by age 24 (Kessler et al., 2007). This vulnerability is often compounded by academic pressure, financial strain, and
unstable support systems (Pedrelli et al., 2015), and has been further intensified in recent years by global disruptions such as the
COVID-19 pandemic and accompanying economic and social instability (Son et al., 2020).

Anxiety, depression, and stress are frequently studied as separate constructs, yet they share overlapping symptomatology and are
theorized to interact with one another rather than operate in isolation. Anxiety is associated with heightened worry, apprehension,
and negative or distorted thinking patterns (Beck & Clark, 1997), commonly manifesting among students as academic concern,
social anxiety, or somatic symptoms such as insomnia and fatigue. Depression, characterized by persistent sadness, loss of
interest, and impaired concentration, can erode academic motivation and, in severe cases, contribute to suicidal ideation. Stress,
arising when perceived demands exceed an individual's coping resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), can become chronic and
physiologically damaging through prolonged allostatic load (McEwen, 1998), particularly when driven by sustained academic,
financial, or social pressures. Given their overlapping symptom profiles and shared antecedents, understanding how these three

Page | 237




Published by: Pather Dabi Educational Trust, (Regn No: 1V-1402-00064/2023), Under Govt. of West Bengal, India

constructs relate to one another, rather than examining each in isolation, is essential to developing effective, holistic interventions
for college student mental health.

Student mental health has received considerable scholarly attention in recent decades, yet region-specific empirical investigations
remain sparse, particularly in the East Khasi Hills district of Meghalaya where most colleges are concentrated. Existing studies
in this region have largely focused on prevalence, predictors, or coping strategies, leaving critical gaps in understanding how
anxiety, depression, and stress statistically relate to one another within this population.

The present study addresses this gap by examining anxiety, depression, and stress among college students in the Shillong
Municipal and Cantonment Block. Specifically, the study seeks to (1) determine the level of anxiety, depression, and stress
among college students; and (2) examine the relationship between anxiety, depression, and stress. By moving beyond a purely
descriptive account of prevalence to test both the interrelationship among these constructs, this study aims to provide empirically
grounded, regionally relevant evidence to inform the design of mental health interventions for college students in Meghalaya
and comparable settings.

Anxiety, depression, and stress are among the most prevalent psychological concerns affecting college students, and their co-
occurrence and mutual reinforcement within this population have emerged as a critical concern in student mental health research.
Early work by Sharma et al. (1983) established that cultural context and educational stage significantly moderate test anxiety,
with female students consistently reporting greater anxiety than males, a gender differential that has since been replicated with
remarkable consistency across diverse educational settings. Nunez-Pena et al. (2016), examining 168 university students, found
that female students reported significantly higher anxiety across test, trait, and math anxiety dimensions, though their academic
performance remained comparable to male students, a finding that complicates the assumption that anxiety necessarily translates
into performance deficits. Wani et al. (2016), using the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale, similarly reported that female students
experienced significantly higher anxiety, stress, and depression than their male counterparts, with the effect further modulated
by academic stream, as science students showed greater psychological distress than arts students.

The sources of anxiety among college students are multidimensional and structurally embedded. Rehman (2016) identified a
complex web of personal, familial, institutional, social, and political contributors to academic anxiety, arguing that it cannot be
understood without situating it within the broader socio-economic and structural realities of higher education. Siddiqui and
Rehman (2016) further demonstrated that academic anxiety intersects significantly with social category, intelligence, and study
habits , underscoring that anxiety is not merely an individual psychological phenomenon but is shaped by structural inequalities.
Diengdoh and Ali (2022) found that anxiety significantly predicted body image dissatisfaction among undergraduate students,
accounting for a meaningful portion of the variance in body image satisfaction and highlighting the embodied consequences of
anxiety that extend beyond academic functioning. Balamurugan et al. (2024), synthesizing findings from 31 studies spanning
over a decade, confirmed that anxiety ranks among the most prevalent mental health concerns among school-aged and adolescent
populations, reinforcing the imperative for early and targeted screening within educational institutions.

