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ABSTRACT

Background: Undergraduate students from all fields of study are
under constant perceived stress due to workload, and their
perceptions about academic success. Determining the difference in
the perception of Academic stress to cope with it.

Objective: To determine the differences in perceptions of academic
stress among medical and non-medical undergraduates.

Materials and Methods: In this comparative cross-sectional study,
data was collected through a stratified sampling technique from
undergraduate medical (n=200) and non-medical (n=200) students.
This research included male and female undergraduate students
with a minimum of 50% attendance. Data was collected through the
Perception of Academic Stress Scale (PASS) to measure the
perception of academic stress. An online structured questionnaire
was shared through a communication media platform and data
analysis was made through SPSS version 27.

Results: There were n=179 male undergraduates and n=221 female
undergraduate students. The overall PASS score showed no
significant difference (p20.05) in Perceived Academic stress in
Medical and Non-Medical Undergraduate students and between
male and female students.

Conclusions: This study found moderate level of Perceived
academic stress to be the most prevalent with no significant
difference in the perception of academic stress between medical
and non-medical students. Additionally, it showed that male and
female students experienced similar levels of academic stress.

Keywords: academic stress; medical students; non-medical

students; perceived stress; undergraduate students.
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INTRODUCTION

Stress is an unavoidable aspect of student life,
influenced by various academic and non-academic
factors. Academic stress is defined as the body's
response to academic-related demands that exceed
the adaptive capabilities of students[1]. Perceived
academic stress is the state in which we perceive
that everything has become overwhelming feeling
overloaded and questioning our ability to handle
the pressures placed upon us[2]. Academic stress is
possibly the most important source of stress
affecting the psychological health of college
students[3].

Heavy course loads, intense study schedules,
and competition among members contribute
significantly to academic stress[4-7]. Additionally,
non-academic influences, including socio-cultural
expectations and psychological challenges, play a
crucial role, particularly as students adjust to new
environments. Parental expectations further
exacerbate the situation, often placing high
demands on students that can lead to anxiety and
distress[8, 9]. Gender roles also impact students'
experiences of stress. Boys typically enjoy greater
freedom, while girls often face the challenge of
balancing their academic responsibilities with
familial roles, such as being daughters, sisters, or
even wives. This disparity can create additional
pressure on female students, complicating their
academic journey[10].

Research highlights the prevalence of stress
among medical students, with studies indicating
that between 63% and 72% report experiencing
perceived academic stress, and a significant portion
suffers from severe stress[1, 11, 12]. In contrast, non-
medical students show lower number in levels of
stress, with only about 7.5% reporting high
perceived academic stress, and no significant
differences in stress levels between male and

Medical students
Forms shared n=250

Students participated n=216

Excluded n=16
Incomplete data n=3
Not meeting selection criteria n=5

other reasons n=2

Medical students n= 200

—— Male students n=82

Female students n=118§

female non-medical students[13]. These findings
underscore the complexity of stress in student
populations and the importance of implementing
effective support systems to help them navigate
these challenges.

The rationale for comparing the perception of
academic stress between medical and non-medical
students is grounded in the existing literature,
which predominantly focuses on the prevalence of
stress among medical students. While there is
substantial research detailing the stress levels
experienced by medical students, there is a
noticeable gap in studies that directly compare
these levels with those of non-medical students,
particularly in an international context and within
Pakistan. This comparative analysis is essential to
understand how academic stress manifests
differently across various fields of study.

METHODOLOGY

Study design: This is a comparative cross-
sectional study conducted in Sialkot on
undergraduate medical and non-medical students
after the approval from the Research ethical
committee of the University of Sialkot with
FAHS/REC Letter-00033, from October 23, 2023, to
February 20, 2024.

Selection criteria: This research included male
and female undergraduate students with a
minimum of 50% attendance. Students taking
anticonvulsants, antidepressants, stimulants, and
with diagnosed chronic diseases were excluded.

