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Abstract
In this study, depression/anxiety and academic distress were investigated among 
graduate students in Turkey. The study sample comprised 459 graduate students 
who voluntarily completed an online survey (294 women, 64%). Independent t-tests 
and multivariate analyses were performed to examine group differences. The results 
confirmed that depression/anxiety and academic distress scores varied according to 
sociodemographic variables. Whereas depression/anxiety and academic distress did 
not show significant differences in terms of gender and place of residence, students 
who had previously sought psychological help had higher levels of depression/anxi-
ety and academic distress. Younger age, being a master’s student, and being sin-
gle increased the risk of having higher levels of depression/anxiety and academic 
distress. University counseling centers may benefit from these findings in efforts to 
identify graduate students at risk and apply appropriate prevention and intervention 
strategies.

Keywords Mental health · Graduate students · Depression · Anxiety · Academic 
distress

Introduction

The depiction of mental health problems among graduate students is challenging 
due to the lack of research on their mental health and limited research samples 
particularly involving graduate student populations (Garcia-Williams et  al., 2014). 
However, graduate students suffering from significant psychological problems iden-
tified an increasing demand for help and support from the mental health services 
(Evans et  al., 2018). Academic distress (Bork & Mondisa, 2019; Charles et  al., 
2022; Cheng et  al., 2020), depression (Beiter et  al., 2015; Bolotnyy et  al., 2022; 
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Jones-White et al., 2022; Levecque et al., 2017; Rummell & Joyce, 2010; Satinsky 
et  al., 2021), and substance use (Allen et  al., 2020; Satinsky et  al., 2021) are the 
most common mental health problems among graduate students. Evans et al. (2018) 
found that depression and anxiety were experienced among graduate students at 
rates six times higher than those of the general population. These problems do not 
only represent significant mental health issues; they also impact students and univer-
sities in many areas including student health and wellbeing, safety, academic perfor-
mance, and productivity (Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013).

Previous studies indicated that graduate students are at risk of various mental 
health problems, and a variety of factors including academic responsibilities, finan-
cial issues, stress, and isolation contribute to the development of these problems 
(Casey et  al., 2022; Park et  al., 2021). Upon graduation from university, students 
will face many challenges that may be overwhelming, and addressing these changes 
may be psychologically troublesome and play a significant role in their well-being 
(Cage et al., 2021). First, graduate students are more likely to be isolated from cam-
pus life and the community, remaining more limited to the circles of their graduate 
programs and professors for research and other opportunities (Boyle & McKinzie, 
2021). Heavy demands of graduate programs such as coursework, publishing, and 
teaching can produce high levels of stress among graduate students (Charles et al., 
2022). As a result, they may experience unpredictable durations of study, financial 
problems, academic hardships, and an inclination to drop out of programs (Satinsky 
et al., 2021; Woolston, 2018). Overall, graduate students are more likely to experi-
ence anxiety and depression compared to the general public (Becerra et al., 2021; Di 
Pierro, 2017). In one study, graduate students recognized that their well-being wors-
ened over the course of their graduate work (Bernstein et al., 2021). Furthermore, 
graduate students appeared to be at high risk of suicidal thoughts and behaviors; 
according to various studies, an estimated 15% of graduate students have a lifetime 
history of serious suicidal ideation or self-harm, while 7.3% have a history of sui-
cide attempts in the past 2 weeks (Becerra et al., 2021; Bernstein et al., 2021; Drum 
et al., 2009; Garcia-Williams et al., 2014). Similarly, Charles et al. (2022) indicated 
that over a third of students sought help for either anxiety or depression during grad-
uate training. However, while trying to balance academic and professional demands 
on top of family and career responsibilities, these students may ignore their mental 
health (Allen et al., 2021). Longfield et al. (2006) indicated that the intense sched-
ules associated with graduate school affected their participants’ relationships with 
friends and significant others. Participants identified difficulty scheduling time to 
spend socially and often had to plan social events far in advance. Casey et al. (2022) 
indicated that graduate students limit their enjoyable professional development 
opportunities or hobbies outside of their research because of their various respon-
sibilities and workload in the program. In other words, graduate students’ academic 
responsibilities may be an obstacle to satisfying social relationships, and the lack 
of social relationships in turn may further increase the possibility of psychologi-
cal problems. The determinants of mental health include physical and psychologi-
cal characteristics as well as interpersonal and social environments (Arria et  al., 
2013). Good mental health entails not only the nonexistence of disease or disor-
der; it also includes self-respect, mastership, and the skill of maintaining meaningful 
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relationships with others (Turner & Brown, 2010). Finally, many graduate students 
face interpersonal struggles such as self-efficacy in reaching significant positions 
in society (Panger et al., 2014) and living in a constantly competitive environment 
(Okoro et al., 2022; Rummell, 2015), which might also be risk factors for students’ 
well-being. The effects of competitive environments between individuals, which 
arise due to economic and social variables, are clearly seen not only in business life 
but also in educational life, and especially among postgraduate students. Graduate 
students generally think seriously, work independently, and take on heavy teaching 
responsibilities together with their academic studies, which can cause high levels 
of stress, anxiety, social isolation, and self-doubt (Allen et al., 2021). Thus, mental 
health in early adulthood is linked to social commitment, academic performance and 
maintenance, and future economic productivity (Arria et al., 2013). In sum, the per-
sonal and professional resources in graduate students’ living conditions, education, 
income, employment, access to social resources, social support, and personal com-
petencies (Lipson et al., 2016) can all be risk factors or protective factors for their 
well-being.

