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Abstract
The objective of the present investigation was to explore the levels of academic 
self-efficacy and their relationship with performance, anxiety and depression in a 
sample of emerging university adults. 114 students between 17 and 30 years of age 
(SD = 2.12) answered the Academic Behavior Self-efficacy Scale, the Diagnostic 
Questionnaire for Depressive Disorders and an Anxiety Inventory. For academic 
performance, the average grade for high school education, the university entrance 
exam and the first semester of university were considered. The analysis of the 
measurement of the levels of each of these variables and their correlation indicated 
that the respondents who had low academic self-efficacy when entering university 
had the lowest academic performance during high school and a high level of 
anxiety upon entering university without symptoms of depression.
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Relación entre autoeficacia académica, rendimiento y sintomatología ansiosa 
y depresiva en adultos emergentes universitarios

Resumen
El objetivo de la presente investigación fue explorar los niveles de autoeficacia 
académica y su relación con el rendimiento, la ansiedad y la depresión en una 
muestra de adultos emergentes universitarios. 114 estudiantes entre 17 y 30 
años (DE= 2.12) respondieron a la Escala de Autoeficacia en Comportamientos 
Académicos, al Cuestionario de diagnóstico de los trastornos depresivos y a un 
Inventario de Ansiedad. Para el rendimiento académico se consideró el promedio 
de calificaciones del bachillerato, del examen de ingreso a la universidad y del 
primer semestre universitario. El análisis de la medición de los niveles de cada una 
de estas variables y su correlación indicó que los encuestados que tuvieron baja 
autoeficacia académica al ingresar a la universidad tuvieron el menor rendimiento 
académico durante el bachillerato y un alto nivel de ansiedad a su ingreso a la 
universidad, sin síntomas de depresión.
 Palabras clave: ansiedad; adultez emergente; rendimiento académico; 
autoeficacia.

Relação entre an auto-eficácia académica, desempenho e sintomas de 
ansiedade e depressão em estudantes universitários adultos emergentes

Resumo
A presente investigação teve como objetivo explorar os níveis de auto-eficácia 
académica e a sua relação com o desempenho, ansiedade e depressão numa 
amostra de adultos universitários. 114 estudantes entre os 17 e os 30 anos (DP 
= 2.12) responderam à Escala de Autoeficácia em Comportamento Académico, 
ao Questionário de Diagnóstico de Patologias Depressivas e ao Inventário de 
Ansiedade. Para classificar o desempenho académico, a média das notas do ensino 
secundário, o exame de acesso à Universidade e o primeiro semestre universitário 
foram considerados. A análise dos valores de cada variável   e a sua correlação 
indicaram que os participantes com baixos níveis de auto-eficácia académica 
aquando da sua entrada na universidade, também apresentaram um desempenho 
académico inferior durante o ensino secundário, e níveis elevados de ansiedade 
após a entrada na universidade sem sintomas de depressão.
 Palavras-chave: ansiedade; início da maturidade; desempenho académico; 
auto-eficácia.
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1. IntroductIon

Emerging adulthood comprises the stage of transition between adolescence 
and young adulthood (approximately between 18 and 29 years of age), which 
also coincides with the entry of young people into higher education (Arnett, 
2016). The entry of emerging adults into the university brings opportuni-
ties and challenges because many young people must become independent of 
their parents, which means that sometimes they must combine school with 
work or establish new social roles (Gutiérrez & Park, 2015; Peer, Hillman, & 
Van Hoet, 2015). The changes that are produced during this stage, together 
with the increase in academic demands, can hinder the successful adaptation 
of emerging adults to the university, and can generate high levels of stress, dis-
satisfaction or low academic performance (Arnett, Žukauskienė, & Sugimura, 
2014). Factors such as self-efficacy are relevant in facing this transition stage 
(Krypel & King, 2010).

In the university context, self-efficacy is involved in the judgments that 
the student makes about his or her abilities to organize and execute the 
different actions required (Sanjuán, Pérez, & Bermúdez, 2000). Self-efficacy 
is an important cognitive mediator of performance (Mafla, Divaris, Herrera-
López, & Helf, 2019) because self-efficacy favors cognitive processes; that is, 
when students have an adequate level of self-efficacy, they can generate beliefs 
of expectation value, which would allow them to anticipate their actions 
and emotions in different academic situations (Doménech-Betoret, Abellán-
Roselló, & Gómez-Artiga, 2017). 

