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University Students

ABSTRACT Mental health significantly impacts cognitive performance among adult learners in higher education.
This study examines the roles of anxiety, depression, and stress in predicting cognitive failures, such as memory lapses
and reduced attention, across various demographic groups. A cross-sectional design was used to survey 217 students
from Jadavpur University using validated self-report tools. Analysis revealed strong links between psychological
distress and cognitive inefficiencies, with stress emerging as the most influential factor. Differences in mental health
indicators were evident across income levels, academic stages, and family structures, while gender and habitat showed
minimal effect. These findings highlight the need for targeted mental health interventions, particularly for postgraduate

and low-income students.

INTRODUCTION

Cognitive failure refers to temporary lapses in
attention, memory and action execution that can
have a significant impact on academic perfor-
mance, particularly among adult learners who are
responsible for multiple responsibilities or tasks
(Broadbentetal. 1982; Mahoney et al. 1998). With-
in the context of higher education, students face
increasing emotional demands, with anxiety, de-
pression, and stress emerging as key psychologi-
cal concerns (Pedrelli et al. 2014). These conditions
have been shown to impair cognitive functioning,
resulting in reduced concentration, mental fatigue,
and task overload (Abbasi et al. 2021).

Recent studies have highlighted the preva-
lence of psychological distress among university
students, linking it to socioeconomic background,
academic pressure, and family dynamics (Mboya
et al. 2020). Despite growing awareness, adult
learners remain underrepresented in psychologi-
cal research, often assumed to be emotionally re-
silient due to age and experience (Hoult 2013).
However, the compounded stressors of academic
rigour, financial constraints, and domestic obli-
gations may make them particularly vulnerable to
cognitive inefficiencies (Wang 2021).

The present study aims to explore the rela-
tionship between psychological distress and

cognitive failure among adult students in Indian high-
er education. It further investigates how demographic
factors, such as academic level, income group, and
family structure-moderate this relationship, with an
emphasis on identifying high-risk groups in need of
targeted support (Singh et al. 2024).

According to the World Health Organisation
(2020), mental health problems among higher ed-
ucation students significantly impair cognitive
functioning, academic engagement, and overall
well-being. A comprehensive understanding of
the role stress, anxiety and depression play in
cognitive lapses is essential for effective sup-
port and interventions. The existence of research
gaps has been demonstrated to impede educa-
tors” efforts to enhance student mental well-be-
ing and academic performance. This study aims
to bridge that gap by exploring mental health’s
role in cognitive efficiency in higher education.

Objectives

The objective of this study is to examine the
impact of psychological distress, specifically anx-
iety, depression, and stress-on cognitive failure
among adult learners in higher education. It fo-
cuses on differences across academic levels, in-
come groups, and family structures. The specific
aims are:
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1. To assess variations in cognitive failure
across academic levels, income groups, and
family types, and examine the prevalence of
anxiety, depression, and stress.

2. To determine whether these mental health
factors predict cognitive failure individually
and collectively.

Research Hypothesis

Based on the premise that psychological dis-
tress (depression, anxiety and stress) significant-
ly impacts cognitive failure across demographic
and socio-economic variables, the null hypothe-
ses are as follows:

HO1: There is no significant difference in cog-
nitive failure, depression, anxiety, stress, or over-
all mental health across gender, habitat (urban or
rural), or family type.

HO2: There is no significant difference in cog-
nitive failure, depression, anxiety, stress, or over-
all mental health across academic levels or in-
come groups.

HO3: There is no significant association be-
tween demographic variables (gender, habitat,
family type, academic level, income) and mental
health levels (depression, anxiety and stress).

HO4: There is no significant relationship between
cognitive failures and mental health problems
(depression, anxiety, stress, overall mental health).

METHODOLOGY

This cross-sectional study was conducted
among regular students of Jadavpur University in
the South 24 Parganas district of West Bengal, In-
dia. A sample of 217 students was selected through
stratified random sampling. The tools used were the
Cognitive Failures Questionnaire (CFQ) (Broadbent
etal. 1982; Goodhew and Edwards 2024b) and the
Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale-21 (DASS-
21) (Lovibond and Lovibond 1995). Recent meta-
analytic findings further confirm the association
between subjective cognitive failures and execu-

tive dysfunction under psychological distress
(Goodhew and Edwards 2024a). The CFQ 2.0, as
described by Goodhew and Edwards (2024b), pro-
vides a refined assessment of memory lapses, dis-
tractibility, and action slips, ensuring relevance
for contemporary student populations. Before
use, the reliability and validity of the tools were
verified. Cronbach’s alpha for CFQ was found to
be 0.84, and for DASS-21, itranged from 0.86 to
0.90, indicating high internal consistency.