Mental health and stress can affect graduate and undergraduate students differ-
ently (Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013). Graduate students’ stress levels may be higher and 
more complex than those of undergraduate students. According to Wyatt & Oswalt 
(2013), stress levels were found to be higher among graduate students than under-
graduate students in the last 12  months, and 74% of graduate students were very 
likely to seek mental health care in the future compared to 65% of undergraduate 
students. Levecque et al. (2017) found that psychiatric problems were more common 
among doctoral students than in the general population with a bachelor’s degree. 
Drum et al. (2009) explored suicidal thoughts in their research, noting that, despite 
the high rate of undergraduates who seriously consider suicide attempts, graduate 
students also think of suicide. Specifically, Drum et  al. (2009) stated that 49% of 
those seeking psychological counseling help were graduate students while 44% were 
undergraduate students, and 19% of undergraduate and 21% of graduate students 
received help. Evans et al. (2018) found that graduate students experienced depres-
sion and anxiety at rates six times higher than those seen in the general population. 
Not only do graduate students experience more serious mental health problems than 
undergraduate students, but there are also significant differences among graduate 
students by discipline due to discipline-relevant risk factors. Graduate students in 
arts and humanities are particularly at risk for various mental health problems (Allen 
et  al., 2020; Chirikov et  al., 2020; Hyun et  al., 2006). Business students reported 
higher rates of stress-related problems than medical school students (Dahlin et al., 
2011). A significant percentage of psychology graduate students reported severe 
symptoms of anxiety, moderate to severe depression, and suicidal intent (Hobaica 
et al., 2021). Compared to other graduate students, doctoral students in economics 
experienced lower rates of anxiety and depression symptoms (Bolotnyy et al., 2022). 
Allen et al. (2021) indicated that professional doctoral students (i.e., MD, JD, etc.) 
experienced higher stress levels and moderate or severe anxiety symptoms than aca-
demic doctoral students. Similarly, research doctoral students experienced higher 
rates of major depressive disorder and generalized anxiety disorder compared to stu-
dents in other types of graduate and professional programs (Chirikov et al., 2020). 
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Overall, these results present the severity of mental health problems among graduate 
students.