Further, self-efficacy has some relation with metacognition, a process that 
allows monitoring and controlling cognitive processes and executive functions 
(Gutiérrez-García, Huerta-Córtes, & Landeros-Velázquez, 2020; Medina, 
Castleberry, & Persky, 2017). Students with low self-efficacy often make more 
mistakes in metacognition tasks during neuropsychological tests, which result 
from the underestimation made by the student in relation to his or her judg-
ment of personal performance based on the prediction and monitoring of 
his or her own performance (Gutiérrez-García & Landeros-Velázquez, 2017). 
This is relevant because self-efficacy influences how people feel, think and 
act (Bandura, 1997). A high sense of self-efficacy facilitates information 
processing and cognitive performance in different contexts, including deci-
sion making and academic achievement (Mafla et al., 2019).

Since self-efficacy is the self-perception that each individual has 
over his or her abilities (Bandura, 1997), students with a high belief in 
self-efficacy tend to interpret academic work as a challenge to be faced 
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in an efficient manner, whereby they trust their own skills, are more 
persistent, and make efficient use of acquired knowledge and skills  
(Honicke & Broadbent, 2016). All these positive factors are related to high 
academic performance (Denovan & Macaskill, 2013; Khan, 2013; Mafla 
et al., 2019). In contrast, a low perception of self-efficacy is frequently linked 
to a high rating on an anxiety index (Gutiérrez-García & Landeros-Velázquez, 
2018), which in turn is related to low academic performance (Onyeizugbo, 
2010). In addition, when certain situations exceed the individual’s abili-
ties, the levels of self-efficacy decrease, and this can be a trigger for anxiety 
(Morales-Rodríguez & Pérez-Mármol, 2019), such as those that occur during 
the transition stage of the emerging adult (Arnett, 2016). 

Some epidemiological surveys have reported that anxiety disorders are 
more common than depression in adults (Ramos & Stanley, 2017), and that 
anxiety in the last three decades has become the seventh rated aggravated 
condition of all diseases in the world (Rose & Devine, 2014). More than half 
of emerging adults often experience anxiety and depression, with a higher 
prevalence among women (Gomes, Soares, Kieling, Rohde, & Gonçalves, 
2019). University students have difficulty processing the changes that their 
age implies, especially if they are without adequate social support (Arnett 
et al., 2014). Thus, the present study was aimed at exploring the relationship 
between the levels of self-efficacy, academic performance, anxiety and depres-
sion in a sample of students who were recently entering a university career. 
It is hypothesized that low levels of academic self-efficacy contribute to high 
levels of anxiety and depression that influence the academic performance of 
students in their transition to higher education.

2. theoretIcal fraMework

2.1. Self-efficacy and academic performance

In terms of consistency, it can be assumed that self-efficacy is an important 
factor in academic performance because higher education students with 
greater efficiency, expectations and academic performance attend university 
with less difficulty and obtain the highest scores in the first year of their higher 
education (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001). In a recent systematic review of 
the literature by Honicke and Broadbent (2016), the results of 51 studies 
indicate a moderate positive relationship between academic self-efficacy and 
academic performance. Even college students in the freshman year, who were 
surveyed both at the end of their first and last quarter of the year, had high 
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academic self-efficacy and high grades, and this has been related to higher 
average high school grades (Chemers et al., 2001).

2.2. Measurement of self-efficacy and its relationship with gender 

On the other hand, the results of other investigations have described gender 
differences with respect to perception of academic self-efficacy (Asbún & 
Ferreira, 2004; Peinado-Pérez, Zueck-Enríquez, Gastélum-Cuadras, Rangel-
Ledezma, & Blanco-Vega, 2015). In general, it has been reported that women, 
in comparison to men, perceive themselves as having higher levels of academic 
self-efficacy (Blanco-Vega, Ornelas-Contreras, Aguirre-Chávez, & Guedea, 
2012). The study of the influence of gender in the context of academic self-
efficacy is interesting, starting from the fact that self-efficacy expectations 
constitute one of the main determinants of academic differences and profes-
sional decision-making (Bandura, 1999). 

Many of these differences relate to the culture and socialization processes 
that lead women and men to different roles and perceptions of the tasks, 
activities, studies and occupations that are most appropriate for each gender. 
But these gender differences are not only related to self-efficacy, because they 
are also related to emotional aspects. The involvement of steroidal hormones 
in the emotional response is well known and women throughout the hormonal 
cycle usually have temporary states of irritability, anxiety or even depression 
(Albert, Pruessner, & Newhouse, 2015). Therefore, it is of interest to deter-
mine to what extent these gender differences influence not only anxiety levels 
but also the response to self-efficacy in educational settings.

