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ABSTRACT

BACKGROUND

Stress in life can deteriorate the physical and mental health of a person. Stress is
higher among medical college students. The present study was undertaken to
estimate the prevalence and causes of stress in different professions, in different
countries, and different sexes to compare with the control and suggest possible
solutions for the same in the future.

METHODS

A cross-sectional study was undertaken among different professional college
students (PCS) (Medical, Engineering, Dental, Pharmacy, and Nursing) at a randomly
selected King Faisal University in Saudi Arabia with control from the same university.
A similar study was conducted at one rural engineering college and one urban
engineering college in India. The level of stress was assessed using the perceived
stress scale (1983). Data was collected, tabulated, and analyzed using Excel and SPSS
software. Complete data was available from 426 PCS at KFU, including 120 students
from rural engineering colleges in India and 31 students from urban engineering
colleges in India. A total of 60 controls were taken from non-professional colleges in
SA.

RESULTS

The overall prevalence of stress was high in all PCS, and it varied from 65.33% to
87.10% in different PCS. The causes of stress were a vast and difficult syllabus,
pattern of exams, lack of counselling and guidance, fewer co-curricular activities, etc.
Stress in nonprofessional control was 30.00%.

CONCLUSIONS

The incidence of stress is more in different professional college students irrespective
of colleges, countries and sex compared to control. The causes of stress among all
these students are similar. So the planning and managements for professional
colleges must take it seriously. These issues can be solved by providing more teaching
and learning facilities, creating a relaxing atmosphere within the college, changing
the patterns of examinations, regular counselling, inclusion of recreations like
cultural activities, educational tours, music, sports, etc. along with the curriculum. All
these things might create more and more healthy and educated professionals to serve
our society.
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BACKGROUND

Once India’s ex-president, Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, asked, 'Can
we make an education system that will retain smiles on the
faces of the students throughout the period of education?
According to WHO reports and many other studies, medical
students are more susceptible to stress. Their incidence is
studied extensively.[1-6]

Many authors have studied the causes of stress. Stress in
education is due to traditional parameters of academic
assessment and evaluation, the fear of forgetting, the fear of
competition, and above all, the fear of being branded as a
failure. They suggest even some changes in the exam systems,
etc., to reduce stress.[7-12] Stress and its adverse effects affect
both male and female PCS.[13] As per the studies, causes of
stress in medical colleges are a vast syllabus, frequent
examinations, less available time for studies, less time for
relaxation, and fewer co-curricular activities. Other causes are
financial problems, language problems, transportation, food,
etc.[13-16]

Stress upsets an individual both physically and mentally,
as it reduces performance and causes fear, anxiety, guilt,
burnout, suicidal attempts, and even death. Health problems
related to stress are angina, heart attack, asthma, migraine,
alopecia, peptic ulcers, etc.[17-20] To overcome stress, people
may turn to toxic substances like tobacco, alcohol, drugs, etc.,
which may further deteriorate their existing problems.[21-32]
Many educational experts have given suggestions to reduce
the same.

So many studies have been conducted to check for the level
of stress in medical students, and precautions have been taken
for the same.33-35] However, comparatively less importance
has been given to stress among other professional college
students (PCS). The objective of the present study is to know
the level of stress and its effects on different professional
college students (PCS) like dental (Den), engineering (Eng),
nursing (Nur), and pharmacy (Phr) students, including
Medical (Med) college students. These studies on PCS can help
the administrators plan their curriculum, study atmosphere,
etc. for the better future.[36-38]

METHODS

This present study is a self-rated cross-sectional study based
on the structured questionnaire created by us for analysis.
This study was conducted in different professional colleges
(College of medicine, pharmacy, dentistry, and nursing) at
King Faisal University (KFU), Al-Ahsa Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia, and two engineering colleges in India.

Data was collected two months before exams. The ethical
committee granted them the initial approval and permission.
Students from the college of medicine (MBBS first-year to
final-year students), students from the dental, engineering,
nursing, pharmacy, arts, and education colleges of KFU, one
rural engineering college, and one urban engineering college
from India had enrolled. The purpose and method of study
were explained to all the PCS and controls. Informed consent
was also obtained from the students. Students and control
opinions were taken from a self-structured questionnaire in
hard copy. The level of stress was assessed using a perceived
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stress scale developed in 1983. A score of 14 to 26 was
considered moderate stress, and a score of 27 to 40 was
considered severe stress.[3%

The controls were selected randomly from the college of
arts and education at KFU, Saudi Arabia. All of them were male
students of similar age to professional college students. The
purpose of the study was explained to the controls to
understand the subject of the study. Only 60 completely filled
questionnaires were selected.

The questionnaire had three parts. The first part was about
the sociodemographic and academic details of the
participants. The second part included presence and the level
of stress. The third part was about the different factors
responsible for the same. Students and control were instructed
that they could select more than one reason for their problems.