Mental health problems among both undergraduate and graduate students vary 
according to sociodemographic factors such as gender, age, race, employment 
status, relationship status, level of education, faculty, and history of seeking psy-
chological help. Other individual features such as life satisfaction, social support 
from academic advisors and family, career expectations, and physical health also 
have impacts on their mental health and overall well-being (Panger et  al., 2014). 
Research findings indicated that female students have higher levels of depression 
(Bolotnyy et al., 2022; Deng et al., 2021; Eisenberg et al., 2013), emotional distress 
(Hyun et  al., 2006), and anxiety (Barton & Bulmer, 2017; Bolotnyy et  al., 2022; 
Deng et  al., 2021) than male students. Similarly, international students and mem-
bers of minority groups are at higher risk of developing psychological problems 
compared to non-international and non-minority students (Eisenberg et  al., 2013; 
Hobaica et al., 2021). While depression was common among international students, 
one study found rates of anxiety to be higher among US citizens (Barton & Bul-
mer, 2017). Being a doctoral student also increased the risk of developing a mental 
health problem, and undergraduate and master’s students were less likely to develop 
severe problems than doctoral students (Chirikov et  al., 2020; Guo et  al., 2021; 
Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013). Students with previous history of seeking psychological 
help (Zivin et al., 2009), those of lower socioeconomic status (Chirikov et al., 2020; 
Hefner & Eisenberg, 2009), and those who were single (Barton & Bulmer, 2017) 
were reported to be more vulnerable to developing psychological problems. Overall, 
research findings supported the idea that students’ sociodemographic characteristics 
might increase their possibility of developing psychological symptoms; however, 
further research is needed to replicate previous findings with different samples.

In the present study, we aimed to investigate mental health problems among 
graduate students in Turkey, comparing the prevalence of mental health prob-
lems in terms of gender, age, place of residence, level of education, relationship 
status, employment status, and history of seeking psychological help. Although 
there has been increasing research on graduate students’ well-being, the major-
ity of the studies to date were conducted in European and North American coun-
tries. Comprehensive research reviews (Satinsky et al., 2021) and meta-analyses 
(Guo et al., 2021) provided solid evidence that graduate students’ well-being has 
not been examined globally. Conducting such research in developing countries 
where graduate students have more limited resources, support, and freedom may 
generate valuable and significant results. Furthermore, graduate students’ mental 
health problems have become an important concern, but more research is still 
needed to describe the prevalence of mental health problems among this popula-
tion (Jones-White et al., 2022). For instance, undergraduate students’ well-being 
(Parvizi & veÖzabacı, 2022), mental health problems (Doğan, 2018), and help-
seeking behaviors (Doğan, 2012; Topkaya et al., 2020) were the subject of many 
studies in Turkey, yet few studies examined these topics with graduate students. 
Unfortunately, these studies seem to be rather general and descriptive; includ-
ing problems such as academic, social, and economic (Balı & Dönmez, 2018; 
Karadağ & Özdemir, 2017; Özmen & Güç, 2013). A larger body of literature 
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on the mental health problems of graduate students will provide valuable infor-
mation for planning and implementing the necessary psychological services 
through university counseling services.

We are looking for answers to the following research questions:

1. Do graduate students’ depression/anxiety levels significantly differ in terms of 
gender, age, place of residence, level of education, relationship status, employ-
ment status, and history of seeking psychological help?

2. Do graduate students’ academic distress levels significantly differ in terms of 
gender, age, place of residence, level of education, relationship status, employ-
ment status, and history of seeking psychological help?

Method

Participants and Procedures

The research participants consisted of 459 graduate students (294 women, 64%) 
from various universities in Turkey (see Table  1). Only two students defined 
themselves as LGBTQ + . In terms of the level of education, 264 were master’s 
students, 125 were doctoral students, and 70 were medical science graduate stu-
dents. Regarding the fields of study, 122 were studying medical sciences, 33 
natural sciences, and 304 social sciences. While master’s and doctoral students 
were studying in various fields such as education, engineering, psychology, lit-
erature, and business, medical science graduates (doctors, dentists) were doing 
their residency during the data collection process. Most of the medical gradu-
ate students were doctors. The majority of the students (70%) lived in the same 
city where their universities were located, while the rest of the students lived 
in a city other than that of their institution. While 29% of the participants were 
working as graduate assistants for the same institution, 29% were working in 
government institutions, 17% were employed in the private sector, and 25% were 
unemployed at the time of data collection. Approximately, a quarter of the par-
ticipants were married, 38% were not in a relationship, and 37% were in a rela-
tionship. In terms of ethnic diversity, 90% of the sample was Turkish and the 
rest consisted of other ethnic backgrounds.

Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional 
Review Board of (masked for blind review) University (29/09/2020-E.28915). 
Upon the approval of the ethical committee, the online survey was sent to the 
graduate institutions to share with their students. A couple of large-scale uni-
versities were chosen in this regard, and the form was shared. The online survey 
was also distributed on social media accounts. Participation in the study was 
voluntary, and data collection was performed through an online survey. The par-
ticipants read an online consent form, agreeing or refusing to participate, prior 
to the survey. The convenience sampling method was used for this research.
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Instrument

Counseling Center Assessment of Psychological Symptoms (CCAPS)

The Counseling Center Assessment of Psychological Symptoms (CCAPS) is a 
multidimensional scale developed by Locke et  al. (2011) to assess psychologi-
cal symptoms among university students during intake, ongoing, and termination 

Table 1  Demographic characteristics of the sample and descriptive statistics

N = 459

Variables n % Depression/anxiety Academic 
distress

Mean SD Mean SD

Gender
  Female 294 64.1 43.7 12.5 16.53 3.22
  Male 165 35.9 42.44 13.2 16.03 2.92

Age
  20–24 75 16.3 46.54 14.02 17.39 3.08
  25–29 216 47.1 44 12.95 16.24 3.11
  30 + 168 36.6 40.82 11.46 16.03 3.07

Level of education
  Master’s 264 57.5 44.33 12.69 16.77 2.98
  PhD 125 27.2 43.21 13.14 16.34 3.23
  Medical expertise 70 15.3 39.26 11.57 14.81 2.99

Faculty
  Social Sciences 304 66.2 44.72 12.91 16.8 3.06
  Natural Sciences 33 7.2 42.17 12.2 16.03 3.12
  Medical Sciences 122 26.6 39.89 11.9 15.31 3.04

Employment status
  Graduate assistantship 132 28.8 40.73 11.91 15.76 3.24
  Government institution 133 29.0 41.49 12.29 16.14 2.97
  Private sector 80 17.4 44.7 13.8 16.76 3.18
  Unemployed 114 24.8 47.2 12.5 17 2.97

Place of residence
  The same city with the university 314 68.4 42.98 12.81 16.23 3.14
  Different city 145 31.6 43.84 12.63 16.61 3.08

Relationship status
  Have a relationship 117 25.5 42.23 12.1 16.63 3.17
  Married 170 37.0 40.77 12.09 15.86 3.02
  Single 172 37.5 46.4 13.22 16.66 3.14

History of psychological help
  Yes 127 27.7 46.27 12.51 16.93 3.18
  No 332 72.3 42.1 12.67 16.13 3.07
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appointments. The CCAPS can also be used to assess general mental health prob-
lems among university students. In the original instrument, there are 62 items scored 
on a 5‐point Likert-type scale from 0 (not at all like me) to 4 (extremely like me) 
and eight subscales: depression, generalized anxiety, social anxiety, eating concerns, 
hostility, family distress, academic distress, and substance use. The factor structure 
of the scale has been tested with various samples in the USA (Ghosh et al., 2022; 
Locke et al., 2011, 2012; McAleavey et al., 2012; Nordberg et al., 2018; Youn et al., 
2015) and in other cultures as well (Börkan & Ünverdi, 2023; Horita et al., 2020; 
Pau et al., 2017; Ratanasiripong et al., 2015), and these studies supported the factor 
structure of the scale as well as its validity and reliability. The Turkish adaptation 
of the scale was completed by Börkan and Ünverdi (2023), and the factor structure 
of the scale was confirmed in the same study. The depression and anxiety subscales 
were combined into a single subscale, and a fear subscale was also added. Academic 
distress can be defined as the students’ reactions (bodily, emotional, psychological, 
etc.) to academic demands that exceed their potential.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed with IBM SPSS Statistics (IBM, 2019). Descriptive sta-
tistics, correlation analysis, independent samples t-tests, and one-way multivariate 
analyses (MANCOVA) were applied for the data analysis. Multivariate analysis of 
covariance is used to test the significance of dependent variable(s) on two or more 
correlated dependent variables while controlling covariates. Compared to univari-
ate tests, the intercorrelations among dependent variables are considered and ana-
lyzed simultaneously in multivariate models (Ho, 2006). The correlation coefficient 
among the dependent variables in this study and past research showed that depres-
sion, anxiety, and academic distress are correlated; thus, these variables should be 
examined simultaneously. First, descriptive statistics were examined, and the skew-
ness and kurtosis values in Table 2 show that the assumption of normality was satis-
fied. Next, missing value analysis was performed, and the missing data seemed to be 
completely random (χ2 (1377) = 1416.64, p = 0.223). Thus, the expectation–maximi-
zation method was applied to replace the missing data. Finally, independent sample 
t-tests and one-way multivariate analyses were performed to examine whether the 
depression and distress levels of the participating graduate students varied accord-
ing to demographic variables of gender, age, employment status, level of education, 
relationship status, and history of seeking psychological help. Assumptions for inde-
pendent t-tests (normality, equality of variances) and one-way MANCOVA (nor-
mality, equality of variances, independence of covariance matrices) were satisfied. 