Depression in student populations has been documented across a wide range of severity levels, and its determinants are equally
diverse. Joseph (2011) reported a strikingly high prevalence of depression (79.2%) among pre-university students, with
Commerce students exhibiting higher levels than their Science counterparts , a stream-based differential that has been echoed in
subsequent research. Kaur et al. (2014), using the PHQ-9, found an overall depression prevalence of 16.5%, identifying academic
stream dissatisfaction and lack of perceived parental support as particularly potent contributors , pointing to the relational and
motivational dimensions of student depression beyond purely academic pressures. The severity distribution of depression
warrants particular attention: Deb et al. (2016) found that while 37.7% of university students experienced moderate depression,
13.1% reported severe and 2.4% extremely severe presentations, suggesting that a meaningful subset of students carry a clinically
significant burden that falls well beyond normative academic stress. Students with a positive perception of their academic
environment and healthier behavioural coping habits showed significantly lower depression, highlighting the protective role of
institutional climate and individual agency. Sawhney et al. (2020) further demonstrated that students with higher depressive
symptoms disproportionately resort to avoidant coping strategies, creating a self-reinforcing cycle in which depression
diminishes adaptive coping capacity, thereby sustaining or deepening distress over time.

The gender dimension of depression is less straightforward than that of anxiety. Khesht-Masjedi et al. (2017) found significant
gender differences in the symptomatic presentation of depression , with girls more likely to experience sadness and guilt while
boys manifested irritability and suicidal ideation , yet Karmakar and Behera (2017) found no significant gender differences in
depression levels among college students, though they identified a significant rural-urban divide, with rural students reporting
higher depression. This inconsistency suggests that gender interacts with contextual variables such as locality, social support,
and institutional environment, rather than independently determining depression levels. Diengdoh and Ali (2023) reported that
59.5% of college students in Shillong experienced some form of depression, with alcohol use, drug use, and gender together
explaining 21.7% of the variance , implicating behavioural and demographic factors as important moderators of depression in
this population. Pale and Kharbhih (2020), focusing on rural adolescents in West Jaintia Hills, found that while clinically severe
depression was present in a smaller proportion, widespread subclinical symptoms , including poor concentration, excessive
worrying, and emotional dysregulation , were prevalent, suggesting that the true burden of depression extends well beyond what
formal diagnostic thresholds capture.
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Academic stress has been conceptualized as arising from the perceived mismatch between environmental demands and an
individual's coping resources (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984), and its prevalence among students has been consistently
documented. Deb et al. (2015) found that 63.5% of high school students experienced academic stress, with 66% reporting
parental pressure as a significant driver , implicating the family system as a potent, often overlooked, source of stress beyond the
institution itself. The gender dimension of academic stress mirrors that observed in anxiety and depression: Kumar and Bhukar
(2013), Joshi (2013), and Graves et al. (2021) independently reported that female students experience higher levels of perceived
stress than males, with women more likely to employ emotion-focused coping strategies while male students tend toward more
problem-focused approaches , a gendered coping asymmetry with significant implications for intervention design. A particularly
important question in the stress literature concerns whether institutional type produces differential stress levels. Mishra (2017)
found no significant difference in stress levels between students from government and private colleges, concluding that common
academic and personal stressors transcend institutional boundaries , a finding replicated by Reddy and Lalitha (2021), who
observed comparable academic stress distributions across government and corporate colleges, suggesting that the sources of
stress are structurally embedded in the educational experience itself rather than being institution-specific. Barman et al. (2023)
reported a moderate level of academic stress (69.3%) among college students in Shillong, with stress highest among those in the
21-23 age group and among Bachelor of Arts students, adding an age and stream dimension to the stress landscape among
college-going youth.

A consistent and theoretically important finding across the literature is that anxiety, depression, and stress do not operate as
independent constructs but rather function as a cluster of interrelated and mutually reinforcing psychological experiences.
Kumaraswamy (2013) was among the earlier scholars to systematically argue this point, noting that a significant proportion of
college students experience these three conditions simultaneously and advocating for integrated rather than condition-specific
mental health support. Beiter et al. (2015), studying 374 undergraduates using the DASS-21, found that the same environmental
stressors , academic performance pressure and post-graduation uncertainty , simultaneously drove depression, anxiety, and stress,
suggesting shared etiological pathways rather than distinct causal chains. Teh et al. (2015) reported that 30.7% of undergraduate
students experienced depression, 55.5% anxiety, and 16.6% stress at moderate to severe levels, with significant associations
among all three , a pattern consistent with Mutalik et al. (2016), who found that anxiety levels were highest among undergraduate
students, followed by depression and then stress, with females experiencing significantly greater distress than males across all
three dimensions. Kumar et al. (2017) reported a particularly striking comorbidity figure , 57.65% of adolescents in their study
experienced both depression and anxiety simultaneously , reinforcing the argument that treating these constructs as clinically
separable in population-level screening and intervention may substantially underestimate the actual burden of psychological
distress. Nawaz Sarif and Vandana (2022) found that anxiety was the most prevalent concern among school students (65.9%),
followed by depression (45.97%) and stress (34.09%), with all three intensifying progressively across grade levels , suggesting
a developmental trajectory of accumulating psychological burden that, left unaddressed, carries into the college years. Nabarun
et al. (2021) confirmed this co-occurrence among professional students and additionally found that lifestyle factors such as
smoking and alcohol consumption were significantly associated with higher levels of all three constructs, implicating behavioural
dimensions in the anxiety-depression-stress nexus. Chandra and Misra (2024), using the DASS-42, noted particularly elevated
anxiety among female students and moderate depression and stress among Commerce students, and explicitly identified the
absence of research examining gender-based differences in these constructs within the East Khasi Hills District as a significant
empirical gap.