Participants provided self-reported data on
demographic variables (age, gender, income, ed-
ucation level, family structure) and mental health
metrics. Statistical analyses included descriptive
statistics, t-tests, ANOVA, Pearson correlations,
and chi-square tests were conducted using
IBM SPSS Statistics software version 20. These
methods facilitated the identification of patterns
and associations between cognitive failure and
psychological distress within higher education
contexts.

RESULTS

The study examined cognitive failure and
mental health concerns of stress, anxiety, and
depression, among 217 adult learners in higher
education, focusing on demographic influences.
The findings highlight variations in psychologi-
cal distress across academic levels, family struc-
tures, and income groups, offering insights into
targeted interventions for students facing cogni-
tive failure. Table 1 presents the distribution of
stress, anxiety, and depression levels among higher
education students.

The prevalence of mental health concerns
among students was assessed, revealing that 46.5
percent were at-risk for stress, 59.4 percent faced
high-risk anxiety, and 47.5 percent were at-risk for
depression. Anxiety emerged as the most severe
concern, with over half of the students falling
into the high-risk category. Depression and stress
levels were also substantial, highlighting the ur-

Table 1: Distribution of stress, anxiety and depression levels among students

Levels Stress Anxiety Depression
Normal 72 (33.2%) 31 (14.3%) 60 (27.6%)
At-risk 101 (46.5%) 57 (26.3%) 103 (47.5%)
High-risk 44 (20.3%) 129 (59.4%) 54 (24.9%)
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gent need for psychological support interven-
tions in higher education. Table 2 summarises the
t-test and ANOVA results examining cognitive
failure and mental health across demographic
variables.

Gender-based Differences

Gender differences in cognitive failures were
found to have no statistical significance (t=0.249,
p=0.803). Similarly, mental health dimensions of
depression, anxiety, and stress, also showed no
significant differences across gender. Mental
health scores were comparable between males and
females (t=0.412, p=0.681). These results indi-
cate that cognitive inefficiencies and psycholog-
ical distress are not significantly influenced by
gender.

Habitat-based Differences

No significant difference was found in cogni-
tive failure scores between rural and urban stu-
dents (t=-1.43,p=0.154). Additionally, mental health
variables of depression, anxiety, and stress, showed
no habitat-based variance, suggesting that location
does not impact psychological distress.

Family Structure Differences

A significant difference was identified in cog-
nitive failure scores based on family type (t =
2.18,p=0.030). Students from joint families ex-
hibited higher cognitive failure levels compared
to nuclear families, possibly due to shared re-
sponsibilities and distractions in a collective
household environment. However, mental health
differences across family structures were statisti-
cally insignificant, as depression, anxiety, and
stress showed no variance. This suggests that
while cognitive inefficiencies may be influenced
by family dynamics, overall mental health scores
remain stable regardless of family type.

Differences by Academic Level

Significant differences in anxiety (F =7.080, p
<.001), depression (F=5.022, p<.001), and stress
(F =7.068, p <.001) were found across under-
graduate (UG), postgraduate (PG), and research
scholar (RS) groups. Post-hoc analysis revealed
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that UG and PG students experience higher dis-
tress levels compared to research scholars. How-
ever, cognitive failure scores did not significant-
ly vary among academic levels, indicating that
study level influences mental health but does not
necessarily impact cognitive inefficiencies.

Differences by Income Level

Income-based differences were observed for
anxiety (F=7.937,p<.001), stress (F=4.227,p <
.001), and overall mental health (F = 5.382, p <
.001). Lower-income students reported significant-
ly higher distress levels, reinforcing prior research
suggesting financial hardship exacerbates psy-
chological strain. Depression and cognitive fail-
ure scores did not significantly vary across in-
come groups. Table 3 illustrates the chi-square
associations between levels of mental health and
selected demographic variables.

Chi-square analysis indicates varied associa-
tions across study levels, family type, habitat,
gender, and financial income. Anxiety (x*=18.487,
p <.01) and stress (x> = 18.634, p <.01) signifi-
cantly differ across study levels, with undergrad-
uate students experiencing higher distress, while
research scholars report lower levels. Depression
(x* = 8.206, p > .05) does not significantly vary
across study levels.

