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Objective: The current study aimed to model the relationship between Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) symptoms and psychological distress, with
dissociative experiences acting as a mediating variable among university students.
Methodology: This research employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical
population consisted of all students from the Islamic Azad University, Tehran branches, during
the 2025-2026 academic year (N=55,534), from which a sample of 385 participants was
selected using multistage cluster sampling. Data were collected using the Adult ADHD Self-
Report Scale (ASRS), the Dissociative Experiences Scale (DES), and the Depression, Anxiety,
and Stress Scale (DASS-21). Data analysis was performed using Pearson correlation and
structural equation modeling in SPSS-26 and AMOS-26 software.

Findings: The results indicated that ADHD symptoms have a significant positive effect on
both dissociative experiences (=0.316) and psychological distress ($=0.373). Furthermore,
dissociative experiences were found to have a significant positive effect on psychological
distress (=0.349). Bootstrap results also confirmed that the indirect effect of ADHD
symptoms on psychological distress, mediated by dissociative experiences, was statistically
significant (=0.110). Overall, ADHD symptoms explained 10% of the variance of dissociative
experiences and ADHD symptoms together with dissociative experiences explained 34.3% of
the variance of psychological distress. According to the findings, it can be suggested that
ADHD symptoms can directly increase the level of psychological distress in students through
increased dissociative experiences.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that paying attention to the role of dissociative
experiences in the relationship between ADHD symptoms and psychological distress can be
important in better understanding students' psychological problems.

Keywords: Psychological Distress, Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, Dissociative
Experiences
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Students are one of the most important and vulnerable groups in society in terms of mental
health. The student period is a transitional stage in life that is accompanied by significant changes in
academic, social and personal dimensions (Heck et al., 2025). Entering university usually requires
adaptation to a new environment, increased personal independence, academic pressures, educational
competition, concerns about the future of work and sometimes separation from family. These conditions
can put pressure on the individual's psychological resources and increase the likelihood of emotional and
mental problems (Dong et al., 2024). Research shows that many students experience levels of anxiety,
depression, stress and feelings of helplessness during their studies, which, if persistent, can affect their
academic performance, social relationships and quality of life. For this reason, paying attention to the
state of students' mental health and identifying the factors affecting it is of particular importance (Otieno,
2025).

Psychological distress is usually considered as a general indicator of psychological stress and
indicates a level of psychological discomfort that may not lead to a specific psychiatric disorder, but
indicates a disturbance in the emotional balance and psychological functioning of the individual (Duffy et
al., 2019). Some researchers have proposed this concept as an indicator of internalized symptoms such as
sadness, worry, and despair, while others consider it to be an expression of the general level of
emotional distress and decreased psychological well-being (Wong et al., 2025). In this context, Lazarus and
Folkman's theory of stress and coping emphasizes the role of a person's cognitive evaluation of stressful
situations and coping methods in the experience of psychological pressure. According to this view, when
a person evaluates his resources as insufficient to cope with environmental demands, the probability of
experiencing psychological distress increases (Dong et al., 2024).

Meanwhile, given the determining role of cognitive and emotional processes in the formation of
psychological distress, one of the important factors that can lead to the emergence or exacerbation of
this condition is the presence of symptoms related to attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. This
disorder is characterized by symptoms such as distractibility, impulsive behaviors, and hyperactivity that
disrupt the individual's performance in the areas of concentration, emotion regulation, and task
management (zhang et al., 2024). In order for these symptoms to be diagnosed as a disorder, they must
persist for at least six months (Sayal et al., 2018). Although the severity of the symptoms of this disorder
usually decreases with age, about 7% of young people still struggle with its symptoms (Song et al., 2021).
This disorder is associated with impairments in executive function, emotion regulation, and behavioral
control, and is consequently associated with a series of negative consequences in social, emotional, and
behavioral domains throughout the individual's life (Katzman et al., 2017).