Sample size: Sample size was calculated using
Raosoft by using a confidence interval of 95% and
5% margin of error and 30000 as population size,
giving us n=385 as sample size. To make 2 strata for
medical and non-medical students, this number was
rounded off to n=400 including n=200 medical and
n=200 non-medical students.

Non-Medical students

Forms shared n=250

Students participated n=212

Excluded n=12
— Incomplete data n=8

Not meeting the selection criteria n=4

Non-medical students n=200

—— Male students n=97

Female students n=103

Figure 1: Flowchart representing Data collection process for the study
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The data collection was done using cluster
sampling by dividing students into cluster of
medical and Non-medical institute. Clusters were
formed within the strata to locate the students.
Data from students obtained by access then in
classes, by Google forms shared through social
media platforms i.e. Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram. A total of n=428 students participated
out of which n=107 students participated through
Google Forms, and included n=216 medical students
and n=212 Non-Medical students.

Outcome measures: Demographic factors were
assessed using questions including Age, Gender,
Program of study, Academic Year, estimated
percentage of attendance, any disease they are
suffering from, and any sort of medications or
drugs they have been using. The standardized 18-
item (Cronbach’ a=0.70) perception of Academic
Stress Scale (PASS)was used to measure
perceptions, academic stress, and its sources in
students. The score ranges from 18-90 on 5 point
Likert scale indicating a low score as high stress and
a high score as low stress, with low stress ranges
between 67-90, moderate stress between 42-66,
and high stress between 18-41. [14, 15]. The
negatively stated items 6 to 18 are reversed by
coding to match the results so that a higher score

indicates a low level of stress and vice versa. The
factor of Academic Self Perceptions is measured
using four items. Time restraints are measured by
five items. Pressure to perform is measured by 5
items while Perceptions of workload are measured
by 4 items[8].

The data was analyzed using an independent t-
test for overall comparison of medical and
nonmedical students, as well as for gender
differences in both clusters. Moreover, One-way
ANOVA was also used to compare the PSS on the
basis study year of the participants. To determine
the effect size Cohen’s d for Independent t-test.
The SPSS version 27 was used for data analysis.

RESULTS

The mean Age of Participants was 21.49+1.68
with  n=221(55.3%) female students and
n=179(44.8%) male students from different fields of
study, pursuing under-graduation in various
universities. Figure 2a includes the frequency
distribution of students from different medical and
non-medical disciplines. The yearwise distribution
of Perceived academic stress in medical and Non-
Medical students can be seen in Figure 2b.
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a: Students from different dicipline

High levels of perceived Academic stress were
present in n=16 medical students and n=12 non-
medical students. A moderate level of Perceived
academic stress was found in n=164 medical
students and n=158 non-medical students while a
low level of perceived academic stress was found in
n=20 medical students and n=30 non-medical
students. The overall distribution can be seen in
Figure 3.

There is no significant difference (p20.05) in
the total PASS scores as well as individual domains
between the medical and non-medical students,
except for the time constraint where medical
students showed significant time constraint
(p=0.004) with a small effect size (Cohen’d=0.29) as
compared to nonmedical students. (Table 1)

b: Yearwise distribution PASS in Undergraduates
Figure 2: discipline wise abd PASS Frequency distribution of Undergraduates

Regarding the gender differences, no
significant difference (p=0.05) was observed in the
total PASS scores as well as its domains between
Male and female students. (Table 2)
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Figure 3: Overall frequency distribution of PASS
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Table 1: Perceptions of academic stress between medical and non-medical undergraduates students

MeanzSD Programs MeanzSD p-value MD Cohen’s d
Medical 55.06+10.21
Total PASS Scores 55.93%10.09 Non-Medical 56.829.03 0.08 -1.74
Medical 14.4%4.06
Pressure to Perform 14.76+3.88 Non-Medical 15.1123.68 0.07 -0.71
Perceptions of Medical 13.14%3.66
Workload 13-08£3.69 Non-Medical 13.03%3.73 077 o1
Academic Self- 13.943.45 Medical 13.12+3.52 0.62 ey
Perceptions 32834 Non-Medical 13.29+3.32 ) 7
. . Medical 14.41%3.55 o
Time Restraints 14.9%3.39 Non-Medical 15.3843.15 0.004 0.97 0.29

Significance level: p<0.05%, p<0.01** & p<0.001***; MD- Mean Difference; PASS- Perception of Academic Stress Scale

Table 3: Compare of Means of perceptions of academic stress between male and female students.

