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ABSTRACT

Background and Objectives: The role of stress in causing mental and physical damage
is well known. The deleterious effect of stress is more dominant in young university
students as they encounter repeated examinations amidst high expectation from the
society. This study is an attempt to uncover the impact of stress on the university
students and compare the level of stress among students of different health science
programs. Materials and Methods: This cross-sectional comparative study was carried
out using standardized and validated questionnaire by self-administration method. The
questionnaire was distributed manually to the students at college of medicine, pharmacy
and applied sciences at one of the accredited private universities of Saudi Arabia. The
questionnaire contained demographic information, a perceived stress scale, stressors
and stress relievers. The data was examined using analysis of variance and post-hoc
testing. P<0.05 was chosen as the statistical significance level. Results: Most of the
respondents in this survey (73%) were between the ages of 18 and 25, with a balanced
distribution of participants from medical (34%) pharmacy (33%) and applied sciences
(33%) colleges. According to our statistics, the stress level among college of medical
students was significantly greater than that of students in the college of applied sciences.
Furthermore, on the perceived stress scale, students from both the college of pharmacy
and the college of medicine reported higher levels of stress. Academic difficulties were
a major source of stress for most students. Conclusion: Students in all three fields of
study reported feeling anxious, although it shows that applied science college students
are less stressed than medical and pharmacy students. The most major stressors are
academic variables, prompting the development of specific and targeted treatments to
significantly reduce the stress burden on students. Students’ needs should be addressed
through teaching methods and academic atmosphere. Finally, students can lower their
stress levels by acquiring effective study habits and time management skills.
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INTRODUCTION

Stress is defined as any disruption of stability in which
the individual is unable to meet the demands placed
on him1. It may result in poor decision-making and an
increase in mental illness including suicidal ideation." It
has the potential to lower students’ self-esteem and have
an impact on academic performance as well as individual
and career development.”” Furthermore, both males and
females had the same level of stress,® with rural residents
experiencing much fewer stressors than urban residents,
indicating that strong family relationship in rural
regions.” Additionally, the impact of race and ethnicity®
on varying degrees of stress has been reported, with
a higher incidence amongst professional women than
professional men.”!

The effects of stress on several aspects of society
are extensively established. Students, who are at the
forefront of stresses such as shifting learning resources,
frequent transitional periods, high societal expectations,
and the availability of instant academic measurements,
are routinely examined for stress generating and relieving
elements. One Saudi Arabian research documented no
perceived stress over time among first year university
students,'" whereas gitls in their secondaty school studies
were shown to have a higher prevalence of stress with
depression and anxiety.”” Furthermore, multiple studies
have concluded that there is a high frequency of stress
among university students in vatious regions of the
world, which has a negative impact on their academic
performance.”” Exams' and increasing academic
demands" are two important factors that contribute to
the development of stress in university students, with a
high incidence of stress in both genders at the preclinical
stage.”"
It is an undeniable reality that stress is an essential
component of any successful outcome. It is the
ability to deal with stress that is thought to be the
deciding factor between success and failure. Because
university students are more likely to experience stress,
it’s important to understand its causes and develop
techniques to alleviate it. Even though several studies
have been conducted in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere
to establish the prevalence of stress among medical
students,”” " there are few ways for dealing with it.
Except one study done in Saudi Arabia,* most studies
on university health science students in the literature
focus on the medical stream, minimal efforts have been
made to understand the trend of stress levels among
non-medico health university students.”?® As a result,
this research was performed to investigate the level of
stress and its triggers among University students, as
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well as to compare the levels of stress experienced by
students in the college of pharmacy, college medicine
and college of applied sciences in one of the accredited
private universities of Saudi Arabia.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Sampling

The current research was based on a cross-sectional
study of Al Maarefa University students in Riyadh, Saudi
Arabia. During March to May 2021, the questionnaire
was self-administered to the participants. The data was
collected using a standardized questionnaire that had
been pre-designed and tested. The survey was fully
optional, and complete secrecy and confidentiality were
always maintained. A consent form outlining the study’s
objective and requesting their participation was added to
the beginning of the questionnaire.