Family type has a marginal influence on de-
pression (y>=15.990, p=.050) but does not signif-
icantly affect anxiety ()>=1.536, p>.05) or stress
(x* = .323, p > .05). Similarly, gender does not
show significant differences in depression (* =
.691, p>.05), anxiety (}>=.821,p>.05), or stress ()
=1.051, p>.05). Habitat also lacks a notable effect,
as depression (x*>=.310, p>.05), anxiety ()>=.197,
p>.05), and stress ()>=1.070, p>.05) remain con-
sistent across urban and rural environments.

Financial income, however, exhibits strong
associations with mental health outcomes. De-
pression (>=10.885,p=.028), stress (*=15.329,
p=.004), and anxiety (}>=22.861,p <.001) vary
significantly across income groups, with individ-
uals earning below INR 20,000 reporting higher
psychological distress, while those earning more
than INR 40,000 experience lower levels of anxi-
ety and stress. This finding underscores the role
of economic stability in mental well-being. Table
4 shows the Pearson correlation coefficients
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Table 4: Pearson correlation analysis among cognitive failure, mental health, stress, anxiety and depression

Variables Depression Anxiety Stress M.H. P C.F
Depression

Anxiety 0.584""

Stress 0.719™ 0.677"

M.H. P 0.868" 0.863" 0.908"

C.F 0.379" 0.381" 0.398" 0.439

™ Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Note: CF= Cognitive Failure, MHP= Mental Health Problem

among cognitive failure, depression, anxiety, DISCUSSION

stress, and overall mental health.
Cognitive Failures and Mental Health

A strong correlation was found between cog-
nitive failures and mental health variables, includ-
ing depression (r=.379, p<.001), anxiety (r=.381,
p <.001), stress (r =.398, p <.001), and overall
mental health problems (r=.439, p<.001). Higher
levels of psychological distress contributed to
increased cognitive inefficiencies. Stress exhibit-
ed the highest correlation with overall mental
health issues (r = .908, p <.001), making it the
most significant predictor of psychological im-
pairment. Depression (r = .868) and anxiety (r =
.863) also showed strong associations with mental
health decline.

Interpretation and Implications

These findings underscore the multifaceted
relationship between cognitive failures and men-
tal health, highlighting the influence of socio-eco-
nomic and academic pressures. While gender and
habitat do not significantly impact cognitive func-
tioning, academic levels and income exert a con-
siderable influence on anxiety, depression, and
stress. Postgraduate and lower-income students
exhibit greater distress, suggesting a need for tailored
mental health interventions.

Family structure appears to shape cognitive
performance, with joint family students reporting
higher cognitive failures. This aligns with exist-
ing research on environmental distractions in
collective households. Given the strong correla-
tions between cognitive inefficiencies and psy-
chological distress, early intervention strategies
focused on stress management could enhance
cognitive performance and overall well-being.

Int J Edu Sci, 52(1): 31-39 (2026)

The present study demonstrates a robust as-
sociation between psychological distress, par-
ticularly stress, anxiety, and depression, and cog-
nitive failure among adult learners in higher edu-
cation. Stress emerged as the strongest predictor
of cognitive inefficiencies, reinforcing earlier ev-
idence that chronic psychological strain disrupts
attentional control and working memory process-
es (Broadbent et al. 1982; Mahoney et al. 1998;
Goodhew and Edwards 2024a). These findings
align with intervention-based evidence indicat-
ing that stress reduction leads to sustained im-
provements in cognitive performance and aca-
demic functioning among university students
(Winzeretal. 2018).

The high prevalence of anxiety and depres-
sion observed in this study reflects patterns re-
ported in recent international research. Mo (2025),
in a study of adult students in Hong Kong, dem-
onstrated that academic stress indirectly impairs
academic performance through elevated depres-
sive symptoms. This mediating pathway is con-
sistent with the present findings, where students
reporting higher stress also exhibited increased
memory-related cognitive failures. Similarly, Nor-
by (2024) emphasised that depression interferes
with learning by impairing cognitive flexibility,
sustained attention, and memory consolidation,
offering a theoretical explanation for the elevated
cognitive failures observed among psychologically
distressed students in this sample. Recent 2025 re-
search further supports this view, indicating that
sustained academic stress, combined with environ-
mental demands, undermines attentional regulation
in adult learners (Rahman and Chatterjee 2025).