3. Method

Participants were informed about the objectives of this study, and it was 
conducted according to the Declaration of Helsinki of the Wold Medical 
Association. The research protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee 
(registration number CEI-PSI/002/2015) of the institution where the research 
was conducted. All participants in the study sample agreed to participate 
voluntarily and each voluntarily signed an informed consent.

3.1. Participants

A non-probabilistic convenience sampling was carried out. From the total 
of 183 students enrolled in the 2015 intake to the first semester at a public 
university in Mexico, only a total of 114 students voluntary participated in 
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the present study. Three women and five men were removed from the database 
because they were definitively discharged within the first month following 
admission, and 61 individuals decided not to participate, hence they were 
excluded from the present study. Therefore, a total of 114 students were inclu-
ded, 66 women (58%) with average age of 18.6 (SD = 1.52) having an age 
range of 17 to 25 yrs, and 48 men (42%), with an age range of 17 to 30 yrs 
(19.5, SD = 2.66), averaging 19.0 yrs (SD = 2.12).

3.2. Instruments

3.2.1. Self-Efficacy Scale in Academic Behaviors

The Self-Efficacy Scale in Academic Behaviors (EACA is the Spanish acronym) 
was designed by Blanco-Vega, Marín, Enríquez, and Cuadras (2011) and it 
was chosen for the present study. It is a computer-assisted self-administering 
survey with a Likert scale having 16 items. The respondent answers are on 
a scale of 0 to 10 (0 = Of Little Importance; 10 = Absolutely Essential). 
The Index of Global Academic Self-Efficacy was evaluated, being obtained 
from the responses to the perceived capacity scenario, that is, whatever the 
student believes they are capable of at the present time. The analysis of the 
psychometric properties of the EACA (goodness of fit index, GFI = 0.924; 
root mean square error of approximation, RMSEA = 0.086, with Cronbach’s 
α > 0.80), has shown that it is viable and adequate according to the psycho-
metric requirements established when the informants are students and has 
congruent validity and good construct validity. On the other hand, the par-
ticipants are accustomed to the scale of grades from 0 to 10, since they have 
already been evaluated by the educational system of Mexico (Peinado-Pérez 
et al., 2015). Thus, a higher score will indicate greater self-efficacy, while a 
lower score will indicate less self-efficacy.

3.2.2. Questionnaire for the diagnosis of depressive disorders

The Questionnaire for the Diagnosis of Depressive Disorders (hereinafter, 
QDDD; Spanish acronym is CDCD), that was standardized by Calderon-
Narváez (1997), consists of 20 items that explore more frequent signs and 
symptoms of depression within the socio-cultural environment. It has 
been determined that the questionnaire has a high reliability in the general 
population, involving individuals of different levels of education and age. 
The instrument is constructed according to the Likert scale with four response 
options (0 = ‘nothing’ to 3 = ‘a lot’). The Likert scale has been standardized 
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in Mexico with a reliability level of Cronbach’s α of 0.86 and congruent vali-
dity. Scores of 20 to 35 indicate a normal state, scores of 36 to 45 indicate an 
anxiety reaction; scores of 46 to 65 indicate medium depression, and scores 
of 66 or more indicate severe depression. This questionnaire has proven very 
useful in obtaining information about the prevalence of depression, to be easy 
to understand, to have quick implementation and to objectively correspond 
to the sociocultural reality of people. 

3.2.3. State-Trait Anxiety Inventory

The STAI (the Spanish acronym is IDARE; the translated/validated version of 
the STAI as used in Mexico, Spielberg & Díaz-Guerrero, 1975) consists of two 
self-report scales, designed to measure anxiety using the State Anxiety Scale 
(STAI-S [IDARE-E, Spanish]) which measures the current state of anxiety 
(i.e., symptoms of anxiety that a person experiences under a specific situation), 
and a trait or personality characteristic (STAI-T [IDARE-R, Spanish]) which 
measures the long-term state of anxiety (i.e., people usually experience anxiety 
symptoms as a personality trait). Both scales consist of 20 items that are scored 
on a Likert scale from 0 (= ‘nothing’) to 3 (= ‘a lot’). The STAI has high con-
sistency, validity, and reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.83 for the STAI-T subscale 
and 0.92 for the STAI-S subscale), in which its elements and scales are closely 
related to the constructs of the instrument. The scores are classified as follows: 
20-31 (very low anxiety), 32-43 (low anxiety), 44-55 (moderate anxiety), and 
56-6 7 (high anxiety), and 68-80 (very high anxiety). STAI-S validity was 
originally derived from testing in situations characterized by high state stress 
including classroom examinations, military training programs, etc. Like other 
measures of anxiety, the STAI is also highly correlated with depression and, in 
some studies, the STAI did not differentiate anxious from depressed patients 
(Julian, 2011) and has good convergent validity (Kvaall, Ulstein, Nordhus, & 
Engedal, 2005).