Study Design

A cross-sectional comparative study design was used
to conduct the current investigation. Since the time
selected for the study had relatively less assessments
so chances of additional stress are expected to be less,
we opted for cross-section design. Also, the responses
of the students at each college of the University were
supposed to be compared with each other, we termed
this study as comparative. To address research questions,
the study used a questionnaire design. The questionnaire
was developed following a thorough assessment of
the literature and discussions with experts in the field.
Following its validation, the questionnaire was put
through pilot research with a small number of study
participants. The questionnaire was fine-tuned and
refined based on the results of the pre-test.

Study tool

The study tool was divided into five sections. The
first section included the participants’ demographic
information as given in Table 1. The second section
included questions about gauging students’ stress using
a standard perceived stress scale. This portion featured
ten statements regarding the participants’ moods and
thoughts throughout the previous month. The mean
is the average of the responses, which represents
the overall answer of each college. Third section had
items to determine the triggers/stressors that may be
responsible for inciting, precipitating, or causing stress
were also included in the study questionnaire in third
section. Academic issues, health and lifestyle variables,
and environmental factors were the three sub-categories
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Table 1: Demographic Features. of stresses. Fourth section had series of possible reliever

Characteristics Frequency | Percentage
Age
18-22 years 353 73
23-26 years 98 20
27-30 years 32 07
Gender
Female 278 58
Male 205 42
College
Medicine 165 34
Pharmacy 159 33
Applied Science 159 33
Study level
1-2 62 13
3-4 79 16
5-6 120 25
7-8 128 27
More than or equal 9 94 19
GPA
Less than equal to 1 24 5
Between 1 to 2 72 15
Between 2 to 3 192 40
Between 3 to 4 195 40
Marital status
Married 62 13
Unmarried 421 87
Location
Urban 373 77
Rural 110 23
Nationality
Saudi 363 75
Non-Saudi 120 25
Educational status (father)
llliterate 10 02
Upto class 5 25 05
Upto class 12 86 18
University education 362 75
Educational status (mother)
llliterate 35 07
Upto class 5 63 13
Upto class 12 156 32
University education 229 47
Employment status (father)
Employed in health industry 120 25
Not employed or employed in 363 75
other industry
Employment status (mother)
Employed 240 50
Non-employed 243 50

$100

for their perceived stress.

Statistical analysis

The data was entered and analysed using version 23 of
the statistical program for social science (IBM SPSS
Inc., Chicago, 1L, USA). Frequencies and percentages
were used to present the data. The data obtained were
analysed using ANOVA and post ANOVA tests. The
significance criteria were applied at a P-value of #0.05
for all purposes.

RESULTS
Demographic features of the participants

According to Table 1, 73% of the students that
participated in this survey were between the ages of 18
and 25, with a slightly higher rate of female participation
(58 Vs 42). Students from colleges of pharmacy and
applied sciences each accounted for 33% of the overall
cohort, while students from colleges of medicine made
for 34%. Almost 70% of the students enrolled in our
study had a study level of 5 or higher. Furthermore,
87 percent of the students enrolled were single, with
77% hailing from urban areas. Saudi nationals made up
34% of the participants, while non-Saudis of various
nationalities made up 25%. In addition, 75% of the
students‘ fathers have a higher education (college or
higher), whereas just 47% of the students‘ mothers have
a higher education. Only 25% of the students have a
father who is in the healthcare profession, whereas 50%
of the students have non-working mothers.

Perceived Stress

Table 2 shows how participants in this study rated their
expetience on the perceived stress scale in the previous
month. Students from the College of Applied Sciences
gave significantly different ratings to students from the
colleges of medicine and pharmacy on at least five of
the ten items. When comparing College of Applied
students to students from other colleges, the surveyors’
confidence levels were much higher in item 4, 5, and 8.
Students at colleges of medical and pharmacy gave high
ratings to items 7 and 9, which decide the participants’
irritation and angriness in the previous month, while
students in colleges of applied science gave low ratings
to these two items.

Stress trigger- Academic factors

As indicated in Table 3, six of the eight items evaluated
produced no significant variance among students from
various colleges. Students in college of pharmacy have
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Table 2: Perceived stress scale.