Table 2  Correlations among 
variables

* p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Variables M SD Skewness Kurtosis

Depression/anxiety 43.25 12.75 .6 -.32 -
Academic distress 16.35 3.12 .04 -.69 .49**
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Bonferroni correction was adjusted for each multivariate analysis. Age, the place of 
residence, and previous psychological help were used as covariates.

Results

Demographic characteristics of the research participants are presented in Table 1. 
Mean values for depression/anxiety and academic distress in relation to sociodemo-
graphic variables are also displayed. While the mean scores for depression/anxiety 
and academic distress were almost the same across genders and residence statuses, 
mean scores varied in terms of age, level of education, faculty, employment status, 
relationship status, and history of seeking psychological help. Differences between 
these mean values were analyzed by independent t-tests and one-way MANCOVA 
except for the type of faculty due to larger unequal sample sizes.

Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of the variables are 
presented in Table  2. The skewness and kurtosis values of depression/anxiety 
(M = 43.25, SD = 12.75) and academic distress (M = 16.35, SD = 3.12) showed that 
both variables had a normal distribution. There was a moderate positive correlation 
(r = 0.49, p < 0.001) between depression/anxiety and academic distress.

Independent t-tests were performed to examine whether there were group dif-
ferences in terms of mean scores for depression/anxiety and academic distress (see 
Table 3). Analyses showed that depression/anxiety scores did not vary in terms 
of gender, t(457) = 1.02, p = 0.310, with small effect size (d = 0.099) or residence 
status, t(457) =  − 0.68, p = 0.498, with small effect size (d = 0.068). However, stu-
dents who had sought help in the past had higher levels of depression/anxiety, 
t(457) = 3.17, p = 0.002, with small effect size (d = 0.33). Similarly, academic dis-
tress scores did not change with regard to gender, t(457) = 1.71, p = 0.089, with 
small effect size (d = 0.162), and place of residence, t(457) =  − 1.19, p = 0.235, 
with small effect size (d = 0.119). On the other hand, students with a history of 

Table 3  Independent t-test results of depression/anxiety and academic distress

Variables X SS t p Cohen’s d

Depression/anxiety Gender Female 43.7 12.5 1.016 .31 . 099
Male 42.44 13.2

Place of residence The same city 42.98 12.81  − .678 .498 .068
Different city 43.84 12.63

History of psychologi-
cal help

Yes 46.27 12.51 3.17 .002 .33
No 42.1 12.67

Academic distress Gender Female 16.53 3.22 1.71 .089 .162
Male 16.03 2.92

Place of residence The same city 16.23 3.14  − 1.19 .235 .119
Different city 16.61 3.08

History of psychologi-
cal help

Yes 16.93 3.18 2.48 .014 .259
No 16.13 3.07
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seeking psychological help had higher levels of academic distress than students 
who did not have such a history, t(457) = 2.48, p = 0.014, with small effect size 
(d = 0.259).

The depression/anxiety and academic distress scores of the graduate students 
showed statistically significant differences among groups according to the results 
of multivariate analyses (see Table 4). First, there was a statistically significant 
difference based on the age of the students (Pillai’s trace = 0.002, F(2, 454) = 4.36, 
p = 0.01, η2 = 0.019). One-way univariate tests showed that age had a statisti-
cally significant effect on both depression/anxiety (F(2, 455) = 5.95, p = 0.003, 
η2 = 0.025) and academic distress (F(2, 455) = 5.32, p = 0.005, η2 = 0.023). Post 
hoc analysis showed that graduate students older than 30 years had lower depres-
sion/anxiety scores than the youngest age group (p = 0.003). Similarly, graduate 
students in the youngest age group had higher academic distress scores than stu-
dents aged between 25 and 29 (p = 0.005) and students older than 30  years old 
(p = 0.014). Second, there was not a statistically significant difference based on 
the employment status of the students (Pillai’s trace = 0.025, F(3, 451) = 1.93, 
p = 0.073, η2 = 0.013).

