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Abstract

The aim of this study was to determine the stress level of medical students and the relationship between stress and aca-
demic year. A cross-sectional, descriptive study was conducted at an undergraduate medical school with a five-year cur-
riculum, in Pakistan, from January 2014 to April 2014. Medical students in the first four years were included in the study. 
The Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10), a self-administered questionnaire, was distributed to the students. A total 
of 445 medical students completed the questionnaire. The average stress score was 19.61 (SD= 6.76) with a range from 
10 to 43. Stress was experienced by 169 students (41.7%). The scores of female students were higher than scores of 
males, indicating a higher stress level (P= 0.011). The relationship between stress and academic year was insignificant 
(P= 0.392).
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Medical students encounter intense and stressful circum-
stances in the course of their academic studies. This stress may 
be exacerbated by their educational responsibilities, as well as 
the overall environment [1]. This study aims to determine the 
stress level of students enrolled in an army medical school in 
Pakistan, since the military environment and the maintenance 
of a focal discipline may produce more stress than in other 
medical schools. The sex differences in stress levels and the re-
lationship between severity of stress and academic year were 
also examined.

This cross sectional, descriptive study was carried out from 
January 2014 to April 2014. Students enrolled in the first four 
years of the army medical school were included in the study 
through non-probability consecutive sampling. The study ob-
jectives and questionnaire items were clearly explained to the 

participants, and written informed consent was obtained.
A self-administered, English version of The Kessler Psycho-

logical Distress Scale (K10) instrument was distributed to the 
students [2]. Questionnaires of students who did not provide 
their consent or those that contained incomplete responses 
were excluded from the study. The number of potential par-
ticipants for the study was 800. Out of 445 students who par-
ticipated, 405 returned completed questionnaires. Each of the 
ten items was scored on a Likert-type scale from 1 to 5, and 
scores were summed to provide a total (K10) score. The low-
est possible total score was 10 and the highest possible score 
was 50. Participants’ scores were categorized as follows: 20 to 
24 as mild stress, scores of 25 to 29 as moderate stress, and 
scores of 30 to 50 as severe stress.

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS ver. 19.0 (IBM Co., 
Armonk, NY, USA). Descriptive statistics, i.e., mean and SD, 
were used to provide the results. A t-test was conducted to de-
termine the difference in stress level by sex. A chi-square test 
was conducted to ascertain the association between stress and 
academic year.
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Out of 405 students, there were 254 males (62.7%) and 151 
females (37.3%). One hundred and fifteen students (28.4%) 
were in their first year, 82 (20.2%) were in the second year, 99 
(24.4%) were in the third year, and 109 (26.9%) were in the 
fourth year. The average stress score was 19.61 (SD= 6.76) with 
a range from 10 to 43 (Fig. 1). Stress was experienced by 169 
students (41.7%): 92 males (54.4%) and 77 females (45.5%). 
Mild stress was experienced by 81 students (47.92%), moder-
ate stress by 47 students (27.81%), and severe stress by 41 stu-
dents (24.26%). Stress scores for female students (13.0%) were 
greater than scores for males (11.2%; P= 0.011). Most students 
complained of stress symptoms ‘a little of the time’ during their 
daily routine. The medical syllabus or course was found to be 
stressful by the undergraduate medical students, during their 
first and third academic years, but not in their second and 
fourth academic years. There was no significant association 
between stress and academic year (P= 0.392) (Fig. 2).

The above results revealed that students’ stress was more 
frequent in the first and third year of the undergraduate medi-
cal program than in the other academic years; however, there 
was no significant association between stress levels and the 
academic year of study participants. The stress factor appears 
to be more profound during the first academic year. Thus, iden-
tifying stress levels during the first year of medical classes and 
introducing organized strategies to rectify academic-related 
problems may help undergraduate medical students to over-
come stress. Higher stress in female students could be explain-
ed by specific psychosocial profiles [1]. Higher levels of stress 
could harm the psychological health of medical students by 
affecting their learning and cognitive behavior which ultimate-
ly results in inferior patient care. Therefore, there is a need to 

include stress management education in the curriculum of 
undergraduate medical students, who experience more stress 
and depression than the general population does.
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Fig. 1. Distribution of stress scores for 405 students enrolled in an army 
medical school in Pakistan, surveyed from January 2014 to April 2014 
(mean ± SD, 19.61 ± 6.761; N = 405).
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Fig. 2. Comparison of stress scores according to academic year for 405 
medical students enrolled in an army medical school in Pakistan, sur-
veyed from January 2014 to April 2014.
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