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Abstract

Background: Being in medical school has always been regarded as highly stressful. Excessive
stress causes physical and mental health problems. Persistent stress can impair students’ academic
achievement and personal or professional development. The aim of this study is to explore the nature
of stress among medical students by determining the prevalence, sources and pattern of stress and
the factors affecting it.

Methods: We chose a cross-sectional study design utilizing validated questionnaires, the 12
items General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12) and Medical Student Stressor Questionnaire (MSSQ),
to evaluate stress levels and stressors. School and ethical committee clearance were obtained prior
to the study. Data were analysed using SPSS version 12.

Results: Of the medical stundents who were administered the guestionnaire, 761 (72%)
respondents participated in this study. The prevalence of stress among the medical students was
29.6%. The top 10 stressors were academic-related, Prevalence of stress for the first, second, third,
fourth and fifth year students was 26.3%, 36.5 %, 31.4%, 35.3% and 21.9%, respectively, Year of study
was the only significant factor affecting stress among medieal students (P-value < 0.05).

Conclusions: The prevalence of stress among medical students in USM is high. Academic-
related problems were the major stressor among medical students. Year of study was the factor most
significantly associated with medical students’ stress, There was a bimodal pattern of the stress level

throughout the year of study.

Keygwords: medical students, mental health, stress, medical sciences

introduction

Tertiary medical training has always been
regarded as being highly stressful. Many studies
have described the stressors of medijcal training
and the associated negative conseguences on the
mental and physical health of medical students
(1-10).

Stress is defined as the body’s non-specific
response to demands made upon it, or to
disturbing events in the environment (11-12). It
is not just a stimulus or a response but rather,
it is a process by which we perceive and cope
with environmental threats and challenges (13).
Personal and environmental events that cause
stress are referred to as stressors (14). In short,
stress includes the emotional disturbances or
changes caused by stressors. Linn & Zeppa (15)
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have suggested that some stress in medical
school training is needed for learning. Stress that
facilitates learning is called ‘favourable stress’
and stress that suppresses learning is called
‘unfavourable stress’. Depending upon their
cultural backgrounds, personal traits, experience
and coping skills, medical students may perceive
the same stressors differently.

An optimal level of stress, referred to earlier
as ‘favourable stress’, can enhance learning
{16). However, excessive stress can lead to
physical and mental health problems (17). It
can reduce students’ self-esteem (16,18) and
may affect academic achievement and personal
or professional development. Studies in the
United States have suggested that the practice of
medicine entails certain risks to the mental health
of qualified medical students (19), and numerous
studies have revealed high rates of psychological
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