Number Perception items College of College of College of | P value
Medicine Pharmacy Applied
Science

1 In the last month, how often have you been upset 2.65 2.45 2.2 0.07
because of something that happened unexpectedly?

2 In the last month, how often have you felt that you were 2.45 2.65 2.10 0.09

unable to control the important things in your life?
3 In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and 2.95 2.86 2.32 0.26
“stressed”?
4 In the last month, how often have you felt confident about 21 2.2 3.2 0.02
your ability to handle your personal problems?
5 In the last month, how often have you felt that things were 1.92 1.8 3.4 0.01
going your way?

6 In the last month, how often have you found that you 2.6 2.7 2.10 0.43
could not cope with all the things that you had to do?

7 In the last month, how often have you been able to control 3.2 3.1 21 0.021

irritations in your life?
8 In the last month, how often have you felt that you were 1.92 212 3.4 0.034
on top of things?

9 In the last month, how often have you been angered 2.8 3.0 21 0.031
because of things that were outside of your control?

10 In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were 2.2 2.3 1.92 0.06

piling up so high that you could not overcome them?

Notes: Likert response scale from o to 4 (0 =Never ~ 1=Almost Never 2 =Sometimes 3 = Fairly Often 4 =Very Often)

Table 3: Stressors-Academic factors.

Number Items College of College of College of | P value
Medicine Pharmacy Applied
Science
1 Admission to this program was not my choice 0.79 0.9 1.1 0.47
2 Self-satisfaction with study efforts 1.4 1.3 1.4 0.91
3 The quality of the educational process at the college 1.5 1.6 1.4 0.62
4 The presence of study-related problems 1.8 1.8 21 0.29
5 An overloaded syllabus 1.4 1.6 1.9 0.06
6 Satisfaction with the methods of teaching 0.9 0.89 1.2 0.32
7 Frequent examinations 1.2 21 1.2 0.012
8 Presentation in front of audience 1.8 1.7 2.6 0.031

Notes: Likert response scale from o to 3 (o = Not stressful, 1 = Mild stress, 2 = Moderate stress, 3 = Extremely stressful)

Table 4: Stressors- Health and lifestyle factors.

Number Items College of College of College of P value
Medicine Pharmacy Applied Science
1 Mood breakdown 1.12 1.4 1.3 0.74
2 Examination phobia 1.32 1.43 1.8 0.86
3 Frustration and self-care 1.8 1.7 1.8 0.34
4 Exercise 1.8 1.7 1.8 0.93
5 Diet 1.7 1.6 1.7 0.65
6 Financial problem 1.9 1.8 1.7 0.54
7 Changes in sleep pattern 2.0 2.2 2.2 0.43
8 Substance abuse 1.3 1.2 1.6 0.32
9 Current minor or major iliness 1.6 1.5 1.4 0.24
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Table 5: Stressors- Environmental Factors.

Number Items College of College of College of P value
Medicine Pharmacy Applied Science
Relationship with other students 1.24 1.42 1.65 0.074
2 Lack of recreational activities 1.86 1.44 1.82 0.086
8 High expectation regarding academic achievement 21 1.8 1.98 0.067

Table 6: Stress relievers.

Number Items College of College of College of Applied P value
Medicine Pharmacy Science
1 Coffee and Tea 48 52 48 0.14
2 Smoking 20 24 31 0.26
3 Sleeping 60 64 56 0.14
4 T.V watching 25 30 28 0.23
5 Playing sport 28 30 31 0.25
6 Talking with others 38 32 36 0.34
7 Listen to music 40 38 36 0.33
8 Taking bath 32 31 34 0.22
9 Reading and listening Quran 40 43 47 0.43
10 Shopping 30 38 56 0.04
11 Reading book 26 27 30 0.43
12 Visiting family and friends 34 36 38 0.33
13 Others 21 23 25 0.21

identified frequent examination as a source of stress,
whereas students in applied science colleges have given
presentation a substantially higher ranking as a main
source of stress.

Stress trigger- Health and lifestyle factors

Table 4 depicts the identification of health and lifestyle
factors as stressors. For all students assessed in this
study, regardless of their affiliated colleges, examination
fear, and frustration are triggers on a stress scale. Mild
stress is considered by all students in all collages with
little variations in exercise, food, financial problems,
substance addiction, and current minor or major illness.
However, none of the comparison between different
colleges were significantly varied from each other.

