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Background: University life is associated with a high prevalence of depression, anxiety, and stress, and
evidence suggests that interpersonal difficulties play a significant role in the development and maintenance of
these symptoms. Interpersonal psychotherapy, with its focus on improving social relationships, is recognized as
an effective approach for reducing emotional distress; however, limited research has examined the effectiveness
of psychoeducational interventions based on this approach on depression, anxiety, and stress among university
students.

Aims: This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of an educational-psychological intervention based on
interpersonal psychotherapy on depression, anxiety, and stress in university students.

Methods: The present study was a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest and a control group. The
study population consisted of all 18-25-year-old students at Allameh Tabataba’i University, Tehran, during the
2025-2026 academic year. Thirty students were purposively selected and randomly assigned to the experimental
and control groups. The instruments included the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21; Lovibond
& Lovibond, 1995) and a researcher-made educational-psychological intervention based on interpersonal
psychotherapy (2025). Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) with SPSS
version 27.

Results: The results of multivariate analysis of covariance showed that the interpersonal psychotherapy-based
educational intervention had a significant effect on the set of dependent variables (p<0.01). Specifically, the
intervention significantly reduced students’ anxiety and depression, with the experimental group showing
notable differences compared to the control group (p<0.01). However, the intervention did not have a significant
effect on reducing students’ stress (p>0.01).

Conclusion: The results showed that the psychoeducational intervention based on interpersonal psychotherapy
effectively reduced students’ depression and anxiety and contributed to the improvement of their mental health.
This intervention can be used as a practical and cost-effective program in university counseling centers and
preventive university-based programs. However, its limited effect on students’ stress indicates the need to
integrate this intervention with specialized stress management programs in future interventions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The university period represents a critical and often
stressful stage of life, playing a decisive role in the
formation of students’ personal, social, and
professional identities (Barbayanis et al., 2022).
Entering university typically involves major changes
in lifestyle, social relationships, responsibilities, and
expectations. Students face academic pressures,
heavy workloads, educational competition, concerns
about future careers, relative independence from
family, financial challenges, and shifts in social
support networks (Patch et al., 2025). Additionally,
many students are transitioning from adolescence to
adulthood, a phase accompanied by significant
developmental, emotional, and interpersonal
challenges that can seriously affect mental health
(Rodriguez Saiz et al., 2025). Research indicates that
the prevalence of psychological problems in
university populations is higher than in many other
groups, and without timely intervention, these issues
can have significant short- and long-term
consequences (Paiva et al., 2025). Common outcomes
include impaired academic performance, reduced
motivation, decreased social functioning, increased
engagement in risky behaviors, and even dropping
out, with depression, anxiety, and stress being
particularly prevalent (Cho et al., 2023).

Depression in university students may emerge
due to academic pressures, perceived failure,
financial difficulties, loneliness, and interpersonal
conflicts (Sun et al., 2024), often leading to academic
decline, withdrawal from university activities, social
isolation, and reduced quality of life (Liu & Wang,
2025). Severe cases may involve self-harm or suicidal
ideation, emphasizing the need for early identification
and intervention (Li et al., 2020). Anxiety,
characterized by worry, tension, and heightened
emotional arousal (Wolitzky-Taylor et al., 2026),
may manifest as exam anxiety, social anxiety,
generalized anxiety, or concerns about academic and
career prospects (Gerges et al., 2024). While
moderate anxiety can be adaptive, chronic or severe
anxiety impairs cognition, attention, memory, and
decision-making, potentially hindering academic and
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social functioning (Gholaminia et al., 2025; Gang et
al., 2025). Stress is defined as the individual’s
response to internal or external demands that exceed
their coping resources (Kim et al., 2023). The
university environment inherently exposes students
to multiple stressors, such as exams, deadlines, role
conflicts, and social expectations, which, if chronic,
may lead to fatigue, academic burnout, sleep
disturbances, irritability, decreased motivation, and
exacerbation of depression and anxiety (Perez Jorge
et al., 2025; Benitez-Agudelo et al., 2025).