3.3. Academic performance

The State Exam for Admission to Higher Education (EXANI-II, Spanish 
acronym) is an instrument that evaluates the potential academic aptitude that 
the aspiring individual has in order to initiate studies at the higher education. 
EXANI-II is carried out by the National Center for the Evaluation of Higher 
Education (CENEVAL, Spanish acronym), which is dedicated to evaluating 
schools and universities, among others. This admission exam includes 100 
questions and assesses knowledge in the areas of Mathematical Reasoning, 
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Analytical Reasoning, Language Structure and Reading Comprehension, 
which are considered predictive indicators. The maximum time to solve the 
exam is 3 hours.

In addition to the score obtained in the EXANI-II, the high school GPA 
(i.e., average grade the students obtained during high school education) is 
required. Finally, student academic performance was measured using the 
official end of first university semester grades, which were from 0.0 to 10.0 
points; lack of approval of a course was indicated with a grade ≤ 5.0.

3.4. Procedure

The students were invited to participate in the present study during the first 
month after entering university. The three scales were applied in a session of 
approximately 25 min, by means of a personal computer. At the beginning 
of each session, a brief introduction was presented on the importance of this 
research and how to access the survey instrument. Before responding to the 
three instruments, the participants were asked some questions related to their 
history of neurological or psychiatric disorders, their medical condition and 
illegal drug and alcohol use, with the sole purpose of knowing some general 
characteristics of the study sample. Response instructions appeared on the 
screens before the first initiation of the instrument. The order of presentation 
of the scales was: first, EACA; second, QDDD; third, STAI-S and STAI-T. 
The data of all the variables were obtained through the answers of the students.

3.5. Statistical analysis

To develop the databases of the results, Excel software for data voids and 
the statistical package Sigma 12.0 were used. The first analysis consisted in 
determining some difference attributable to gender in the scores obtained in 
academic self-efficacy, as in CDDD, STAIT-S and STAIT-T, using a t-Student. 

Subsequently, the data were divided into three groups to classify the 
students according to their perceived level of self-efficacy. The grouping was 
carried out as follows, on the index of perceived self-efficacy obtained from 
EACA: Group A: scores of 1 to 7.4; Group B: scores of 7.5 to 8.9; Group 
C: scores of 9.0 to 10.0. This classification was based on the fact that in the 
Mexican educational system, the scores have a rating in the range 0-10.0. 
A general GPA of 5.9 is considered a failing grade, while ratings of 6.0 to 7.4 
are considered a low or sufficient grade; scores of 7.5 to 8.9 are considered 
a moderate or satisfactory grade; the scores of 9 to 10 are considered a high 
grade (Gutiérrez-García & Landeros-Velázquez, 2018). In addition, EACA 
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yield a total average score, which fails to distinguish between students who 
obtain low scores and students who obtain high scores, of the same sample. 
For this reason, an arbitrary classification was made, which in a previous work 
permitted, through the obtaining of the perceived (current) self-efficacy score, 
to form subgroups by considering the scores of students with low, interme-
diate and high self-efficacy, of the same sample. This type of classification 
can be very useful for organizing general scores when conducting self-efficacy 
profiles in academic behaviors in university students and the participants are 
accustomed to the scale of grades from 0 to 10, since they have already been 
evaluated by the educational system of Mexico, a criterion used by the author 
of EACA (Blanco-Vega et al., 2011).

From this classification, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 
undertaken. In case the data did not follow a normal distribution, the data 
were ranked. The Holm-Sidak method was used as a post hoc test. The compar-
isons of the average grades obtained during high school were compared with 
those obtained during the first semester of university, using a t-paired test.

A Pearson correlation analysis was also carried out. Finally, a multiple 
linear regression analysis was performed while considering the self-efficacy 
scores as the dependent variable and the academic performance data set and 
the aforementioned instruments as predictor variables. The level of statistical 
significance was established at p < 0.05. The data are represented as the mean 
± the standard error of the mean.