The present study adopted a descriptive survey research design. This design was selected because it enables the researcher to
collect accurate and measurable information from a large group of students, and is well suited for understanding opinions,
experiences, and behaviours within an educational setting. It is efficient, non-intrusive, and provides data that can help identify
trends and areas for improvement (Ramar, Shailaja, and Sivaram, 2017).

Population of the Study: The population of the present study comprised all government-aided and private college students
within the Shillong Municipal and Cantonment Block region. The total population consisted of 13,171 students, as presented in
Table 1.

Table 1
Population of the Study
Management Male Female Total
Private 536 717 1,253
Government-Aided 5,051 6,867 11,918
Total 5,587 7,584 13,171

Sample of the Study: To determine the sample size, Yamane's formula (1967) was applied with a 5% margin of error, yielding
arequired sample size of 388 students. A stratified random sampling technique was employed, with strata defined by institutional
management type and gender. The sample of the study is presented in Table 2.
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Table 2
Sample of the Study
Management Male Female Total
Private 95 86 181
Government-Aided 105 102 207
Total 200 188 388

Research Tool: The tool used for the present study was the Anxiety, Depression, and Stress Scale (ADSS), developed by
Bhatnagar, Singh, Pandey, Sandhya and Amitabh (2023). The scale comprises 48 items divided into three subscales: the Anxiety
subscale (19 items), the Depression subscale (15 items), and the Stress subscale (14 items). Each item was scored 1 if endorsed
"Yes" and 0 if endorsed "No," with higher scores indicating greater severity across each dimension.

Data Analysis: The data was analyzed using appropriate statistical techniques. Descriptive statistics, including frequency,
percentage, mean, and standard deviation, were used to determine the levels of anxiety, depression, and stress. Pearson's product-
moment correlation coefficient was employed to examine the relationship between the three variables. All inferential tests were
conducted at the 0.05 level of significance.

Objective 1: Level of Anxiety, Depression, and Stress among College Students

The frequency distribution of anxiety, depression, and stress scores among the 388 college students is presented in Table 3. The
levels were classified according to the norms provided in the ADSS manual. An examination of the data reveals that the majority
of students fall within the average and below-average levels across all three psychological dimensions, with no alarming
concentration at the extreme ends of the distribution.

Table 3
Level of Anxiety, Depression, and Stress among College Students

Level Anxiety % Depression % Stress %
Extremely High 0.52% 0.00% 0.00%
High 4.64% 3.61% 3.09%
Above Average 13.92% 11.60% 17.53%
Average 47.94% 45.36% 36.86%
Below Average 28.35% 39.43% 20.10%
Low 4.64% 0.00% 22.42%
Total 100% 100% 100%

With respect to anxiety, the largest proportion of students (47.94%) fall within the average level, followed by 28.35% in the
below-average category. A combined 19.08% of students fall within the above-average and high levels, while only 0.52% of the
sample recorded extremely high anxiety scores. A small but notable percentage (4.64%) recorded low anxiety. The mean score
of 5.84 (SD = 3.84), with a range of 0 to 17, falls within the average grade as per the ADSS norms, indicating that the overall
level of anxiety among the college students is average. This finding is broadly consistent with Kumari and Jain (2014), who
observed that college students experience varying levels of examination stress and anxiety, with many clustering around
moderate levels, and with Mutalik et al. (2016), who similarly reported that anxiety levels among undergraduate students, while
prevalent, were not concentrated at the extreme ends of the distribution.