Gender MeanzSD p-value MD

Total PASS Scores Male 55-9%10.56 0.96 -0.06
Female 55.95+9.73

Pressure To Perform Male 14.7324.01 0.91 -0.04
Female 14.77%3.79
Mal .97%3.

Perceptions Of Workload ae 12.9723.67 0.58 -0.21
Female 13.17+3.71

Academic Self-Perceptions Male 13:33%3-77 0.5 0.23
Female 13.1£3.12

Time Restraints Male 14.87:3.48 0.9 -0.04
Female 14.91%3.32

Significance level: p<0.05%, p<0.01** & p<0.001***; MD- Mean Difference; PASS- Perception of Academic Stress Scale

DISCUSSION

The primary objective of our study was to
compare the perception of academic stress in
students of two different departments of medical
and non-medical.

The results of this study indicate that there was
no significant difference in the Perception of
Academic Stress between Medical and Non-Medical
students based on total PASS scores as reported in
previous studies[11, 16] which stated that there is
no particular difference in perception of academic
stress in both the population. Contrasting results
were also seen in literature [9, 17, 18] that there is a
significant difference in perceptions of Academic
stress among medical and non-medical students
and that medical students had higher levels of
perceived stress. And contrasted with a study [19]
where medical students had high stress due to
these factors. These disparate outcomes could be
explained by variations in the study's design,
evaluation methods, and study population's
demographics[14]. Study setting included students
from only one city and most of them were studying
in the university environment which uses the
semester system in which time restrictions are
similar and other factors including workload and
performance pressure are also equal on students
from all faculties.

This study also indicates that there was no
significant difference in the total PASS scores
among Male and Female Undergraduate students
favored by previous studies [14], while another
study [8] had results different from the findings of

the current study where male students had a higher
perception of Academic stress. Few other studies
[1] [20] [17, 21, 22] have revealed that females have
a higher level of perception of Academic stress
because they had female participants in the
majority. Some studies explain this difference due
to traveling restrictions on females in most Arab
countries. This may be due to the fact that males
and females both are career-oriented in this era in
order to secure their future and also due to the
environment and management practices of the
universities[14]. So, Male and female students have
no significant difference in their perceptions of
Academic Stress according to this study. According
to findings from this study, there was no significant
difference in Pressure to perform and academic
self-perceptions on the perception of Academic
stress in both genders but previous literature[19,
23] showed that these factors have a significant
effect in females. This can be explained due to
societal factors as competence for excellence in a
male-dominated society and the fight for financial
independence.

The results of our study indicated that most
participants experienced moderate levels of
perceived academic stress. These results are in
accordance with past studies[8, 17, 20, 24] that
found moderate levels of Perceived academic stress
to be most prevalent among university students. It
is imperative that university administrations, along
with government bodies, take proactive measures
to improve the academic environment and learning
models to  mitigate this stress among
undergraduate students.
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Limitations to our study included using a
questionnaire, so response bias cannot be ignored
and eventually may cause variation in results.
Secondly, Data was obtained mostly from
participants in the universities and there were
fewer participants from medical undergraduates
from the Medical Colleges so the results can be
varied due to the university environment because in
a university both medical and nonmedical students
get the same amount of workload and timing
deadlines. No investigation was performed on the
effects of the university environment and facilities
provided by universities on perceived academic
stress as the environment of universities and
facilities provided by universities can be an
important factor in causing perceived academic
stress.

CONCLUSION

This study (perception of academic stress
between medical and non-medical students), and
its results conclude that most participants
experienced moderate levels of perceived academic
stress, with no significant difference in Perceived
academic stress between medical and non-medical
students, nor between male and female students.
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