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Abstract

Following the COVID-19 pandemic, levels of stress, anxiety and depression have increased among university students, exacerbated by academic demands, strict
schedules and risky behaviors. The present study analyzed the relationship between levels of stress, anxiety, depression and perceptions of physical fitness in Chilean
university students. A cross-sectional design was used with a sample of 584 students from different university careers, average age 20.98 (SD = 2.68). Psychological
variables were assessed using the Anxiety, Depression and Stress Scale (DASS-21), while perceptions of physical fitness were measured using the International Fitness
Scale (IFIS). The results showed a significant correlation between perceived physical fitness and levels of stress, anxiety and depression. Additionally, women reported
higher levels of anxiety and stress, but not depression. However, linear regression models were run which showed that 4% of the variance in depression could be
explained by general physical condition and muscle strength. In case of anxiety, 11% of the variance is explained by general physical fitness and cardiovascular fitness.
Finally, 5% of the variance in stress is explained by gender. Therefore, it can conclude that psychological factors have a relevant impact on perceptions of physical

fitness, highlighting the importance of comprehensive strategies that address both mental and physical health in this group.
Keywords: Anxiety, depression, mental health, physical fitness, stress, students.

Resumen

A raiz de la pandemia de COVID-19, los niveles de estrés, ansiedad y depresién en universitarios han aumentado, agravados por las exigencias académicas,
los horarios estrictos y las conductas de riesgo. Se analiz6 la relacién entre los niveles de estrés, ansiedad, depresion y la percepcion de la condicién fisica en
estudiantes universitarios chilenos. Se utilizé un disefio transversal con una muestra de 584 estudiantes de diferentes facultades, con una edad promedio de 20.98
afios (DE = 2.68). Las variables psicolégicas se evaluaron con la Escala de Ansiedad, Depresién y Estrés (DASS-21), mientras que la condicion fisica percibida se utilizé
la International Fitness Scale (IFIS). Los resultados indicaron una correlacién entre los niveles de percepcion de condicion fisica percibida y los niveles de estrés,
ansiedad y depresion. Ademas, las mujeres reportaron un nivel mas alto de ansiedad y estrés, pero no asi en los niveles de depresién. Por otra parte, los modelos
de regresion lineal mostraron que el 4% de la varianza en depresion puede ser explicado por la condicién fisica general y la fuerza muscular. Para el caso de la
ansiedad, el 11% se explica por la condicion fisica general y cardiovascular. Luego, el 5% del estrés es explicado por el sexo. Finalmente, se puede concluir que la
percepcién de la condicion fisica tienen un impacto relevante en los factores psicolégicos, destacando la importancia de estrategias integrales que aborden tanto

la salud mental como fisica.

Palabras clave: Ansiedad, condicién fisica, depresion, estrés, estudiantes, salud mental.
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Introduction

In recent years, and with particular emphasis on the period of 2020-2022 following the global pandemic of 2020, there
has been an increase in the prevalence of stress, anxiety and depression among university students on a global scale
(Silva-Ramos et al., 2020; Wunsch et al., 2021; Merellano-Navarro et al., 2022). This demographic is susceptible to specific
conditions that render them more vulnerable to psychological distress and the manifestation of various symptoms
associated with poor mental health (Akram et al., 2020). Increased academic demands, adherence to schedules, and risky
behaviours such as caffeine, tobacco, and alcohol consumption (de la Portilla et al., 2018) and poor sleep quality (Merellano-
Navarro et al., 2022) contribute to the deterioration of both physical and mental health (Barrera-Herrera & San Martin, 2021).
In this context, a large-scale survey of 14,000 students from 19 universities in eight different countries revealed that only 35%
of students met the diagnostic criteria for at least one mental health disorder (Auerbach et al., 2016). Moreover, a systematic
review conducted in 2021 on risk factors and the prevalence of mental health problems demonstrated a prevalence of
depression of 25% in eight studies with a total of 13,790 participants, and a prevalence of suicide-related symptoms of 14%
in four studies with 2,586 participants (Sheldon et al., 2021). Concurrently, an increase in mental health-related symptoms
has been observed within the university population (Thorley, 2017), with stress, anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation, and
insomnia being the most frequently reported symptoms (Akram et al., 2020). In the Chilean context, Barrera-Herrera &
San Martin (2021) identified that over 45% of participants exhibited symptoms related to depression, anxiety or stress,
and 5% reported suicidal ideation. In continuation with the national reality, data from 2022 demonstrate a deterioration in
mental well-being, with a 21.1% increase in the prevalence of mental health problems, and particularly a 27.5% increase in
generalised anxiety disorders (B).