With regard to depression, the majority of students (45.36%) fall within the average level, with a substantial 39.43% concentrated
in the below-average range. Approximately 15.21% of students fall within the above-average and high categories combined,
while no student recorded a score at the extremely high or low levels. The mean score of 4.35 (SD = 3.53), with a range of 0 to
14, falls within the average grade, suggesting that the overall level of depression among the sampled college students is average,
though the considerable proportion in the below-average range reflects a relatively subdued affective profile within this
population. This is in partial agreement with Kaur et al. (2014), who found an overall depression prevalence of 16.5% among
college students, and with Deb et al. (2016), who reported that while moderate depression was common, extreme or severe
depression affected a relatively smaller proportion of students. The finding also aligns with the broader pattern identified by
Sawhney et al. (2020), who noted that depressive symptoms among university students frequently remain undetected due to their
overlap with normative academic stressors.

Concerning stress, the distribution is comparatively more dispersed than the other two constructs. While the largest proportion
of students (36.86%) falls within the average level, a notably high percentage (22.42%) falls in the low category, and 17.53%
fall within the above-average range. A smaller proportion recorded high stress (3.09%), and no student fell within the extremely
high category. The mean score of 5.50 (SD = 3.30), with a range of 0 to 13, falls within the average grade, indicating that the
overall level of stress among the college students is average. However, the wider spread of scores and a comparatively higher
above-average proportion suggest greater variability in how students experience and respond to stress relative to anxiety and
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depression. This pattern is consistent with Barman et al. (2023), who reported a moderate level of academic stress among college
students in Shillong, Meghalaya, and with Reddy et al. (2018), who noted that academic stress among students is influenced by
a combination of internal and external pressures that vary widely across individuals.

Taken together, the findings indicate that the overall levels of anxiety, depression, and stress among the sampled college students
are average, with a considerable proportion also falling within the below-average range across all three dimensions. These results
suggest that while psychological distress is present within the student population, extreme or clinically significant levels remain
relatively uncommon. Nevertheless, the proportion of students falling within the above-average and high categories , particularly
for anxiety and stress , warrants careful attention from educators, counsellors, and institutional administrators. Even moderate
and sustained levels of psychological distress, if left unaddressed, have been consistently documented to interfere with academic
functioning, cognitive performance, and overall well-being (Bhujade, 2017; Kumar et al., 2017). These findings, therefore,
highlight the need for proactive and early mental health support mechanisms within collegiate settings. It should be noted that
the Anxiety, Depression, and Stress subscales differ in item count (19, 15, and 14 items respectively); therefore, comparisons
across constructs are based on normed severity levels rather than raw mean scores.

Objective 2: Relationship between Anxiety, Depression, and Stress among College Students.

To examine the relationship between anxiety, depression, and stress among the 388 college students, Pearson's product-moment
correlation coefficient was computed for each variable pair. The null hypothesis stating that there is no significant relationship
between anxiety, depression, and stress among college students was tested at the 0.05 level of significance. The results of the
correlation analysis are presented in Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4
Pearson Correlation Matrix of Anxiety, Depression, and Stress

Variable Anxiety Depression Stress
Anxiety 1 0.693 0.711
Depression 0.693 1 0.731
Stress 0.711 0.731 1

Table 5

Significance Test for Pearson Correlation Coefficients

Pair r t-value df p-value Result
Anxiety — Depression 0.693 18.884 386 <.0001 Significant
Anxiety — Stress 0.711 19.883 386 <.0001 Significant
Depression — Stress 0.731 21.039 386 <.0001 Significant

Note. Significant at 0.05 level

The findings reveal a statistically significant positive relationship across all three variable pairs, leading to the rejection of the
null hypothesis in each case.

The correlation between anxiety and depression yielded an » value of 0.693 (¢ = 18.884, df =386, p <.0001), indicating a strong
positive relationship between the two variables. This suggests that college students who report higher levels of anxiety are also
more likely to experience elevated levels of depression, and vice versa. This finding is consistent with Kumar et al. (2017), who
reported a notable comorbidity between depression and anxiety among adolescents, with 57.65% of students in their study
experiencing both simultaneously, and with Teh et al. (2015), who found significant associations between anxiety and depression
among undergraduate students, emphasizing the compounding psychological burden they collectively impose.

The correlation between anxiety and stress produced an 7 value of 0.711 (¢ = 19.883, df = 386, p < .0001), reflecting a strong
positive relationship. This finding indicates that as the level of anxiety increases among college students, their experience of
stress tends to increase correspondingly, pointing to a closely intertwined psychological dynamic between these two constructs.
This is in agreement with Wani et al. (2016), who found that both gender and academic faculty significantly influenced stress
and anxiety levels together, suggesting that the two constructs share common antecedents, and with Beiter et al. (2015), who
identified academic performance pressure and concerns about the future as top stressors that simultaneously drive both anxiety
and stress among undergraduate students.