Third, there was a statistically significant difference based on the level of 
education of the students (Pillai’s trace = 0.045, F(2, 452) = 5.19, p < 0.001, 
η2 = 0.022). One-way univariate tests showed that level of education had a statisti-
cally significant effect on scores for both depression/anxiety (F(2, 453) = 4.13, 
p = 0.017, η2 = 0.018) and academic distress (F(2, 453) = 9.87, p < 0.001, 
η2 = 0.042). Post hoc analyses showed that students pursuing a medical sciences 
degree had lower depression/anxiety scores than those pursuing a master’s degree 
(p = 0.036) and doctoral (p = 0.019) students, and also had lower academic dis-
tress scores than master’s (p < 0.001) and doctoral (p = 0.001) students. Finally, 
there was a statistically significant difference based on the relationship status of 
the students (Pillai’s trace = 0.028, F(2, 452) = 3.23, p = 0.012, η2 = 0.014). One-
way univariate tests showed that relationship status had a statistically significant 
effect on depression/anxiety scores (F(2, 453) = 5.42, p = 0.005, η2 = 0.023), but 
not on academic distress scores (F(2, 453) = 0.88, p = 0.414, η2 = 0.004). Students 
who were not involved in romantic relationships (p = 0.014) and otherwise in a 
romantic relationship (p = 0.024) had higher depression/anxiety scores than mar-
ried students.

Table 4  One-way MANCOVA 
results for depression/anxiety 
and academic distress

* p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Variable F p η2

Age Depression/anxiety 5.95 .003** .025
Academic distress 5.32 .005** .023

Level of education Depression/anxiety 4.13 .017* .018
Academic distress 9.87 .000*** .042

Relationship status Depression/anxiety 5.42 .005** .023
Academic distress .88 .41 .004
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Discussion

This study was designed to investigate depression/anxiety and academic distress 
among graduate students in Turkey by comparing the prevalence of depression/
anxiety and academic distress in terms of selected sociodemographic variables. 
Significant differences were observed among the considered groups. While 
depression/anxiety and academic distress did not show significant differences in 
terms of gender or place of residence, students who had previously sought psy-
chological support had higher levels of depression/anxiety and academic distress. 
Students older than 30 had lower depression/anxiety and academic distress scores 
than younger students. No significant differences were observed between unem-
ployed students and students holding graduate assistantships or working for the 
government in terms of depression/anxiety and academic distress. Being single 
also increased the risk of having a higher depression/anxiety score, but not a 
higher academic distress score.

This research indicated that there was no significant difference between male 
and female graduate students in terms of their depression/anxiety and academic 
distress scores. Although there are inconsistent findings in the literature on 
whether or not female students are more likely to experience depression and anxi-
ety than male students, studies generally support the conclusion that being female 
is associated with having higher levels of depression (Chirikov et al., 2020; Evans 
et  al., 2018) and anxiety (Barton & Bulmer, 2017; Bolotnyy et  al., 2022; Wil-
dey et al., 2022). There might be a few reasons for our failure to detect signifi-
cant gender differences. First, this result could be attributed to the sample, which 
might not be a good representative of the population. Second, the data collection 
process was conducted during the pandemic and we hypothesized that a dramatic 
increase in depression and anxiety during the pandemic (Bueno-Notivol et  al., 
2021; Pieh et al., 2020) might have caused similar rates of anxiety and depression 
between men and women. However, a few studies found that being female dur-
ing the pandemic was associated with increased levels of depression and anxiety 
(Hou et  al., 2020; Özdin & Bayrak-Özdin, 2020). Another reason could be the 
diversity of the sample in terms of age, employment status, and field of educa-
tion, which may have decreased the likelihood of gender differences. These fac-
tors could account for the lack of gender differences regarding academic distress, 
as well. Contrary to our findings, a few studies conducted with North American 
samples showed that female students are more likely to experience academic dis-
tress than male students (Dahlin et al., 2011; Dyrbye et al., 2006; Zakeri et al., 
2021).