Consequently, there is a significant need to seek strategies that mitigate the symptoms associated with mental health
problems. In relation to this, various studies on university students have revealed that high stress levels are associated with
a lower quality of life and overall well-being (Faria et al., 2014; Ribeiro & Stickgold, 2014). However, regular physical activity
has been demonstrated to exert a beneficial effect on stress levels, functioning as a stress modulator (Gerber & Pihse 2009;
Schultchen et al,, 2019). In addition, it has been observed that levels of stress, anxiety and depression tend to increase
in university students who accumulate more sedentary time (Lee & Kim, 2019). As posited by Nguyen-Michel et al. (2006),
a significant negative relationship was identified between physical activity and stress levels. Conversely, an improvement
in sleep quality can be achieved through the regulation of stress levels caused by physical activity (Zhai et al., 2021). This
suggests that physical activity can be a viable non-pharmaceutical strategy for stress management, and consequently, an
enhancement in sleep quality can be expected among university students. In consideration of the aforementioned factors,
it is evident that a decline in physical activity is concomitant with a deterioration in physical fitness. It is important to note
that health-related physical fitness is also influenced by many other factors, such as body weight and socioeconomic status
(Kljajevi¢ et al., 2022). In this context, itis also interesting to learn about the effects of physical fitness. Suwannakul et al. (2023)
demonstrated that elevated stress levels are associated with diminished components of physical fitness, including maximum
oxygen consumption and upper limb muscle strength. In addition to this, as previously referenced, an affirmative correlation
has been identified between aerobic capacity and psychological well-being, as well as in comprehensive assessments of
health and quality of life among university students (Mufioz Strale et al., 2024). However, the concept of perceived physical
condition, which encompasses the perception of physical fitness, has not been a subject of significant interest and may
potentially play a crucial role in the modulation of stress, anxiety, and depression levels. Currently, objective tests exist
which allow for the accurate assessment of the different components of physical condition. These include self-report tools
such as the International Fitness Scale questionnaire (IFIS). The present questionnaire has been developed to measure a
subject's perception of their overall physical condition, as well as that of each of its components (De Moraes et al., 2019).
For instance, in pregnant women, a positive association was identified between perceived physical fitness and quality of
life (general health dimension) (Romero-Gallardo et al., 2019). In this sense, perceived physical fitness can be considered a
viable alternative, especially when physical fitness cannot be assessed directly in large sample sizes (Ortega et al., 2013). It
has been demonstrated that the perceived physical condition can function as a predictor of metabolic health (Pefia-lbagon
et al., 2021), and that it is associated with mental health symptoms (Cadenas-Sanchez et al., 2021). Therefore, the present
study seeks to investigate whether perceived physical fitness influences levels of stress, anxiety, and depression in Chilean

university students. As demonstrated above, it can be hypothesised that perceived physical fitness may serve as a significant
2

Cultura, Ciencia y Deporte IANOZOZS IVOL.21 I NUM. 67 | Espaiia | ISSN 1696-5043

PHYSICAL FITNESS AND MENTAL HEALTH: ANALYSIS OF STRESS, ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION IN CHILEAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS




PHYSICAL FITNESS AND MENTAL HEALTH: ANALYSIS OF STRESS, ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION IN CHILEAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

PHYSICAL FITNESS AND MENTAL HEALTH: ANALYSIS OF STRESS, ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION IN CHILEAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

contributing factor in the levels of stress, anxiety and depression experienced by individuals. The present study aims to
ascertain the correlation between perceived physical fitness and levels of stress, anxiety, and depression in Chilean university
students.