In this context, research evidence suggests that one of the important mechanisms that can explain
the relationship between ADHD symptoms and psychological distress is dissociative experiences, a
phenomenon characterized by temporary breaks in awareness, perception, or memory, and that can act
as an effective mediator in this relationship (Nag et al., 2025). These experiences usually emerge when the
individual is faced with severe psychological stress or situations in which they lose a sense of control



and empowerment (Cernis et al., 2021). In such situations, the individual may feel disconnected or unreal in
their connection with the world around them, personal emotions, or even their body. This phenomenon
can disrupt a person’s ability to assess reality and process emotions, leading to experiences such as
emotional numbness, loss of identity, or temporary amnesia (Dell, 2009). Clinical symptoms of
dissociation can include a range of experiences, from feelings of distance or alienation from oneself
(depersonalization), to an inability to remember important life events or temporary changes in one’s
sense of identity. Research studies have shown that high levels of dissociation are often associated with
greater severity of psychological problems such as anxiety, depression, and posttraumatic stress disorder
(Fung et al., 2025; Schulze et al., 2024).

Although research evidence suggests a relationship between specific cognitive and behavioral
characteristics and indicators of psychological distress, the nature of this relationship and the processes
involved are still unclear. Most previous studies have focused solely on the direct aspects of this
disorder and have ignored the role of defense processes or cognitive-perceptual disruptions, such as
dissociative experiences, as a connecting link. On the other hand, examining these relationships in the
form of a comprehensive structural model in the student population, which, due to the nature of the
transition period and academic pressures, is more susceptible than other groups to psychological harm
and the use of ineffective coping mechanisms, has been severely neglected. Therefore, identifying this
mediating path not only contributes to the theoretical richness in the field of psychopathology, but also
covers the gap in explaining precisely how symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
turn into profound psychological distress. Based on the theoretical and empirical gaps mentioned above,
the main question of the present study is whether dissociative experiences play a mediating role in the
relationship between symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and psychological distress in
students.

Methods and Materials

This study was conducted within the framework of descriptive-correlational research and the
data were analyzed using structural equation modeling. The statistical population of the study consisted
of all students of Islamic Azad University in different departments of Tehran in the academic year 2025-
2026, whose number was reported to be 534.55 people. The sample size was determined using the
Morgan table and based on it, 385 people were considered as the research sample. The sampling process
was carried out using the multi-stage cluster method.

Data were collected using the Adult ADHD Self-Report Scale (ASRS), the Dissociative
Experiences Scale (DES), and the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS-21). Data analysis was
performed using Pearson correlation and structural equation modeling in SPSS-26 and AMOS-26
software.

Findings

In this study, 46.1% of the participants were male and 53.9% were female. Analysis of the age
distribution of the individuals shows that more than half of the participants (54.7%) are in the age group
of 19 to 26 years. After this group, 45.3% of the study sample are in the age range of 27 to 33 years.
Also, the overall average age of the participants is reported to be 25.90 years.

The results indicated that ADHD symptoms have a significant positive effect on both
dissociative experiences (B=0.316) and psychological distress ($=0.373). Furthermore, dissociative
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experiences were found to have a significant positive effect on psychological distress ($=0.349).
Bootstrap results also confirmed that the indirect effect of ADHD symptoms on psychological distress,
mediated by dissociative experiences, was statistically significant (3=0.110). Overall, ADHD symptoms
explained 10% of the variance of dissociative experiences and ADHD symptoms together with
dissociative experiences explained 34.3% of the variance of psychological distress. According to the
findings, it can be suggested that ADHD symptoms can directly increase the level of psychological
distress in students through increased dissociative experiences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the research showed that the symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
have a direct and significant effect on the psychological disturbance of students. This finding shows that
the increase in the scores of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder causes an increase in psychological
disturbance, and conversely, the decrease in attention deficit hyperactivity disorder symptoms is
associated with lower levels of psychological disturbance in students. This finding is in line with the
results of Kandeger et al (2025), Gilbert et al (2025), Riglin et al (2021) and Rychik et al (2021). In explaining this
finding, it can be suggested that the direct relationship between symptoms of attention deficit-
hyperactivity disorder and psychological disturbance can be explained with the concept of impairment in
emotional regulation and cognitive control. Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder is usually associated
with weaknesses in executive skills such as maintaining attention, controlling impulsivity, and planning,
and these weaknesses can reduce a person's ability to cope with academic stress and pressure, which in
turn increases anxiety, feelings of helplessness, and mood disorders.