Our results also indicated that graduate students’ depression/anxiety and aca-
demic distress levels did not differ according to their place of residence. We 
expected that commuting during graduate school might have indirectly had an 
impact on participants’ well-being by requiring them to devote more time to 
transportation and less time to their families. In that case, it should be more 
likely for students to feel academic distress rather than depression/anxiety, yet 
there was no significant difference here in terms of place of residence. On the 
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contrary, similar to the results of previous studies (Eisenberg et al., 2011; Zivin 
et al., 2009), we found that a history of seeking psychological help was associ-
ated with depression/anxiety and academic distress. Zivin et al. (2009) reported 
that approximately 60% of university students with mental health problems suf-
fered from a mental health problem over two years later. Similarly, Eisenberg 
et  al. (2011) conducted a study with university students who had eating disor-
ders, and 20% of the students diagnosed with eating disorders had sought mental 
health treatment in the last year. They also found that almost 50% of students 
with a diagnosed eating disorder still had a positive diagnosis after 2 years. These 
results indicate that mental health problems may be persistent among university 
students even if they sought help in the past. Our study supports these previous 
findings by demonstrating that graduate students with a history of treatment were 
more likely to have higher levels of depression/anxiety and academic distress.

Multivariate analyses showed that students who were in their twenties, studying 
at the master’s level, and without a romantic relationship were more likely to be dis-
tressed and depressed. These results are in line with previous research demonstrat-
ing that graduate students’ well-being may vary with regard to sociodemographic 
variables. Younger students, who were more likely to be master’s students, had 
slightly higher levels of distress and depression than older students. This finding can 
also be linked with the result that distress and depression levels were higher among 
master’s students compared to other levels of education. In a study by Eisenberg 
et al. (2007), characteristics found to be associated with fewer mental health prob-
lems included being older than 25, living in a campus residence hall, and being mar-
ried or in a domestic partnership. On the contrary, the Graduate Assembly Report 
by Panger et al. (2014) indicated that doctoral students had lower levels of life sat-
isfaction and higher depression levels than master’s students because of negative 
career prospects, academic workloads, lack of resources, and perceptions of being 
less valued by their departments. However, the findings of the current study were 
consistent with our expectations that older students would generally be doctoral stu-
dents, have financial resources, and be involved in romantic relationships. For these 
reasons, older students were slightly less likely to have psychological problems com-
pared to younger students. Second, no significant differences were observed between 
unemployed students and students holding graduate assistantships or working for the 
government in terms of depression/anxiety and academic distress. Financial insecu-
rity might be one of the main reasons for graduate students to experience psycho-
logical problems, but this main difference did not cause any significant difference 
among groups. In contrast to our findings, Barton & Bulmer (2017) found that while 
current financial problems were predictive of anxiety, past financial problems were 
associated with depressive symptoms. Similarly, other studies documented financial 
problems as significant risk factors for graduate students’ well-being (Hyun et al., 
2006; Oswalt & Riddock, 2007; Panger et al., 2014). In this study, graduate assis-
tants were slightly advantaged compared to other students in terms of their access 
to departmental and university resources, larger amounts of time for professional 
development, such as the ability to focus on publications and a higher possibility 
of job prospects at the university. However, these advantages did not generate any 
difference regarding employment status. Finally, graduate students who were not 
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involved in romantic relationships had higher depression/anxiety scores than stu-
dents who were married or otherwise in a romantic relationship. In line with the 
other demographic variables considered in this study, having a romantic relation-
ship is a significant protective factor against psychological problems. Relationship 
status can predict the psychological problems and help-seeking behaviors of both 
undergraduate and graduate students (Barton & Bulmer, 2017; Doğan, 2018; Hyun 
et al., 2006; Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013). Graduate education often leads to the postpone-
ment of various other life events (Pfeiffer, 2001). Being separated from one’s family 
and experiencing delays in establishing long-term relationships, including marriage 
and parenthood, often occur because the individual feels that such relationships will 
interfere with graduate studies in some way (Arnstein et al., 1999). A lack of rela-
tionships or isolation due to the requirements of graduate education might cause the 
emergence of psychological problems among graduate students.

