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Abstract

Background and purpose: The present study aimed to validate the
Academic Psychological Distress Scale (APDS) and examine its
relationship with the belief in scientific meritocracy in society among
university students.

Methods: This study was descriptive and conducted as a psychometric
investigation. The population included all students in the 2024-2025
academic year who participated via an online call on social media. A
sample of 714 participants was selected using a convenience sampling
method. Data were collected using the Academic Psychological
Distress Scale (APDS; Scandurra et al., 2025), the General Health
Questionnaire (GHQ-12; Goldberg & Williams, 1978), and a
researcher-developed scale measuring belief in academic meritocracy.
The data were analyzed using SPSS-24 and AMOS-24 statistical
software.

Findings: Exploratory factor analysis identified 24 items across six
factors—academic anxiety, somatic responses to stress, academic
loneliness, negative academic self-worth, academic fatigue, and
academic demotivation—which together explained 73.63% of the
total variance. Confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated satisfactory
model fit indices. Internal consistency, composite reliability, and test-
retest reliability for the subscales and the overall scale all exceeded
0.70. Positive correlations with the GHQ-12 supported convergent
validity (R=0.61), while negative correlations with belief in scientific
meritocracy confirmed divergent validity (R=-0.64).

Conclusion: The Academic Psychological Distress Scale demonstrated
acceptable validity and reliability, and it can be considered a reliable
instrument for research and clinical assessment of psychological
distress among students. Furthermore, a decrease in belief in scientific
meritocracy in society was associated with an increase in academic
: psychological distress among students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Emerging adulthood, which often coincides
with university entry, is a developmental
stage marked by numerous academic, social,
and psychological challenges that can
significantly affect students’ mental health
(1). Research has shown that university

students, compared to the general
population, experience higher levels of
stress, anxiety, and depression (2), and these
pressures frequently lead to a phenomenon
known as Academic Psychological Distress
(3). This construct reflects negative
emotional, cognitive, physical, and social
reactions to academic roles and demands,
and is associated with adverse outcomes
such as reduced performance, academic
failure, and dropout (4). Despite its
importance, existing instruments mainly
assess general psychological distress and do
not adequately capture the specific
dimensions of the university experience. In
response, Scandurra et al. (3) developed the
Academic Psychological Distress Scale
(APDS), which has not yet been validated in
Iran. Beyond individual factors, socio-
psychological variables such as belief in
scientific meritocracy may play a significant
role in reducing psychological distress (5).
Scientific meritocracy refers to evaluating
success in society based on knowledge,
effort, and actual competencies rather than
social status or personal connections (6).
Studies have shown that this belief can serve
a protective role for students by enhancing
self-esteem, fostering a sense of control, and
improving psychological well-being (7).
However, to date, no study in Iran has
simultaneously validated the APDS and
examined its relationship with belief in
scientific meritocracy. Therefore, the
present study aimed to validate the
Academic Psychological Distress Scale and
investigate its association with belief in
scientific meritocracy among Iranian
university students, thereby filling a
research gap and contributing to the design
of preventive interventions and the
promotion of students’ mental health.

Materials and Methods

The presents study was a descriptive cross-
sectional psychometric investigation aimed
at examining the psychometric properties of
the Persian version of the Academic
Psychological Distress Scale (APDS). The
statistical population consisted of university
students from various academic levels in
Iran who participated in 2025 via an online
call through social messaging platforms and
social networks (Telegram, Eitaa,
Instagram) using a convenience sampling
method. The sample size was determined
based on the rule of thumb and Klein’s (8)
recommendations, resulting in a total of 714
participants, divided into two groups of 357
for exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).

The Persian version of the APDS was
developed using forward and backward
translation procedures (9) and evaluated for
face and content validity by students and
eight psychology experts. Content validity
was quantitatively confirmed using CVR and
CVIindices (CVR=0.75, CVI = 0.87). Inclusion
criteria included being a student, Iranian
nationality and residence, internet access,
ability to respond to the questionnaires, and
informed consent. Exclusion criteria
included incomplete responses, patterned
answers, duplicate participation, and failure
to meet inclusion criteria. Data were

collected online, kept confidential, and
analyzed using SPSS 24 and AMOS 24 via
EFA and CFA. Ethical principles, including
informed consent, confidentiality, and
voluntary participation, were strictly
observed.

Research Instruments

1. Academic Psychological Distress Scale
(APDS): This scale includes 25 items across
six subscales: academic anxiety,
physiological stress responses, academic
loneliness, negative academic self-worth,
academic fatigue, and academic lack of
motivation. It was developed by Scandurra
et al. (3).

2. General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12):
The 12-item General Health Questionnaire
(GHQ) developed by Goldberg and Williams
(10), consists of two factors: positive mental
health symptoms and psychological distress
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symptoms. It is scored using a four-point
Likert scale, with a score range of 0 to 36,
where higher scores indicate poorer general
health. The questionnaire’s convergent,
diagnostic, and construct validity have been
confirmed by its developers, and it shows
strong correlations with clinical interviews.
Internal consistency reliability has been
reported between 0.82 and 0.90, and test-
retest reliability over a three-week interval
ranges from 0.78 to 0.90. In Iran, the two-
factor structure was confirmed by Yaghoubi
et al,, who reported a Cronbach’s alpha of
0.92. In the present study, the GHQ
demonstrated a correlation of 0.75 with the
Academic Psychological Distress Scale and a
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient of
0.89.