The correlation between depression and stress yielded the strongest association among the three pairs, with an » value of 0.731
(z=21.039, df = 386, p < .0001), indicating a strong positive relationship. This result suggests that depression and stress are the
most closely related among the three psychological dimensions examined, implying that students experiencing heightened
depressive symptoms are particularly likely to also report elevated stress levels. This finding corroborates Banani et al. (2024),
who reported significant negative relationships between well-being and both stress and depression, suggesting that these two
constructs operate in close tandem among college-going populations. It is further supported by Nawaz Sarif and Vandana (2022),
who found high co-prevalence of stress and depression among school students, with both variables intensifying alongside each
other as students advanced through academic grades.

Taken together, all three correlation coefficients exceeded the threshold of .50, classifying them as strong in magnitude according
to Cohen's (1988) interpretive benchmarks. The uniformly high and statistically significant correlations among anxiety,
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depression, and stress suggest that these psychological constructs do not operate in isolation among college students but rather
tend to co-occur and were strongly associated. This pattern of interconnectedness is consistent with the broader literature
(Kumaraswamy, 2013; Singh and Bhatnagar, 2016; Rehman, 2016), which consistently highlights the clustered and
compounding nature of psychological distress among college and university students. The null hypothesis stating that there is no
significant relationship between anxiety, depression, and stress among college students is therefore rejected. These findings have
important implications for mental health intervention, as addressing one dimension in isolation may be insufficient. A holistic
and integrated approach to psychological support , one that simultaneously targets anxiety, depression, and stress , is therefore
strongly warranted within collegiate mental health frameworks.

The present study examined the levels of anxiety, depression, and stress among college students in the Shillong Municipal and
Cantonment Block, East Khasi Hills District, Meghalaya, and explored their interrelationships. The findings reveal that the
overall levels of anxiety, depression, and stress among the sampled college students are average, with a notable proportion also
falling within the below-average range across all three dimensions. While clinically severe levels of psychological distress were
uncommon in the sample, the presence of above-average and high levels across all three constructs, particularly for anxiety and
stress, emphasizes the importance of proactive mental health engagement within collegiate institutions.

The study established strong, statistically significant positive correlations among anxiety, depression, and stress, confirming that
these constructs do not function as discrete experiences among college students but rather operate as an interconnected cluster
of psychological distress. The strongest association was observed between depression and stress, followed closely by anxiety
and stress, and anxiety and depression. This pattern of co-occurrence suggests that interventions targeting only one psychological
dimension are unlikely to be sufficient. A holistic, integrated approach that simultancously addresses all three constructs is
essential for meaningful and lasting mental health support.

Taken together, the findings of this study contribute region-specific empirical evidence on student mental health in Meghalaya;
aregion that remains significantly underrepresented in the broader literature on college student psychological well-being in India.
The results emphasize the urgent need for institutionalized, early, and integrated mental health screening and intervention
programs in colleges across the East Khasi Hills District, implemented in collaboration with trained counsellors, faculty mentors,
and mental health professionals.

Based on the findings of the present investigation, the following implications are drawn for educational policy, institutional

practice, and mental health support within collegiate settings:

1. Since the overall levels of anxiety, depression, and stress among college students fall within the average range, with a
sizeable proportion reaching above-average and high levels, colleges must proactively establish structured mental health
screening programs at the point of student enrolment. Early identification of at-risk students can facilitate timely referral
and intervention before distress escalates to clinically significant levels.

2. The strong interrelationship observed among anxiety, depression, and stress highlights the inadequacy of addressing these
constructs in isolation. Colleges and universities should therefore develop integrated psychological support services , such
as counselling centers equipped to address the full spectrum of emotional distress , rather than implementing fragmented or
condition-specific interventions.

3. Faculty members and academic staff play a pivotal role in the early recognition of psychological distress. Regular
sensitization workshops and training programs for educators on identifying signs of anxiety, depression, and stress among
students are strongly recommended, enabling them to serve as a first line of support and appropriate referral.

4. Educational policymakers and institutional administrators must advocate for the establishment of college-based counselling
cells staffed by qualified mental health professionals. This is essential not only for supporting currently distressed students
but for fostering a broader culture of mental health awareness and help-seeking behaviour within the student community.
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