Materials and Methods

Design

The research adopts a quantitative approach and follows a non-experimental design, characterised by its cross-sectional
nature. The scope of the research is both descriptive and analytical (Veiga de Cabo et al., 2008).

Participants

The sample consisted of 584 participants, students from different programmes at a university in Santiago, Chile. In terms
of gender, 90 participants identified as female (15%), while 494 identified as male (85%). This is because most of them are
enrolled in programmes related to physical activity, areas in which female participation is generally lower. The age range
of the participants was between 17 and 54 years, with an average age of 20.98 years (SD = 2.68). The median age was
21 years. Table 1 shows the characteristics of the sample. The inclusion criteria considered for this study were: being a
regular undergraduate student, being between 17 and 55 years of age, and agreeing to participate voluntarily. On the other
hand, participants who submitted incomplete responses in any of the questionnaires and/or did not attend the face-to-face
assessment session were excluded.

Table 1

Characteristics of the Sample

i Shapiro- Shapiro-Wilk
M M
Sex N M SD in ax Wilk W p-value
Age Female 90 21.3 2.34 18 28 .920 <.001**
Male 494 20.9 2.74 17 54 729 <.001**

Note. * p <.05. ** p <.01.

Instruments

The Depression Anxiety Stress Scales-21 (DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) is a self-report measure designed to assess
symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress in adults. The scale consists of 21 items distributed evenly across three
subscales: depression, anxiety, and stress. Participants rate the frequency with which they have experienced each symptom
in the past week on a scale from 0 (not applicable) to 3 (applies a lot or most of the time). To respond, the respondent must
indicate the extent to which the statement describes what happened to them or how they felt during the past week (Antinez
& Vinet, 2012). The following scores are used for each subscale: Depression: normal 0-4, mild 5-6, moderate 7-10, severe
11-13, and extremely severe 14+. Anxiety: normal 0-3, mild 4-5, moderate 7-10, severe 11-13, and extremely severe 10+.
Stress: normal 0-7, mild 8-9, moderate 10-12, severe 13-16, and extremely severe 17+ (Younes et al., 2016).

Confirmatory factor analysis supported the validity of the three-factor structure of the DASS-21. The results indicated
that the factor loadings for the items on the stress subscale ranged from 0.51 to 0.71, with significant loadings (p <.001) for
all items. For the anxiety subscale, factor loadings ranged from 0.35 to 0.67, also with statistical significance (p <.001). For
the depression subscale, factor loadings were even stronger, ranging from 0.57 to 0.81, all with significance (p <.001). The
model fit was evaluated using several goodness-of-fit tests. The chi-square value was significant (y2[178] = 419.13, p <.001),
which is to be expected given the sensitivity of this test to sample size. However, other fit measures indicated a good fit of
the model, with a CFl of 0.95, a TLI of 0.94, and an RMSEA of 0.05 (90% C/ = [0.04, 0.05]).

In terms of reliability, Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the subscales were adequate: 0.82 for the stress subscale, 0.77 for
the anxiety subscale, and 0.87 for the depression subscale, indicating satisfactory internal consistency for each dimension.
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The International Fitness Scale (IFIS; Ortega et al., 2011) is a self-reported tool designed to assess the subjective perception
of physical fitness in adults. The scale consists of five items that measure aspects related to general physical fitness, muscle
strength, aerobic capacity, flexibility, and speed/agility (Olivares et al., 2017). The items are scored on a Likert scale from 1
(very poor) to 5 (very good). This tool has already been applied to the Chilean population, both in adolescents (Olivares et al.,
2017) and Chilean university students (Guzman-Mufioz et al., 2024). In the present study, numerical values were assigned to
each response in order to facilitate statistical processing and analysis of relationships between variables. This methodology
has been used in previous research with the Chilean university population, such as that of Guzman-Mufioz et al. (2024).
This strategy allows for a more robust analysis using parametric and correlational tests, respecting the ordinal nature of the
instrument but taking advantage of its analytical potential in descriptive and exploratory contexts.