Given the high prevalence of mental health
problems in students, various interventions have been
developed, including cognitive-behavioral therapy,
mindfulness-based approaches, supportive therapies,
group interventions, and  psychoeducational
programs, which aim to enhance coping skills,
emotional awareness, cognitive restructuring, and
emotion regulation (Zhou et al., 2023; Chen & Xi,
2025). Among these, approaches that focus on
interpersonal relationships and social support are
particularly important for students in a sensitive stage
of social development, with interpersonal
psychotherapy  (IPT)-based  psychoeducational
interventions gaining increasing attention (Wang et
al., 2023). IPT is a structured, short-term therapy that
targets  psychological  problems,  especially
depression, within the context of interpersonal
relationships and social interactions (Bian et al.,
2023). Psychoeducational adaptations of IPT provide
participants with theoretical principles and practical
skills to improve interpersonal communication,
manage role transitions, resolve conflicts, and
enhance social support, which can reduce depression,
anxiety, and stress (Toledo et al., 2023; Conley et al.,
2024; Raghavan et al., 2024; Abdelaziz & Salam,
2025). Despite evidence of IPT’s effectiveness in
reducing depression, few studies have examined the
psychoeducational format’s impact on students’
depression, anxiety, and stress simultaneously,
highlighting a research gap. Therefore, this study
aimed to investigate the effectiveness of an IPT -based
psychoeducational intervention in improving mental
health outcomes among university students,
providing practical guidance for counselors,
psychologists, educators, and policymakers.
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Research design and Participants
This study employed a quasi-experimental design

with a pretest-posttest and a control group. The study
population consisted of 18-25-year-old students at
Allameh Tabataba’i University, Tehran, during the
1404-1405 academic year. Thirty students were
purposively selected and randomly assigned to the
experimental and control groups. Inclusion criteria
comprised mild scores on the Depression, Anxiety,
and Stress Scale (DASS-21), willingness to
participate in the educational program, absence of
major psychological or physical disorders, and the
ability to attend sessions regularly. The research
instrument was the short form of the DASS-21, which
includes 21 items assessing students’ psychological
status over the past seven days. The reliability and
validity of this scale have been confirmed in previous
studies, and in the present study, Cronbach’s alpha for
depression, anxiety, stress, and the total score were
0.89, 0.91, 0.86, and 0.87, respectively. The
interpersonal psychotherapy-based
psychoeducational intervention was conducted
through in-person group sessions, focusing on
communication skills training, interpersonal conflict
management, improvement of social relationships,
and enhancement of social support. Data were
collected with full adherence to ethical principles and
confidentiality, and analyzed using multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS
version 27.

Results

The demographic characteristics of the sample are
presented separately for the experimental and control
groups. In the experimental group, 9 participants
(60%) were aged 18-21 years and 6 participants
(40%) were aged 2225 years, whereas in the control
group, 10 participants (66%) were aged 18-21 years
and 5 participants (34%) were aged 22-25 years.
Regarding gender, the experimental group included 8
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females (53%) and 7 males (47%), while the control
group consisted of 9 females (60%) and 6 males
(40%). All participants in both groups were
undergraduate students, indicating homogeneity
across the groups in terms of educational level.
Descriptive statistics for the study variables showed
that the mean scores of anxiety and depression in the
experimental group decreased after the intervention,
whereas the control group showed no significant
changes. The mean stress scores in the experimental
group did not show a substantial difference between
pre- and post-test measurements.

Prior to conducting inferential analyses, assumptions
for multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
were examined. The Shapiro—Wilk test indicated that
the distributions of all study variables were normal in
both groups. Levene's test confirmed the
homogeneity of variances, and the homogeneity of
regression slopes was satisfied, indicating no
significant interaction between pre-test scores and
group for stress, anxiety, or depression. Box’s test
also confirmed the equality of covariance matrices.
Overall, all necessary assumptions for conducting
MANCOVA were met.