4. results

The sample had an average age of 19 years. One third of these students admit 
to drinking alcohol in general (women: 16, 14% and men: 13, 11.4%). 
The reported psychiatric/neurological diseases included generalized anxiety 
disorder, depression, schizophrenia, epilepsy, and others (not shown in the 
table). The medical conditions reported included asthma, clinical hyperthy-
roidism, gastrointestinal problems, and vitiligo (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the sample of 114 undergraduate Students

Characteristic Mean (SD) % (n)

Age (years) 19.0 (2.12)

Gender
 Male 66 (58)
 Female 48 (42)
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Characteristic Mean (SD) % (n)

Alcohol drinking
 No 85 (74.6)
 Yes 29 (25.4)

Psychiatric/neurological Illness
 No 96 (84.2)
 Yes 18 (15.8)

Major medical problems
 No 103 (90.3)
 Yes 11 (9.7)

Drug use
 No 107 (93.9)
 Yes 7 (6.1)

Note. SD = standard deviation.
Source: General descriptive data obtained from the sample of students. Authors’ elaboration.

4.1. Gender differences

To determine some difference in the levels of academic self-efficacy that are 
attributable to gender, an initial comparison was made between women and 
men. There were no significant differences by gender in the global scores of 
perceived self-efficacy (t = -0.717, 112 df, p = 0.475; women: 8.1 ± 0.10 and 
men: 8.2 ± 0.14). Nor were significant differences found in the scores obtai-
ned in CDCD attributable to gender (t = -1,274, 112 df, p = 0.205; women: 
30.0 ± 0.90 and men: 32.2 ± 1.58). When comparing the scores obtained 
in STAI-S by gender (t = 0.219, 112 df, p = 0.827; women 48.4 ± 1.27 and 
men: 47.9 ± 1.61); and STAI-T (t = -0.3.380, 112 df, p = 0.704; women 47.9 
± 1.25 and men: 48.7 ± 1.61), no significant differences were found either. 
Therefore, it was decided to collect the sample and make the comparisons only 
with the criteria of classification of groups according to their level of perceived 
self-efficacy.

4.2. Perceived self-efficacy

The percentage of students that were distributed in the different groups accor-
ding to the perceived level of self-efficacy was Group A: sufficient (n= 23, 
20.2 %); group B: satisfactory (n= 68, 59.6 %) and Group C: High (n= 23, 
20.2 %). 
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The one-way ANOVA indicated significant differences attributable to the 
level of perceived self-efficacy (F 2,111= 190.0, p < 0.001). The lowest level of 
self-efficacy (sufficient) was for group A; followed by group B with a level of 
intermediate self-efficacy, while group C had the highest self-efficacy levels; 
see Fig. 1A.  

4.3. QDDD

Significant differences were found attributable to the level of perceived self-
efficacy in the QDDD (F 2,111= 4.090, p < 0.01). The students of group A with 
low perceived self-efficacy had the highest scores in this scale, corresponding 
to an anxiety reaction, followed significantly by group B and finally, group 
C obtained low scores in QDDD, indicating a normal state of mind. Fig. 1B.

4.4. STAI-S

The one-way ANOVA indicated significant differences attributable to the level 
of perceived self-efficacy in STAI-S scores among the three groups (F 2,111= 
8.272, p < 0.001). Students in group A with low perceived self-efficacy had 
the highest scores in this scale, corresponding to moderate to high anxiety, 
followed significantly by group B (moderate range anxiety) and finally, group 
C which obtained the lowest scores, indicating a low level of anxiety. Fig. 1C.

4.5. STAI-T

The one-way ANOVA showed that the scores on the STAI-S were significantly 
different among the three groups (F 2,111= 6.433, p < 0.002). Students in group 
A with low perceived self-efficacy had the highest scores in this scale, corres-
ponding to moderate to high anxiety, followed significantly by group B and 
finally, group C, which obtained the lowest scores, suggesting a low anxiety 
state. Fig. 1D. 