Notably, the present study found no signifi-
cant influence of gender or habitat on cognitive
failure or psychological distress. This result is
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consistent with recent findings by Duraku and
Hoxha (2024), who reported that psychosocial
variables such as sleep quality, perceived health,
and emotional regulation exert stronger effects
on cognitive functioning than demographic char-
acteristics. Wong (2022) further demonstrated that
non-cognitive attributes, including emotional re-
silience and motivation, are more predictive of
academic persistence than demographic factors
alone. Together, these findings suggest that in-
terventions should prioritise strengthening
psychological coping capacities rather than focusing
solely on demographic risk profiling.

The role of distractibility and memory lapses
as core mechanisms linking psychological dis-
tress and cognitive failure is well established. Clas-
sic models of cognitive failure emphasise that
stress compromises attentional resources, in-
creasing susceptibility to everyday cognitive er-
rors (Broadbent et al. 1982; Mahoney et al. 1998).
Recent meta-analytic evidence supports this
framework, showing consistent associations be-
tween subjective cognitive failures and execu-
tive dysfunction under stress (Goodhew and Ed-
wards 2024a). The present findings extend this
literature by demonstrating that such mechanisms
are particularly salient among adult learners managing
multiple academic and social responsibilities.

Socioeconomic status emerged as a critical
moderator in this study, with students from low-
er-income backgrounds exhibiting significantly
higher anxiety and stress. This finding aligns with
evidence from developing contexts showing that
economic insecurity exacerbates psychological
strain and cognitive vulnerability (Larnyo et al.
2022). Mo (2025) similarly reported that financial
pressure intensifies depressive symptoms among
adult learners, thereby impairing academic en-
gagement. These converging findings highlight
the importance of institutional support structures,
including financial aid and mental health servic-
es, in mitigating the cognitive consequences of
economic stress (Zhang et al. 2025). More recent
international evidence suggests that financial in-
security exacerbates stress-related cognitive de-
cline by limiting access to mental health resourc-
es and adaptive coping strategies among univer-
sity students (Martin et al. 2025). These findings
underscore the importance of institutional finan-
cial support and inclusive academic policies as
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protective factors for cognitive and psychological
well-being.

Emerging methodological approaches further
support the present findings. Khan (2024), using
an artificial neural network model, demonstrated
that psychological variables such as stress and
anxiety significantly predict cognitive perfor-
mance outcomes among university students. This
computational evidence strengthens the argu-
ment that psychological distress is not merely
correlated with, but functionally predictive of,
cognitive inefficiencies.

Finally, the results align with the growing
post-pandemic literature documenting persistent
mental health challenges in higher education.
Abrams (2022) demonstrated that chronic aca-
demic pressure and social isolation contribute to
long-term cognitive vulnerabilities. Recent longi-
tudinal evidence further suggests that post-pan-
demic stress interacts with digital overload to in-
tensify attentional fatigue and memory disrup-
tion among adult learners (Chen et al. 2025). In
the absence of sustained institutional mental
health support, such cognitive difficulties may
persist and undermine academic success.

In summary, the present study contributes to
a growing body of contemporary research dem-
onstrating that psychological distress is both
prevalent and cognitively consequential in high-
er education. By integrating classic cognitive the-
ory with recent empirical and computational stud-
ies, the findings underscore the necessity of mul-
tidimensional interventions that combine stress
management, emotional resilience training, and
institutional support to enhance cognitive func-
tioning and academic well-being among adult
learners.

CONCLUSION

The study establishes a clear link between
psychological distress, particularly stress, anxi-
ety, and depression, and cognitive failure among
adult learners in higher education. The investiga-
tion revealed that stress emerged as the most dom-
inant factor influencing cognitive inefficiencies. The
findings revealed that differences were observed
across academic levels, income groups, and fam-
ily structures, while gender and habitat had min-
imal impact. These findings highlight the impor-
tance of integrated mental health support within
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academic institutions to enhance cognitive function
and student well-being.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Higher education institutions should imple-
ment mental health initiatives focused on emo-
tional resilience and stress management. Inter-
ventions must prioritise postgraduate and low-
income students who exhibit greater vulnerabili-
ty. Counselling services, academic workload mod-
ifications, and financial aid programs are essen-
tial for improving cognitive outcomes and fostering
an inclusive learning environment.

LIMITATIONS

This study’s cross-sectional design restricts
causal conclusions, limiting interpretations to
associations rather than cause-and-effect relation-
ships. Reliance on self-report measures introduc-
es potential biases, including social desirability
effects. Additionally, the sample is limited to Ja-
davpur University, affecting broader generalis-
ability. Future studies should adopt longitudinal
methodologies, include objective cognitive as-
sessments, and consider additional factors such
as sleep quality and academic workload to enhance
reliability and applicability.
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