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Abstract:
University students are exposed to multiple sources of vulnerability throughout their academic trajectories, involving personal, relational, and institutional demands that may intensify psychological distress and complicate career decision-making processes (Ambiel & Barros, 2023; Costa & Nebel, 2018). The transition to higher education and the pressures associated with academic performance, professional uncertainty, and future planning are frequently linked to increased levels of stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms (Lelis et al., 2020; Santos et al., 2015). At the same time, career indecision and decision-making difficulties emerge as central developmental challenges, particularly in contexts marked by rapid labor market changes and increasing demands for adaptability (Carvalho & Mourão, 2021; Frainer & Janeiro, 2022). Psychological variables such as affectivity, pessimism, and self-confidence have been consistently associated with vocational indecision, reinforcing the importance of investigating these constructs in an integrated manner (Campos & Noronha, 2016; Holland & Holland, 1977). Despite growing interest in these topics, there remains a lack of studies examining the relationships between mental health indicators and career decision-making difficulties in Brazilian higher education.
The present study analyzed the relationships between mental health, career indecision, and career decision-making difficulties among undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral students, also comparing these groups and examining the influence of age. The sample included 513 students from different regions of Brazil (M age = 28.43), comprising 201 undergraduates and 312 graduate students (190 master’s and 122 doctoral). Data were collected online using the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21; Vignola & Tucci, 2014), the Career Indecision Profile (CIP-20; Salvador & Ambiel, 2023; Xu & He, 2022), and the Career Decision-Making Difficulties Questionnaire (CDDQ; Gati et al., 1996; Ambiel et al., 2024).
Analyses included Spearman correlations and ANOVA/ANCOVA. All correlations were positive and statistically significant (p < .05). Mental health variables showed moderate to strong associations with career decision-making difficulties, particularly between depression and CDDQ dimensions (r = .39 to .45). Similar patterns were observed for the CIP-20, with depression correlations ranging from .27 to .53. Negative affectivity demonstrated strong associations with stress, anxiety, and depression (r = .50 to .53), indicating the centrality of affective processes. Strong correlations were also found between CIP-20 and CDDQ dimensions, especially between choice anxiety and lack of information and inconsistent information, suggesting overlap between emotional and cognitive aspects of indecision.
Group comparisons indicated that doctoral students initially presented lower levels of career decision-making difficulties compared to undergraduate and master’s students. However, these differences were no longer significant after controlling for age in ANCOVA, suggesting that age plays a relevant role in reducing decisional difficulties. In contrast, depressive symptoms became significant after age control (F = 4.765, p = .009), with master’s students showing higher levels than undergraduates. Additionally, choice anxiety remained significant in both ANOVA and ANCOVA, with undergraduates presenting higher levels than graduate students.
These findings indicate that mental health variables are strongly associated with career indecision and decision-making difficulties, highlighting the interplay between emotional and cognitive processes in career development. Age appears to function as a protective factor, whereas specific academic contexts may increase vulnerability, particularly regarding depressive symptoms. Overall, the results reinforce the importance of integrating mental health and career counseling interventions in higher education and advancing research on these relationships.
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