Confirmatory factor analysis supported the validity of the scale's unifactorial structure. Factor loadings were high and
statistically significant (p < .001) for all items, with values ranging from 0.39 to 0.85. The model fit was adequate, with a
non-significant chi-square value (y44] = 8.76, p = .067), suggesting a good fit of the model to the data. In addition, other fit
measures showed excellent fit: the CFI was 0.99, the TLI was also 0.99, and the RMSEA was 0.05 (90% C/ = [0.00, 0.09]). In
terms of reliability, Cronbach's alpha coefficient was 0.76 for the entire scale, indicating acceptable internal consistency.

Procedure

Following the dissemination of a public invitation within the university campus, individuals were invited to participate
in the study voluntarily. Following this, informed consent was requested. The administration of the questionnaires was
conducted in a manner that ensured the confidentiality of responses. This was achieved by undertaking the administration
of the questionnaires individually and privately within the Sports Science Laboratory. The approximate duration of the
administration of the questionnaires was 15 minutes. Prior to the commencement of the session, all relevant details were

thoroughly delineated, and a designated time period was allocated for the articulation of queries.

Statistical Analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using Jamovi (version 2.5). Data normality was assessed using Shapiro-Wilk. Correlations
were analysed using Pearson, and multiple regression was used to identify predictors of physical condition perception. A

significance level of p < .05 was considered, and results were presented with 95% confidence intervals.

Results

Table 2 shows the emotional symptoms perceived in the sample. Most women (61.11%) and men (63.77%) did not present
depressive symptoms, although nearly 38% of women and 36% of men reported some level of depression, with moderate
depression being the most prevalent. In terms of anxiety, 38.89% of women and 54.45% of men did not present symptoms,
with moderate anxiety predominating in both sexes. With regard to stress, 56.67% of women and 72.47% of men did not
report symptoms.
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Table 2
Perceived Symptoms of the Sample

Symptoms Sex Classification N
Depression Female No Depression 61.11%
Extreme Depression 4.44%
Severe Depression 8.89%
Moderate Depression 17.78%
Mild Depression 7.78%
Male No Depression 63.77%
Extreme Depression 4.05%
Severe Depression 5.47%
Moderate Depression 15.38%
Mild Depression 11.34%
Anxiety Female No Anxiety 38.89%
Extreme Anxiety 17.78%
Severe Anxiety 8.89%
Moderate Anxiety 24.44%
Mild Anxiety 10.00%
Male No Anxiety 54.45%
Extreme Anxiety 7.29%
Severe Anxiety 6.07%
Moderate Anxiety 19.64%
Mild Anxiety 12.55%
Stress Female No Stress 56.67%
Extreme Stress 3.33%
Severe stress 16.67%
Moderate stress 13.33%
Mild stress 10.00%
Male No Stress 72.47%
Extreme Stress 2.43%
Severe stress 6.68%
Moderate stress 14.17%
Mild stress 4.25%

Table 3 shows the descriptive results obtained regarding the perception of physical condition by gender. It shows that
men have a higher perception of their overall physical condition (3.88 £ 0.853) than women (3.57 £ 0.900), and this is repeated
in a similar way in the cardio-respiratory, strength, speed and agility components. However, in the case of flexibility, women
show higher levels (3.56 + 1.22) than men (3.10 + 1.13).