4.6. Scores obtained in the university entrance exam (EXANI-II)

No differences attributable to the classification group were found according to 
the level of perceived self-efficacy in scores obtained in the EXANI-II (F 2,111= 
0.272, p = 0.762): Group A: 69.9 ± 1.89; Group B: 70.3 ± 0.88; and Group 
C: 70.0 ± 1.68). 
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Figure 1. Score obtained in perceived self-efficacy, CDDD and STAIT

Source: (A) Score obtained in perceived self-efficacy. The lowest level of self-efficacy was for group 
A, followed by group B and group C had the highest self-efficacy levels. (B) Scores obtained in the 
QDDD. The students of group A with low perceived self-efficacy had the highest scores in this scale, 
corresponding to an anxiety reaction. Group C obtained low scores in QDDD, indicating a normal 
state of mind. The blue dotted line indicates the index of the scale scores within normal limits (< 35). 
(C) State-trait anxiety inventory-S scores. Students in group A with low perceived self-efficacy had 
the highest scores in this scale, corresponding to moderate to high anxiety. Group C which obtained 
the lowest scores, indicating a low level of anxiety. (D) State-trait anxiety inventory-T. Significant 
differences were found among groups. Group A had the highest scores in this scale, corresponding 
to moderate to high anxiety. (* p < 0.05, Holm-Sidak test, post hoc). The blue dotted line indicates 
the index of the scale scores within normal limits (20-31). The red dotted line indicates high levels of 
anxiety (> 46). Authors’ elaboration.
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4.7. High school grade point average (GPA)

The one-way ANOVA indicated significant differences attributable to the 
level of perceived self-efficacy in GPA (F 2,111= 4.418, p < 0.01). The signifi-
cantly lower high school GPA was obtained by students by group A with low 
self-efficacy (7.9 ± 0.16, p < 0.05), followed by group B with intermediate 
self-efficacy (8.0 ± 0.08, p < 0.05), while group C obtained the highest high 
school GPA (8.5 ± 0.13, p < 0.05); see Fig. 2.

4.8. GPA in the first university semester

No significant differences attributable to level of perceived self-efficacy of the 
first university semester (F 1,111= 0.856, p = 0.427). Group A: with low self-
efficacy, obtaining a GPA at the end of the semester (7.6 ± 0.32) equal to that 
of group B: intermediate self-efficacy (7.6 ± 0.21). Group C: with high self-
efficacy, obtained a higher GPA, although it was statistically non-significant 
when compared with the other two groups (8.1 ± 0.16). 

4.9. Comparison between high school grade point average (GPA) and 
GPA in the first university semester

The GPA obtained in high school was compared with the GPA obtained in 
the first university semester for group A using t-paired. Considering the total 
sample, without classification by groups, the total average high school grade 
was 8.1 ± 0.06, while GPA in the first university semester was 7.7 ± 0.14 
(t = 2,847, 113 df, p < 0.005).

In group A, no significant differences were found between the GPA 
obtained in the high school compared with that obtained in the first univer-
sity semester (7.9 ± 0.16 vs. 7.62 ± 0.31; t = 0.922, 22 df, p = 0.367). On the 
other hand, it was found that students belonging to group B had significantly 
lower grades during their first university semester (7.65 ± 0.21) compared to 
the grade obtained during their high school period (8.0 ± 0.08; t = 2.195, 
67 df, p < 0.032). In the case of group C, which had the highest levels of 
perceived self-efficacy, scores during the first semester (8.1 ± 0.16) were lower 
than those of the high school period (8.5 ± 0.13), but these differences did 
not reveal any statistical significance ( t = 1,949, 22 df, p = 0.064), see Fig. 2. 
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Figure 2. Score obtained in the high school GPA and first year 
of university GPA
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Source: Score obtained in the high school GPA (white bars) and first year of university GPA (hatched 
bars). Group C obtained the highest marks during high school GPA and is the group with the highest 
levels of academic self-efficacy (* p < 0.05, Holm-Sidak post hoc test). The three groups of students 
upon admission to college lowered their academic performance with respect to their high school GPA. 
This change was observed more significantly in-group B (* p < 0.032, t-paired). Authors’ elaboration.

4.10. Correlations between the variables in the study 

According to the Pearson correlation, a significant low positive correlation was 
found between perceived self-efficacy and high school GPA. That is, most of 
the young people who obtained the highest scores in perceived self-efficacy also 
obtained a higher high school GPA, but no correlation was found between the 
score obtained in the EXANI-II as with the University GPA that was obtained 
in the first semester. On the other hand, the perceived self-efficacy had a sig-
nificant inverse correlation with the scores obtained in QDDD, STAI-S and 
STAI-T. A positive correlation was also found between the high school GPA, 
the University GPA that was obtained during the first semester, and with the 
general university entrance examination GPA. Scales that measured emotional 
states had significantly high positive correlations between them (See Table 2).
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Table 2. Pearson correlations between the scores obtained in the self-efficacy, 
average, and anxiety scales