Stress trigger- Environmental Factors

The three items of the environmental system that can
influence the induction of stress are shown in Table 5.
Students from all three colleges regarded relationships
with classmates, a lack of recreational activities, and high
academic expectations as moderate stressors. There was
no significant variance between them.

Stress relievers

Table 6 shows a variety of stress relievers that may be
employed by university students. When compared to
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students from colleges of medicine and pharmacy, a
significantly higher percentage of students from colleges
of applied sciences would choose to go shopping
to relieve stress. Coffee/tea is preferred by many
students from all three universities as a stress reliever.
Approximately 40% of students across all colleges
would prefer to read the sacred book Quran when they
are stressed.

DISCUSSION

This research was carried out to establish the degree
of
reliever practices students at the university adopt. The

stress, common stressors, and current stress
information gathered was evaluated and compared
among Al Maarefa’s faculties, including the colleges
of medicine, pharmacy, and applied sciences. When
comparing students at colleges of medical and
pharmacy to students at colleges of applied sciences, the
study found that students in colleges of medicine and
pharmacy have a higher prevalence of stress.

The majority of the present study’s respondents (73%)
were between the ages of 18 and 22, and participation
from each college was nearly identical. Most of the
students who participated in this study were at their

middle or higher level of studies in their respective
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programs. The students at college of medicine were
studying MBBS, while the college of pharmacy students
were involved in pursuing Pharm.D. program. The
college of applied sciences students were enrolled for
different programs such as nursing, emergency medical
services, anesthesia technology, and respiratory care.
A high percentage of students who participated were
with good GPA (3 to 4) so we expect a good quality
of their feedback in the study. The timing of the study
was suitably matched with the semester plan and kept at
the time of the semester where students have relatively
less examination or additional stress. Despite taking
all precautions, we found significantly high level of
stress among medical and pharmacy college students
when compared to students of applied sciences
programs. These observations are consistent with earlier
publications carried out on elucidating the stress among
university medical students.”” The students of AlMaarefa
were found in our study were not able to cope up with
the regular daily activities in their life probably due to
the high academic demands of their programs. The
imbalance between the demand of the program and
coping up strategies of the students has been reported
in earlier studies as well.”

Academic stresses produced the most stress across
academic, environmental, health, and lifestyle stressors.
This observation is consistent with eatlier research.’*
This finding is supported by other investigations in
the literature.”” Students from AlMaarefa’s vatious
colleges describe these stresses as “moderate stress,”
with a slightly higher level in the students at pharmacy
college. Examination phobia is well documented trigger
identified in previous studies as well*** This could
be due to a lack of free time and high pressure, both
of which impede students’ capacity to adopt a healthy
lifestyle. The contribution of major and minor illness is
found to be the stress inducer in this study,’®”” however,
one study contradicts these findings.”” Finally, among
external stressors, high expectations for academic
accomplishment were the most common stressor
among students from AlMaarefa’s colleges. Lack of
leisure activities was identified as a mild stressor by
several AlMaarefa colleges in our study. Several other
investigations have shown comparable results.”**

In this study, current stress reliever habits revealed
coffee/tea and sleeping. Smoking and reading books
were employed to a lesser extent as stress relievers
than the other activities indicated in Table 6. Students
in a Nigerian medical school used smoking as a stress
reliever the least, according to Afiong Oboko Oku,
2015, which is consistent with our findings. In contrast,
the same study discovered that as a coping strategy, they
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had a higher risk of social disengagement from friends
and family. Unlike our study, where talking and visiting
relatives and friends to ease stress was more common.

Limitation and recommendation for future studies

Our study had at least two limitations, even though it
achieved its objectives. First, the findings are based on a
recall from the participants that may lead to recall bias.
There is also chance of confounding factors that are not
included or considered in this study.

CONCLUSION

Although applied science college students are less
worried than medical and pharmacy students, students
in all three fields of study reported feeling anxious.
Academic variables are the most common stressors,
driving the creation of particular and focused treatments
that considerably reduce student stress. The demands of
students should be served through teaching methods
and an academic environment. Finally, effective study
habits and time management abilities can help students
reduce their stress levels.
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