This study has several limitations. First, although the present study indicated that 
graduate students’ depression/anxiety and academic distress levels differ regarding 
the examined demographic variables, these results should be cautiously interpreted 
due to the small effect sizes. This means that observed differences can be statisti-
cally significant, yet their practical outcome might not have as much importance as 
their statistical outcome. One of the limitations of the current study regarding effect 
sizes can be explained by gender differences. Gender differences regarding depres-
sion/anxiety and academic distress of graduate students were examined among the 
whole sample, yet examining these differences in different disciplines might gen-
erate greater effect sizes compared to current effect sizes. For instance, it may be 
hypothesized that female medicine or engineering students may experience a greater 
level of depression/anxiety and academic distress compared to social science stu-
dents. It might also be argued that the study group of this research was relatively 
small and, therefore, might not be a good representative of graduate students across 
Turkey. There were several reasons why a larger sample size could not be obtained, 
including limits emplaced by the university’s ethical review board, the use of online 
data collection, and a low level of participation. For these reasons, the study group 
was not large enough to represent the full diversity of graduate students. Larger sam-
ple sizes would be helpful in future research to better represent graduate students. 
A related limitation is that the study’s independent variables were not equally dis-
tributed, which influenced the data analysis. For instance, only 33 natural sciences 
students participated in this research and we were thus not able to meet the data 
analysis requirements for comparing depression/anxiety and academic distress levels 
across faculties. Another limitation is that it would have been more meaningful to 
analyze the depression, anxiety, and distress levels of the graduate students inde-
pendently. However, while the Turkish adaptation of the CCAPS has an independent 
distress subscale, the depression and anxiety subscales are combined. Independent 
analysis of depression and anxiety may produce more useful data on graduate stu-
dents’ psychological problems. Finally, the depression/anxiety and academic dis-
tress levels reported by these graduate students might not reflect their typical levels 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. During this pandemic, people are more likely 
to feel depressed, anxious, and stressed than in usual times. For this reason, the find-
ings of this research should be interpreted with caution.
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University counseling centers can benefit from the implications of this study 
taking previous research into account as well. Although past studies focused on 
undergraduate students’ well-being, there has been increasing demand for gradu-
ate students in recent years. First of all, the findings suggest that it is essential 
that counseling centers should address and identify the common mental health 
issues that graduate students often experience. Thus, center counselors can 
develop partnerships with other potential collaborators such as student affairs, 
career services, student organizations, and graduate education institutes to help 
promote awareness of mental health options for graduate students. Second, uni-
versity counseling centers should allocate more resources to apply preventive 
counseling services and intervention strategies for graduate students, who experi-
ence severe mental health problems such as depression, anxiety, and stress. For 
instance, universities can increase the number of professionals at counseling cent-
ers and make counseling services more accessible to graduate students. Finally, 
university counseling centers and collaborators should target particular popula-
tions, including students not having romantic relationships, younger ones, and 
a history of psychological help. A particular group among graduate students is 
those who have a history of psychological help. These students have greater vul-
nerability than other students, thus professionals at counseling centers, depart-
ments, or advisors should be connected with these students to contribute to and 
maintain their overall well-being.

This study addresses an important issue, graduate students’ well-being, which 
has been receiving increasing attention in recent decades. As previously cited in 
the study, past research indicated that graduate students experience higher rates 
of mental health problems than the general population. Moreover, the prevalence 
of mental health problems varies among graduate students regarding discipline, 
age, gender, level of education, etc. In this study, we aimed to compare the preva-
lence of mental health problems in terms of gender, age, place of residence, level 
of education, relationship status, employment status, and history of seeking psy-
chological help. The results showed that students who had previously sought psy-
chological support, were younger, were master’s students, and were single, were 
at risk for developing psychological problems. Although the study had its limita-
tions, the results can be beneficial to departments, university counseling centers, 
etc. to support graduate students’ well-being. For instance, university counseling 
centers can allocate more resources for this particular group such as increasing 
the accessibility of the services, providing information, and collaborating with 
departments. Also, future research should invest more in graduate students’ well-
being both examining protective and risk factors.
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