Variable HS-GPA FS-GPA EXANI-II QDDD STAI-S STAI-T

Self-efficacy 0.268* 0.138  0.098 -0.256* -0.336** -0.315**

HS-GPA - 0.318** -0.035 -0.147 -0.157 -0.097

FS-GPA - - 0.202+  0.035  0.075  0.051

EXANI-II - - -  0.113  0.566  0.043

QDDD - - - -  0.686**  0.809**

STAI-S - - - - -  0.769**

STAI-T - - - - - -
+ p < 0.01; *p < 0.001; ** p < 0.0001; Abbreviations: HS-GPA, high school grade point average; 
FS-GPA, first semester grade point average; State Exam for Admission to Higher Education (EXANI-
II); QDDD, Questionnaire for the Diagnosis of Depressive Disorders; STAI-S, State Anxiety Scale; 
STAI-T trait or personality characteristic. 
Source: Data obtained from the correlations between the scores. Authors’ elaboration.

Multiple regression analysis indicated that the predictors explained 43.6% 
of the variance in self-efficacy (R2 = 0.436, F (5, 108) = 4.197, p < 0.001). 
The main effect was from the scores obtained on STAI-S (β = -0.0293, 
t = -3.775, p < 0.001), STAI-T (β = -0.0277, t = -3.513, p < 0.001), QDDD 
(β = -0.0263, t = -2.806, p < 0.006) and the average grade the students obtained 
during high school education (HS-GPA: β = 0.343, t = 2.942, p < 0.004). 
There was no main effect of Scores obtained in the university entrance exam 
(EXANI-II: β = 0.0118, t = 1.050, p = 0.296) and first semester grade point 
average (FS-GPA: β = 0.0830, t = 1.471, p = 0.144). Taken together, the results 
of the regression analysis indicated that students with high levels of anxiety 
have low levels of self-efficacy, while high academic performance during high 
school predicts a good level of academic self-efficacy when entering university, 
but not during the university.

5. dIscussIon

The present study was aimed at measuring the levels of self-efficacy, acade-
mic performance, anxiety and depression in students who recently entered 
university in order to determine a possible relationship of these variables that 
determines the nature of their transition to higher education.
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The sample as a whole obtained satisfactory average scores regarding 
perceived self-efficacy, which were similar to those scores reported when 
using the same scale for other samples of 1) Mexican university students (e.g., 
Blanco-Vega et al., 2011, León-Hernández, González-Escobar, González-
Arratia, & Barcelata, 2019), 2) Colombians (Mafla et al., 2019), and 3) 
Spaniards (Viciana, Cervelló, & Ramírez, 2007). However, in the present 
study there were students with low scores of perceived self-efficacy compared 
to other students who had scores above 9.0. Therefore, the main contribu-
tion of the present study is that it is possible, via the achievement of the 
perceived self-efficacy score, to form subgroups when considering the scores 
of students with low, intermediate and high self-efficacy. This proposal to clas-
sify groups according to perceived self-efficacy may be relevant and should be 
considered in the evaluation of academic behaviors, thus identifying different 
levels of perceived self-efficacy using the EACA scale, as other researchers are 
already doing (Dominguez-Lara & Fernández-Arata, 2019; León-Hernández 
et al., 2019).

Although some studies have described significant differences attributable 
to gender in perceived self-efficacy (Viciana et al., 2007; Khan, Cansever, 
Avsar, & Acemoglu, 2013), other studies have not identified gender differ-
ences (Al-Kfaween, 2010; Shkullaku, 2013; Williams & Takaku, 2011). 
In the present study, the absence of significant gender differences in academic 
self-efficacy indicates that Mexican students, both men and women, have the 
same levels of self-efficacy. 