Inclusion Criteria

The students from two Indian engineering colleges and
different professional colleges of the university in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, candidates who were willing and
showing interest to participate and completely filled out
questionnaires were included for the study.

Exclusion Criteria

Candidates who were unwilling or not showing interest and
had incompletely filled out questionnaires were excluded from
the study.

Procedure

The questionnaire prepared was made into hard copies and
distributed to different college students after explaining the
subject. Sufficient time was given to the student to think and
answer them. After that, we collected the filled-out forms and
made a detailed analysis of them.

Statistical Analysis
In the present study, the data was collected, tabulated, and
analyzed using SPSS from Windows version 10.5.

RESULTS

Our objective was to know the prevalence of stress and its
causes in different PCS compared to the medical college and
control. We were able to get complete information from a total
of 426 out of 800 students from KFU of SA, 120 out of 150
students from a rural engineering college, and 31 out of 100
students from an urban engineering college in India. For the
control, we got 60 out of 100 non-PCS from KFU of SA.

In Table 1, the overall prevalence of stress compared to
control is summarized. The levels of stress experienced by
medical college students at KFU studying in different years are
given in Table 2. The most common causes for the same, both
in percentage and in numbers, are given in Table 3.

As per our observation, stress was higher in medical
colleges (71.79%) than control (30.00%). In other
professional colleges at the same university, there was also a
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similar situation (dental (72.72%), nursing (71.42%), 90
engineering (70.00%), and pharmacy (69.39%). Stress was
greater than control in all the PCS of the same university, KFU, 80
and their average is 71.36%. (Table 1) 70
In India, the level of stress in the PCS of urban engineering
colleges is 87.10%, and in rural engineering colleges, it is 60
61.67%. It indicates that the level of stress is higher even in 50
engineering colleges in different countries at different
universities (Graph 2). One more observation is that the level 40
of stress is higher in urban colleges (87.10%) than in rural 30
engineering colleges (61.67%) in Indian PCS.
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When we take all the PCS together, the most important
causes of stress, compared to control, are the vast syllabus

The female PCS have more stress than control (30.00%).
One more thing is that they are experiencing more (82.76%)
stress compared to male PCS (67.10%). (Graph 1). The
problems of female students are almost similar to those of
males, except that females have fewer problems in finance and

(64.47% / 27.78%), syllabus is difficult to understand
(43.09% /33.33%), multiple exams and the pattern of exams
(52.39% / 22.22%), worried about future life (37.50% /
38.89%), and lack of counselling systems (40.46% / 33.33%)
to overcome these. (Graph 2)
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The important causes of stress in different PCS in KFU and
SA are waste syllabus, difficult syllabus, exam pattern, worry
about the future, no regular counselling, lack of extracurricular
activities, etc. Other important professional college students'
problems compared to control are lack of guidance regarding
study (36.51% / 05.55%) (Eg. the books to refer to,
preparation of exams, etc.). There are very few co-curricular
activities in between for relaxation (40.46% or 33.33%). Lack
of teaching facilities (like museums, libraries, and laboratory
equipment) to understand the subject in professional colleges
compared to control (33.33%). Most of the time, PPT lectures
were boring. (28.62%) (Table 3)

The main causes of stress were almost similar in male and
female PCS, except that finance and health were less
problematic for female students. However, for non-
professional controls compared to professionals, factors that
could cause stress were thinking about the future (38.89% or
37.50%) and financial problems (44.44% or 15.79%).

DISCUSSION

An individual who is overloaded and and struggling to cope
with demands will experience stress. A known fact is that
medical students are suffering from its adverse effects, and a
lot of studies have been done on its incidence, causes, and
adverse effects.[1-8] Many advices have been given to reduce
stress.[9-16] Administrators may implement many of the
suggestions as well.33-36] In the present study, another effort
has been made to study the level of stress and its causes in
other PCS like dentistry, nursing, pharmacy, and engineering.

In the present study, the level of stress was higher in the
medical students (71.79%) than the control group (30.00%)
which is an alarming situation. In our study, the most
important causes of stress in medical colleges are vast syllabus
(55.10%), difficult syllabus (36.73%), multiple exams and
pattern of exams (49.59%), being worried about life in the
future (34.18%), and lack of counselling systems to overcome
these problems (40.31%). A study conducted by Soma Gupta
et al. showed a similar result.[1?] However, control from non-
professional colleges showed that their main problems were
financial worries (44.44%), thinking of the future (38.89%),
and lack of teaching facilities (33.33%). It is the collective
responsibility of policymakers, administrators, and teachers to
understand this. Students want regular counselling, guidance,
teaching them in small groups, and changing the exam pattern
to overcome this stress. Medical students experience stress
mostly in their third year and the least in their second year. It
may be due to an increased syllabus in the 3rd year compared
to the 2nd year, as shown in Table 2.