Another finding showed that ADHD symptoms have a direct and significant effect on
dissociative experiences. This finding indicates that increasing ADHD symptom scores increases
dissociative experiences and vice versa, decreasing ADHD symptoms is associated with lower levels of
dissociative experiences in students. This finding is consistent with the results of Kandeger et al (2025),
Lung et al (2023), Dekkers et al (2023) and Evren et al (2017), such that increasing ADHD symptoms are
associated with higher levels of dissociative experiences. One possible explanation for this finding is
related to the failure of executive functions and attention control in individuals with ADHD symptoms.
Individuals with ADHD symptoms usually have difficulty maintaining sustained focus, cognitive
organization and integrating mental experiences. These weaknesses can cause disruptions in information
processing and reduced coherence of consciousness (Kandeger et al., 2025).

Another finding showed that dissociative experiences have a direct and significant effect on
students’ psychological distress. This finding indicates that increasing scores on dissociative experiences
increase psychological distress and conversely, decreasing dissociative experiences is associated with
lower levels of psychological distress in students. This finding is consistent with the results of Fung et al
(2025), Lung et al (2023), and Rodenas-Perea et al (2023), such that dissociative experiences can be directly
associated with increased psychological distress. In explaining this finding, it can be suggested that,
based on trauma-dissociative models, dissociativeness is a defense mechanism for temporary
detachment from intense and threatening emotional experiences; this mechanism can prevent emotional
drowning in the short term, but in the long term it is accompanied by disruption in the integrity of
identity, memory, and consciousness and weakens the coherence of one's own experience. The
continuation of this dissociation leaves emotional processing incomplete and makes the individual
susceptible to repeated relapses of negative emotions, anxiety, and depression; review evidence suggests



that dissociation, especially in conjunction with stressful and traumatic experiences, is associated with
higher levels of internalized symptoms (Dalenberg et al., 2012).

Another finding showed that the indirect effect of ADHD symptoms on psychological distress
through dissociative experiences is significant. In other words, increased ADHD symptoms are
associated with higher levels of dissociative experiences, which also underlies the increased level of
psychological distress in students. On the other hand, low levels of ADHD symptoms are associated
with lower levels of dissociative experiences, which is also associated with lower psychological distress.
This finding is consistent with the studies of Fung et al (2025), Kandeger et al (2025), and Lung et al (2023),
which have shown that dissociative experiences play a role as a mediator of the path between ADHD
symptoms and psychological problems, and increased cognitive symptoms can be associated with higher
levels of dissociative experiences and, as a result, psychological distress. In explaining this finding, it
can be suggested that students who experience symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) typically experience difficulty sustaining attention, mental restlessness, cognitive impulsivity,
and an inability to control distractible stimuli. This condition can cause significant cognitive and
emotional strain. When an individual repeatedly fails to complete assignments, pursue academic goals,
or regulate their behavior, they are more likely to experience feelings of failure, shame, anxiety, and
helplessness (Chaulagain et al., 2023).

Given the descriptive-correlational nature of the research and the use of structural equation
modeling, it is not possible to infer a definitive causal relationship between the variables; therefore, it is
suggested that future studies with longitudinal or experimental designs examine the stability and
direction of the relationships between rumination, ADHD symptoms, mind wandering, dissociative
experiences, and psychological distress. Also, due to the limited sample size of students at Islamic Azad
University of Tehran, generalization of the results should be done with caution; therefore, it is suggested
that similar studies be conducted in other universities, cities, and in age groups and non-student
populations. It is suggested that in addition to measuring ADHD symptoms, regular assessment of
dissociative experiences be included in the psychological screening processes of universities; because
the findings showed that dissociative experiences explain an important part of the path of the effect of
ADHD symptoms on psychological distress. By simultaneously identifying these two variables, it is
possible to identify students who are at risk of increased psychological distress earlier and provide them
with appropriate support services.
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