Several studies have already linked academic self-efficacy and academic 
performance (Adeyemo, 2007; Al-Harthy & Was, 2013; Tenaw, 2013; Khan, 
2013; Alyami et al., 2017), and the present research confirms that high 
levels of self-efficacy are related to higher levels of academic achievement in 
terms of qualifications (Akram & Ghazanfar, 2015). In the present study, it 
is significant that after completing the first university semester, the average 
scores obtained were not related to the levels of self-efficacy reported at the 
beginning of the semester. There was also no relationship between the levels 
of self-efficacy and the scores obtained in the general entrance examination 
to the university. In particular, the transition from one educational level to 
another in a sensitive-emergent period can confront the students with some 
difficulties, hence it is necessary to train teachers to improve the self-efficacy of 
their students by adopting different strategies (Akram & Ghazanfar, 2015), for 
example, through efficient systems of admission and induction of university 
students that incorporate support, and also support programs (Doménech-
Betoret et al., 2017).
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It is possible that measuring self-efficacy at the beginning of university 
admission, and not at the end of the first semester of higher education, 
will affect the obtained results. High self-efficacy is related to high school 
GPAs, but not to the grades obtained in the first university semester. Galyon, 
Blondin, Yaw, Nall, and Williams (2012) found that self-efficacy correlated 
better with academic performance during the middle of a course, with no 
significant correlations being observed when measured during the early stages.

On the other hand, the scores obtained by the students in the depression 
and anxiety scales showed a high negative correlation with the scores obtained 
in the perceived self-efficacy scale: the lower the perceived self-efficacy, the 
higher the levels of anxiety. It is possible that there are two variables that 
occur in parallel rather than in a causal relationship. In that, it could be a 
critical incident occurring as part of the emergent stage that students are expe-
riencing, given that anxiety levels are in the range of low to moderate anxiety. 
However, A group showed moderate to high anxiety-trait levels. The STAI was 
able to discern between an anxiety state and an anxiety trait. If the students 
classified in group A reached scores that suggest high anxiety and not only in 
specific situations (anxiety-state), but also as a generalized tendency to respond 
anxiously (anxiety-trait), then this tendency could extend for long periods of 
time and in all situation types, thus putting the vulnerable student at risk in 
their university experience.

Therefore, low self-efficacy tends to increase some emotional and social 
problems (Goulão, 2014). Anxiety, suicide and alcohol abuse continue to 
threaten adolescent and emerging adult populations throughout the world 
(Arnett et al., 2014). Predominantly, the incidence of mood disorders and 
anxiety increases considerably in adolescence and early adulthood (Roza, 
Hofstra, van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2003). In the present study, anxiety was 
significantly related to the QDDD, where group A also had the highest scores, 
suggesting an anxiety reaction rather than a depressive state. No depression 
was observed in any of the groups. Based on the obtained results, a population 
with possibilities of being vulnerable is identified, given that a high percentage 
(15.8%, Table 1) of the sample indicates the presence of diagnosed psychiatric 
illness, with affective disorders being the most highly reported. The general 
prevalence of emotional disorders, mainly anxiety, is in the range of 4-24% 
in different countries; in Mexico the range of 8.4-29.8% has been reported 
(Craske & Stein, 2016; Alonso et al., 2018).

It is assumed that increasing the sense of self-efficacy helps to better control 
those unpleasant emotions and, therefore, to diminish the likely harmful 
results. Other cross-sectional studies have suggested that self-efficacy has an 



104

Educación XXIX(57), septiembre 2020 / ISSN 1019-9403

Ana Gutiérrez García y María Landeros Velázquez

important relationship with the emotional states of emerging adults and that 
changes related to age will depend on the state of general, academic, physical 
and social self-efficacy (León-Hernández et al., 2019). 

In parallel, assessing self-efficacy and its relation to academic performance in 
the early stages of university education is a reasonable endeavor. Students with 
no or limited previous experience of a university environment will have limited 
exposure to experiencing the mastery of learning within such environments, 
and no opportunity to develop effective beliefs in their own performance skills. 
Future research should provide more information on the development of self-
efficacy and also promote the implementation of early intervention programs 
that improve self-efficacy and performance, resulting in better educational 
outcomes for college students that would also impact on their emotional health 
(Doménech-Betoret et al., 2017; Honicke & Broadbent, 2016).

6. conclusIon

According to our results, perceived self-efficacy can be modified in emerging 
adults who change from a high school academic environment to a univer-
sity education environment. The 20% of the respondents were at a low level 
of self-efficacy, which was significantly related to low academic performance 
and a high level of anxiety. Therefore, based on the results of this research, 
it is recommended that students be exposed to a self-efficacy intervention 
program, in order that they can develop the confidence to feel that they have 
the ability to perform really well and to deal with all the necessary acade-
mic tasks in a positive manner. This in turn will improve both academic and 
emotional performance of young people in a phase of transition from basic 
to college education. Therefore, future studies should evaluate the long term 
effects of educational interventions during the first university years, while 
taking into account self-efficacy and strategies to cope with anxiety in young 
emerging adults.
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