3. Belief in Scientific Meritocracy Scale:

A researcher-developed 6-item
questionnaire was designed to assess
individuals' perceptions of meritocracy in
the scientific community. Responses were
collected using a five-point Likert scale
(from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly
Agree), where higher scores indicated
stronger belief in scientific meritocracy.
Content validity was confirmed by a panel of
8 experts (CVR > 0.75; CVI = 0.87). Face
validity @was also examined both
qualitatively and quantitatively, with all
items achieving an impact score above 1.5.
Exploratory and confirmatory factor
analyses showed that all items loaded
significantly on a single factor, and the one-
factor model demonstrated good fit indices
(CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.06, x*/df
= 0.98). Reliability was supported by a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81 and a two-week
test-retest correlation of 0.77. Overall, the
instrument  demonstrated  satisfactory
psychometric properties and can be
considered a valid and reliable tool for
research on perceptions of scientific
meritocracy.

Findings

A total of 714 students participated in the
study, comprising 365 females (51.12%) and
349 males (48.87%), with a mean age of 23
*+ 7.10 years. Regarding marital status, 98
participants were married and 616 were
single, while 555 were undergraduates, 111
were master’s students, and 48 were

doctoral students. Prior to factor analysis,
the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of
sampling adequacy was 0.86, and Bartlett’s
test was significant (x* = 4891.929, df = 276,
p<0.001), indicating that the data were
suitable for factor analysis. Exploratory
factor analysis (EFA) extracted six distinct
factors—academic anxiety, physiological
stress responses, academic loneliness,
negative academic self-esteem, academic
fatigue, and academic demoralization—
which together explained 73.63% of the
total variance. Of the initial 25 items, one
was removed due to cross-loading, and the
remaining items demonstrated factor
loadings above 0.70 after Varimax rotation.
Subsequently, to examine the factor
structure of the Academic Psychological
Distress Scale and to assess the extent to
which its subscales are explained by a
higher-order  factor, a second-order
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was
conducted. Second-order confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) supported a
hierarchical structure, with the six subscales
loading on a higher-order factor labeled
“academic psychological distress,” with
loadings ranging from 0.62 to 0.71 (p<
0.001). Model fit indices indicated excellent
fit (RMSEA= 0.05, x?/df = 1.62). Internal
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) ranged from
0.88 to 0.90, test-retest reliability ranged
from 0.88 to 0.90, and composite reliability
exceeded 0.70 for all subscales. Convergent
and discriminant validity, as well as
significant correlations with the General
Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12), confirmed
the construct validity of the scale. Overall,
these findings indicate that the APDS is a
reliable and valid instrument for assessing
multidimensional academic psychological
distress in Iranian university students.

Discussion

According to farmers, the main way to
reduce water conflict has been to involve
farmers in managing water and negotiating
with farmers about water. These findings
show that cooperation in the water
management of shared wells can reduce the
intensity of water conflict. In this regard,
other studies have also emphasized the
importance of facilitation and free
expression of ideas for resolving water
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conflicts. According to the main strategy
used by farmers to resolve water conflict,
namely the control strategy, it can be
concluded that farmers pay more attention
to their interests in water conflict. This could
exacerbate the conflict between farmers and
increase conflicts and disputes over water.
Research has also shown that one of the
most important factors in increasing water
conflict is the selfish attitude of farmers.
However, if a control strategy could not
result in conflict reduction, then it can
worsen the situation, especially in drought.
The results showed that the lower income of
farmers from agriculture, the more sense
and perception of water conflict. However,
even with the increase in annual income
from non-agricultural activities, the
perception of agricultural water conflict has
not diminished.

Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that the
Academic Psychological Distress Scale
(APDS) possesses satisfactory validity and
reliability = among Iranian university
students. Exploratory and confirmatory
factor analyses confirmed the six-
dimensional structure of the scale,
comprising academic anxiety, physiological
stress responses, academic loneliness,
negative academic self-worth, academic
fatigue, and academic demotivation,
indicating that the dimensions are stable,
distinct, and consistent with the findings of
Skandoura et al. (3). Assessments of
convergent and discriminant validity, along
with correlations with the General Health
Questionnaire (GHQ-12), showed that the
APDS can accurately measure academic
psychological distress. Internal consistency
and test-retest reliability further confirmed
the stability and dependability of the
instrument. Moreover, belief in academic
meritocracy was associated with lower
levels of academic psychological distress,
highlighting its protective and mediating
role in students’ mental health. These
findings can be interpreted through
attribution and person-environment fit
theories, suggesting that alignment between
individual  beliefs and the social
environment can help reduce students’

anxiety, depression, and cognitive fatigue. By
providing a culturally adapted and
multidimensional instrument, this study
overcomes the limitations of previous
unidimensional scales and enables the
precise identification of students at risk for
academic psychological distress. The results
can inform the design of preventive
interventions, promote students’ mental
health, and strengthen the culture of
academic meritocracy in society. Study
limitations include convenience sampling
and reliance on self-reported data;
therefore, future research is recommended
to employ random sampling, multi-source
data, and longitudinal designs.
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3. Varimax Rotation

1. Impact Score
2 . Principal Component Analysis
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!, Kaiser-Meyer—Olkin Measure of Sampling
Adequacy
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Scree Plot
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