An important thing we observed in this study is that
students from other professional colleges like dental
(72.72%), engineering (70.00%), nursing (71.43%), and
pharmacy (69.39%) also have stress, which is similar to
medical colleges (71.79%) and more than control (30.33%).
Comparatively less importance is given to the problems of
these PCS. In the present study, the factors causing stress in
these Den, Eng, Nur, and Phr college students are similar to
those of medical students, like the vast and difficult syllabus,
pattern and frequency of exams, and worry about future
(Table 2).
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A study conducted by Zeyad H. et al. showed that dental
students also have problems, whose incidence and causes
(mainly workload, lack of guidance, lack of counselling, etc.)
are similar to the present study.[*01 Venugopal et al., from Tamil
Nadu, India, studied stress and its causes in engineering
colleges. He also showed that there was increased stress
among the engineering students, and the main reasons were
lack of counselling, academic overload, and financial
problems.[*1] Once again, the incidence and causes are similar
to the present studies. One meta-analysis conducted in China
by Yan-xue Zheng et al. shows that there is a moderate level of
stress among nursing students in China. But in our study, the
level of stress among nursing students was significant. The
reasons for stress are similar, like academic work load, exams,
financial factors etc.[42] They all need proper help, guidance,
and counselling to overcome these situations.

Another study conducted by Nur Aini et al. in Indonesia
shows that stress among pharmacy students is 50.31%,
whereas only 37.19% of non-pharmacy students experience
stress. For pharmacy students, academic and financial
problems are significant (77.36% and 61.18%) whereas social
problems significantly cause stress among non-pharmacy
students (67.54%).143] In the present study, we have also seen
similar results. The pharmacy students are overstressed and
the main cause of stress in pharmacy students is academic
overload. Therefore, it is confirmed that pharmacy students
have more stress than controls, and academic causes are the
main reasons for that.

Our present study shows that the level of stress is higher
in urban colleges (87.10%) than in rural engineering colleges
(61.67%). It may be because in urban colleges, the free time
for studies is comparatively less due to time loss in
transportation. Additionally, the level of expenditure may be
higher than in rural colleges, causing a financial burden.

With this, we can say that along with medical students,
other professional college students also have problems, mostly
due to academic overload, lack of guidance, less time to relax,
etc. As knowledge expands, time and brain capacity will
remain the same. Therefore, for all the PCS, they need 1)
Improved methods of teaching by using teaching aids,
improving museums, laboratories, libraries, etc. and
improving hostel facilities.[121520] 2) Teaching in small groups
of 8-10 students to give them more attention. 3) Interpersonal
interactions between learners and teachers.[612] 4) The
conduct of academic activities like CME, hands-on workshops,
clinico-pathological conferences, medical quizzes, etc. at low
cost will enhance subject learning by different ways. 5)
Modification of assessments, like splitting the exams into
smaller parts and exams of open book type, etc. 6) Periodic
counselling to know the students’ difficulties, problems, and
stressors, and giving physical and emotional support and
guidance to decrease their stress level.[6:17.1819.23] 7) Improve
the relationship between students and teachers by cultural
activities thereby reducing communication gaps. 8) The
addition of recreation between academic activities, 9)
Introduction of outdoor and indoor sports to relax may help
our future doctors learn and serve the society better.

One more important thing we noticed in our study was that
the level of stress was higher in females (90.43%) than males
(82.76%). The study conducted by Zeyad H et al. and Hamza et
al. showed the level of stress in female students higher
compared to male students.[1740] The reason may be less time
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availability, as they have to assist in the house with parents,
etc., so additional focus must be given to female PCS.

CONCLUSIONS

The level of stress is higher in medical students compared to
the control group. Similar levels of stress are also found in
other PCS, like dental, engineering, pharmacy, and nursing.
The level and causes of stress are almost similar, with a mild
difference in different countries like Saudi Arabia and India.
The level of stress is higher in females compared to males. The
level of stress is higher in urban colleges than in rural
engineering colleges. The causes of stress are heavy syllabus, a
difficult syllabus to understand, traditional exam systems, less
counselling and guidance from teachers and staff on how to
study, and fewer co-curricular activities for relaxing. Other
factors include lack of learning facilities like books, lab
equipments, and museums. Financial and health problems
could be some of the reasons for few students. To overcome
stress, students are using different methods mainly tobacco,
drugs, alcohol, etc. Better for the future is when policymakers,
administrators, and teaching staff understand this. Providing
more teaching and learning facilities, creating a relaxed
atmosphere, changing the patterns of examinations, and
regular counselling and recreations like cultural activities,
educational tours, music, sports, etc. all might create more and
more healthy and educated professionals for a better society.
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