Table 3

Descriptive Statistics for Perceived Physical Condition

Sex M SD Min Max
General physical ~ Female 3.57 0.900 1 5
condition Male 3.88 0.853 1 5
Cardio-respiratory Female 3.1 1.18 1 5
Male 3.64 1.01 1 5
Strength Female 3.49 0.986 1 5
Male 3.73 0.930 1 5
Speed - Agility Female 3.33 0.899 1 5
Male 3.79 0.935 1 5
Flexibility Female 3.56 1.22 1 5
Male 3.10 1.13 1 5
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To complement these results, different ANCOVA tests were performed to examine differences between men and women
in depression, anxiety, stress, and perceived physical condition, where age was considered a covariate (given the high
dispersion observed). These comparisons were made considering the variables as continuous, in order to obtain a better
impression of the possible differences in magnitude.

No significant differences were found in depression levels between men (adjusted M = 0.59, 95% C/ [0.54, 0.65]) and
women (adjusted M = 0.69, 95% C/[0.56, 0.82]), F(1, 550y = 1.820, p = 0.178, 7 = 0,003. Significant differences were observed in
stress, with women (adjusted M = 1.21, 95% C/ [1.09, 1.34]) reporting higher levels than men (adjusted M = 0.90, 95% C/ [0.85,
0.96]), Fi1, 581y = 19.394, p < 0.001, 5= 0,032. In terms of perceived physical fitness, women (adjusted M = 3.41, 95% C/ [3.26,
3.55]) reported significantly lower levels than men (adjusted M = 3.63, 95% C/[3.57, 3.69]), F(1, 581y = 7.827, p = 0.005, n=0,013.

In the case of anxiety, a significant effect of gender was found, F(1, 579) = 5.08, p = .025, 53=.009, with higher levels of
anxiety reported by women (adjusted M = 0.81, 95% C/[0.70, 0.92]) compared to men (adjusted M = 0.53, 95% C/[0.49, 0.58]).
Age was also significantly associated with anxiety (p =.002). However, Levene's test indicated a violation of the assumption of
homogeneity of variances (p =.010), and the interaction between sex and age approached significance (p =.079). Due to the
violation of the assumption of homogeneity of slopes, a linear regression model was chosen that included the interaction

between sex and age, allowing us to estimate how the effect of sex on the dependent variable varies as a function of age.

The model was significant, F(3 579)= 9.90, p <.001, explaining 4.9% of the variance in anxiety (R? = 0.049). It was found that
men reported significantly lower levels of anxiety than women (8 =-1.20, p =.025), and that age was negatively associated
with anxiety in general (B = -0.06, p=.010). Furthermore, the interaction between gender and age approached statistical
significance (B = 0.044, p=.079), suggesting that the effect of age on anxiety may vary depending on gender. These results

indicate that both gender and age influence anxiety levels, and that their interaction warrants further exploration.

In addition to the above, Table 4 presents Pearson's correlations between depression, anxiety, stress, overall perceived
physical condition (the mean of all components of the International Fitness Scale), and age. The means and standard
deviations for the total sample can also be found there.

Significant positive correlations were found between depression, anxiety, and stress, indicating that as one of these
factors increases, so do the others. On the other hand, perceived physical condition showed significant negative correlations
with depression, anxiety, and stress, suggesting that as perceived physical condition increases, the levels of these emotional
factors decrease. Age had a significant negative correlation with anxiety, but no significant correlations were observed with

the other variables.

Table 4

Means, Standard Deviations, and Pearson Correlations Between Depression, Anxiety, Stress, Perceived Physical Condition, and Age

Perceived
M SD Depression Anxiety Stress Physical

Condition

Depression 0.61 0.62

Anxiety 0.57 0.53 0.65%**

Stress 0.95 0.63 0.68*** 0.69%**

Perceived 3.6 0.71 -0.20%** -0.28%** -0.16%**

Physical

Condition

Age 20.98 2.68 -0.05 -0.10* -0.02 0.08

Note. *p < .05. ** p <.01. *** p < 001.

Finally, different multiple linear regression models were compared to predict depression, anxiety, and stress based on
perceived physical fitness levels, i.e., the five IFIS items, in addition to gender.