MANCOVA results indicated a significant
multivariate effect of the intervention on the
dependent variables, suggesting that the intervention
had an overall impact on students’ mental health
indicators. Post-hoc analyses using Bonferroni
correction were performed to examine the
effectiveness of the intervention on individual
variables. The results are summarized in Tables 1 and
2.

Pearson correlation coefficients were computed to
examine the bivariate relationships among study
variables. Significant correlations were observed
between positive metacognitive beliefs, mastery
competencies, and perceived self-efficacy, indicating
preliminary support for the hypothesized model.
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Table 1. Multivariate Analysis of Covariance Results for Study Variables at Post-Test

Dependent Variable Sum of Squares df Mean Square F

p-value Eta Squared

Stress 0/310 1
Anxiety 1/567 1
Depression 1/420 1

0/310 3/942  0/058 0/136
1/567 5/198 0/031* 0/172
1/420 8/193 0/008* 0/247

As shown in Table 1, the F-values for anxiety and
depression are statistically significant, indicating that
the experimental group experienced a meaningful

reduction in these symptoms compared to the control
group. In contrast, the reduction in stress was not
statistically significant.

Table 2. Pairwise Comparison of Mean Scores Between Experimental and Control Groups

Component  Group Comparison

Mean Difference Standard Error p-value

Stress Control — Experimental
Anxiety Control — Experimental
Depression  Control — Experimental

0/208 0/105 0/058
0/468 0/205 0/031*
0/445 0/156 0/008*

The results indicate that the psychoeducational
intervention based on interpersonal psychotherapy
was effective in reducing students’ anxiety and
depression. However, the intervention did not
produce a significant reduction in stress levels,
suggesting the need for complementary strategies to
address stress management.

Conclusion

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of an
educational intervention based on interpersonal
psychotherapy in reducing anxiety, depression, and
stress among university students. The findings
indicated that students in the experimental group
showed a significant reduction in anxiety compared
to the control group. This effect can be attributed to
several factors: the intervention emphasized
interpersonal skills and emotion regulation, which
helped students respond more adaptively to anxiety-
inducing situations. Group exercises and peer
interactions fostered social support and a sense of
belonging, contributing to anxiety reduction.
Additionally, training in coping strategies and
identifying anxiety triggers enabled students to better
manage stressful conditions. Repeated practice and
session reviews further reinforced skills, enhancing
students’ ability to cope with real-life challenges.
Finally, the supportive group environment reduced
social concerns and boosted self-confidence.
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Similarly, depression scores decreased significantly
in the experimental group, reflecting the
intervention’s positive 1mpact on mood and
depressive symptoms. Key factors include increased
self- and other-awareness, improved interpersonal
relationships, and reduced feelings of loneliness and
isolation. Group discussions and participatory
exercises strengthened social support, while problem-
solving and emotional regulation skills enhanced
students’ ability to handle personal and academic
challenges. The provision of relapse prevention
strategies also helped consolidate positive outcomes,
allowing students to gradually gain greater control
over their mood and manage emotions constructively.
In contrast, stress levels did not differ significantly
between groups, suggesting that the intervention was
less effective in reducing stress. This may be due to
the nature of stress, which is often linked to external
and situational factors, whereas the intervention
primarily targeted interpersonal and emotional skills.
The duration of the intervention may have been
insufficient for stress reduction, which typically
requires longer-term practice and combined
strategies. Academic workload, exams, and
environmental pressures may have also limited the
intervention’s impact on stress.

Overall, the study demonstrates that educational
interventions based on interpersonal psychotherapy
can effectively reduce anxiety and depression in
students by strengthening interpersonal skills,
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emotion regulation, and social support. However,
stress reduction may require longer, multi-component
interventions addressing both interpersonal skills and
environmental stressors. Limitations include the
single-university sample, relatively short intervention
duration, reliance on self-report measures, and partial
control over external stressors. Future research should
explore longer-term and combined interventions,
incorporating continuous practice and group support
to enhance the sustainability of benefits.
Implementing such programs in university settings
may significantly improve students’ mental health,
emotional well-being, and coping abilities.
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