The regression model for predicting depression was statistically significant, F(7.575) = 4.76, p <.001, explaining 4% of the
variance in depression (adjusted R2 =.04). The results show that the predictor of overall physical condition was significant
(B =-0.10, p = .041), as was muscle strength (B = -0.06, p = .046). The other predictors, cardiovascular condition, speed-

6

Cultura, Ciencia y Deporte IANOZOZS IVOL.21 I NUM. 67 | Espaiia | ISSN 1696-5043

PHYSICAL FITNESS AND MENTAL HEALTH: ANALYSIS OF STRESS, ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION IN CHILEAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS




PHYSICAL FITNESS AND MENTAL HEALTH: ANALYSIS OF STRESS, ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION IN CHILEAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

PHYSICAL FITNESS AND MENTAL HEALTH: ANALYSIS OF STRESS, ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION IN CHILEAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

agility, flexibility, and gender did not reach statistical significance (p > .05). This suggests that, in terms of depression, only
perceptions of general fitness and muscle strength were significant predictors.

The model for anxiety showed a moderate fit and was significant, F(6.576) = 12.46, p <.001, explaining 11% of the variance
in anxiety (adjusted R2 =.11). The predictors of general physical condition (B =-0.10, p=.011), cardiovascular condition (B =
-0.06, p =.021), and gender (B = -0.19, p=.001) were significant. These results indicate that both perceived physical fitness
and gender contribute significantly to anxiety levels, highlighting the differential influence of gender.

Regarding stress, the model was statistically significant, F (6.577) = 5.76, p <.001, but with a modest fit, explaining only
5% of the variance (corrected R2 =.05). The only significant predictor was Gender (B = -0.25, p <.001). This suggests that,
unlike anxiety, IFIS components are not significantly associated with stress, and that gender is the only relevant factor in
this model. The variable gender (men compared to women) showed a marginally significant difference (B = 0.15, SE = 0.08,
p =1.91, p =.057), suggesting that men tend to report higher perceived physical fitness. Age was not a significant predictor
(B=0.01,SE=0.01,p=1.22, p =.223).

In summary, the models for anxiety and stress show significant associations with gender, which is stronger in the stress
model. In the case of anxiety, in addition to gender, perceptions of overall physical and cardiovascular fitness show significant
relationships, which is not observed in stress or depression. This could indicate that the perception of physical fitness has
a differential impact depending on the type of emotional distress, and that gender has a cross-cutting influence, especially

on stress.

Discussion

The results obtained provide relevant evidence on the relationship between perceived physical condition and levels of
depression, anxiety, and stress in Chilean university students. In line with previous studies (Hong et al., 2024), it has been
observed that better overall physical condition is related to mental health and sleep quality (Merellano-Navarro et al., 2022).
Furthermore, Gerber and Pihse (2009) also identified that perceived physical fitness is inversely related to levels of stress,
anxiety and depression. In addition, inverse relationships were shown between cardiovascular capacity and the mental
health and well-being of university students (Herbert et al., 2020). In this regard, previous studies have shown that the
perception of overall physical condition and perceived cardiovascular capacity were significantly and positively associated
with adolescents' perception of their health, life satisfaction, and quality of life (Marques et al., 2017). This reinforces the
idea that the perception of one's own physical condition can act as an important modulator of mental health in university
students. Therefore, prevention strategies can benefit from promoting physical activity and improving physical fitness,
especially when stress or its effects are high, allowing the ‘cycle’ of inactivity, stress, and negative effects to be broken
(Schultchen et al., 2019).

Regarding gender differences, the findings confirmed that women report significantly higher levels of anxiety (M =0.79 in
women and M = 0.53 in men) and stress (M= 1.21 in women and M = 0.90 in men) compared to men. This is consistent with
previous research. For example, a study conducted by Santomauro et al. (2021) observed that, globally, the prevalence of
depressive disorders among women was higher (29.8%) than among men (24.0%). Similarly, women experienced a greater
increase in the prevalence of anxiety disorders (27.9%) than men (21.7%). Similarly, a study conducted in 2022 with 1,842
students showed that women report poorer mental health than men (Spagert et al., 2022). Therefore, higher levels of stress
and anxiety have been documented in female university students due to social and/or cultural factors such as the fact
that women tend to recognise and communicate their emotional states, whether negative or positive, to a greater extent
(Barrera-Herrera & San Martin, 2021). In this sense, these differences could be explained by the different ways in which
men and women express their emotions, mainly influenced by gender roles and social norms (Caqueo-Urizar et al., 2020).
However, no significant differences were found in depression levels between men and women, which differs from some
previous studies (Thorley, 2017; Akram et al., 2020; Bravo et., 2022), where women tend to show a higher prevalence of
depressive symptoms. This could be due to particularities of the sample or contextual factors associated with the group
of students evaluated.

On the other hand, men reported a better perception of their physical condition compared to women, except in the
dimension of flexibility. These results are consistent with previous studies, where men have reported better overall physical

condition, cardiorespiratory capacity, and agility (Mayorga-Vega et al., 2019; Pefia-lbagon et al., 2021). This could be related to

7
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cultural and social factors that influence self-perception of physical fitness, as well as differences in physical activity patterns
between men and women (Nguyen-Michel et al., 2006; Suwannakul et al., 2023).

The results highlight that the perception of physical condition has a differential impact on the emotional distress of
university students. In the case of depression, only the perception of overall physical condition and muscle strength were
significant predictors, although the model explained a low proportion of the variance (4%). For anxiety, the model was more
robust (11% of variance explained), with significant predictors such as overall physical condition, cardiovascular condition,
and gender, with women being more vulnerable. In contrast, the model for stress showed a modest fit (5%) and only gender
was a relevant predictor, highlighting gender-related differences. Previous findings also revealed that university students
with higher levels of physical fitness had a significant association with a lower risk of developing mental disorders (Avitsland
et al., 2020). Furthermore, among participants with different levels of physical fitness, a significant inverse relationship
was identified between higher levels of physical fitness and the onset of low-risk mental disorders (Hong et al., 2024).
Along the same lines, a meta-analysis conducted in 2020 examined the relationship between cardiovascular fitness and the
incidence of psychological disorders, revealing that people with low levels of cardiovascular fitness had a 23.47% higher
risk of developing mental disorders (Janssen et al., 2020). These findings suggest that perceived physical condition is more
relevant to anxiety and depression than to stress, which may be more influenced by external factors. In addition, the cross-
sectional influence of gender highlights the need for gender-sensitive approaches to improve emotional well-being in this
population group.

This reveals that perceived physical condition could be used as a simple and effective tool to identify students at risk
of high levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, especially in contexts where direct physical assessments are not possible
(Ortega et al., 2013).

Limitations and Future Research

This study has some limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results. First, the sample was composed
mainly of males, which could limit the generalisation of the findings to populations with greater gender equity. Second,
the cross-sectional design of the study prevents the determination of long-term effects or the direction of the observed
associations. Finally, it should be mentioned that no distinctions were made according to the programme the students are
enrolled in, which could also affect the findings.

Future research could address these limitations by using longitudinal designs that allow for exploration of the
directionality of the observed relationships, as well as by including more balanced samples in terms of gender and
cultural diversity. It is also suggested that objective tools, such as body composition measurements and physical tests, be
incorporated to complement subjective perception data and increase the validity of the findings.

Conclusions

In summary, the results of this study highlight the importance of perceived physical fitness as a factor associated with
levels of depression, anxiety, and stress in Chilean university students. The perception of good physical fitness could play a
protective role against emotional symptoms, while a poor perception could increase vulnerability to these problems. These
findings underscore the need to promote strategies that encourage both physical activity and improved physical fitness in
the university context, thereby contributing to the overall well-being of this population.
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