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Abstract

Stress has been identified as the antecedent for undesirable outcomes, such as
depression and self-harm but there still lack of awareness on extent of its impact on
academics most notably in a developing country like the Philippines. Thus, a multicenter
and interdisciplinary study was employed on 501 students from six state universities in the
Philippines. A questionnaire structured to assess the perception of the students as to the
severity of identified stressors) as well as the prevalence of the coping mechanisms they
adopt to overcome stress was used. The results indicated that academic stressors proved
to be the main contributory factor to levels of distress among undergraduates. Educators
and decision-makers should tailor regular student evaluations and programs that ensure
the impediment of the sources of stress and other measures for further prevention.
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1.0 Introduction

Educators primarily view stress as a common
and recurrent phenomenon in the educational
discourse of university students (Chernomas &
Shapiro, 2013). It posesareal challengetoachieve the
desired outcome. By definition, stress is a state when
external demands exceed one’s resources resulting
in degrading effects on emotional, behavioral,
mental, and physiological levels (Dickerson &
Kemeny, 2004). In essence, it is the innate response
the human body manifests as it goes through
pressures from situations or life events. Different
circumstances lead to varying degrees of perceived
stress levels. In an academic context, specifically
among undergraduate students, some of the

leading stressors are deadlines, peer pressure, and
the demand to succeed (Beiter et al., 2015). Lack of
concern and little awareness of how stress obtrudes
concentration, problem-solving, comprehension
(Uehara, Takeuchi, Kubota, Oshima, & Ishikawa,
2010), and memory function (Aggarwal, Wilson, &
Beck, 2014) among other fundamental attributes of
learning by most universities stunts every student's
holistic development. Academics may be an integral
element of student life (Beiter et al, 2015) but
in the absence of a healthy attitude towards the
achievement and goals, stress, though perceived to
be a positive reinforcement in learning capacity and
competency development (Kumaraswamy, 2013),
can corrupt intellectual performance (Beiter et al.,
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2015) leading to detrimental outcomes to mental
health and well-being (Kumaraswamy, 2013). Stress
has also led to relationship struggles (Ali, Rahbar,
Naeem, Tareen, Gui, & Samad, 2002) and difficulty
with job acquisition (Eisenberg, Golberstein, Gollust,
& Hefner, 2007).

In another perspective, stress as a response
is a normal biological and psychological human
attribute (Mahar, Bambico, Mechawar, & Nobrega,
2014). When
inducing activities and life events, the human

individuals come across stress-

body is stimulated by the brain to induce
hormones that stimulate the so-called ‘fight’ or
‘flight’ response. (Segerstrom & Miller, 2004). This
two-way physiological feedback then affects how
the individual perceives stress as either positive
or negative impression. However, intermittent
exposure to stress, especially in cases where the
source cannot be subjugated, yields to experiencing
issues in mental health (i.e., anxiety and depression)
inevitable (Lupien, McEwen, Gunnar, & Heim, 2009;
Mahar et al., 2014). According to a national research
survey conducted by American College Health
Association (2018), in the United States of America
(USA) alone, over 17% of college students reported
having leading episodes of depression. Meanwhile,
about 165 million people in Europe are affected by
mental disorders (Trautmann, Rehm, & Wittchen,
2016). Such high rates of reported mental health
issues prove to be alarming since they often lead to
various societal problems (Song & Lindquist, 2015).
According to the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (2019), the burden of
mental disorders in the economy comprises about
4% of a nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
In detail, globally accounting for the direct and
indirect costs of mental disorders, the numbers
were approximately US $ 0.8 trillion and US $1.7
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trillion, respectively (Gustavsson, Svensson, Jacobi,
Fratiglioni, 2010).
Such high numbers pose as a warning to influential
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personage to start taking interceptive measures.
Moreover, depression, when left untreated has also
been known to lead to self-harm (Wu, Rockett, Yang,
Feng, Jiang, & Yu, 2016) and even suicide (Song &
Lindquist, 2015), with the latter being the second
major global death cause among the youth who are
between the ages of 15-29 years old (World Health
Organization, 2017). In the Philippines, people who
suffered depressive disorders account for about
3.3% of the total Filipino population in 2012. And
1 out of its 17 regions reported having 108 suicide
cases from January to August 2018 alone (Parrocha-
Dilim, 2018), all pointing to the rudimentary
behavior of a developing country (Divaris, Barlow,
Chendea, Cheong, Dounis, Dragan, & .. Mo'nes,
2008). And though alarming, only a few studies have
been conducted focusing on stress among students
in developing and middle-income countries (Supe,
1998; Saipanish, 2003; Shaikh, Kahloon, Kazmi,
Khalid, Nawaz, Khan, & Khan, 2004; Sherina, Rampal,
& Kaneson, 2004; Hetolang & Amone-P'Olak, 2018).
The dramatic consequences of stress-induced
suicide are not limited to the affected families. It
also becomes a traumatic experience for teachers
(Kolves, Ross, Hawgood, Spence, & De Leo, 2017)
and the college or university. Furthermore, these
incidents can be easily broadcasted on social media
and eventually gain a national reach, which can
easily ruin the school's image and reputation. Thus,
recognizing the need to understand the sources of
psychological distress and the efficient response
to handling them is a necessary undertaking
for educators and universities. Awareness of
manifestations of stress and its associated mental
ill-effects will help the academic community plan
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programs and interventions and effectively oversee
its implementation (Chernomas & Shapiro, 2013).
Stress and its associated mental disorders
among university students are widely discussed in
the current literature. The study by Beiter et al. (2015)
investigated the probable factors in correlation with
increased frequency of visits to counseling centers
due to anxiety, stress, and depression in a sample
among tertiary level students. Results indicated that
the pressure to succeed, academic performance,
and plans after graduation were the main
contributors to stress-induced mental health issues.
These proved to be consistent with the results of
Liu et al. (2019), where one predictor of depressive
symptoms was stressful life events. Other studies
have also dealt with how stress leads to sickness
absence, self-harm, suicide attempts, and, when left
ignored, suicide (Gémes et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2016;
Tang, Byrne, & Qin, 2018). Moreover, the extension
developed by Lee, K, Lee, HK, and Kim (2017)
led to a disclosure on the relationship between
different personality dimensions and suicidal
behaviors. Other extensions also included analysis
between societal cohorts. Wyatt and Oswalt (2013)
studied graduate and undergraduate students
and the difference between their experiences on
issues of mental health. The latter reported having
experienced stress at a significantly higher level.
Though a vast majority is devoted to studying the
stress-induced mental ill-health of undergraduate
medical students, itis not necessarily limited. Studies
by Denovan and Macaskill (2017) and Zimmaro
et al. (2016) studied the effects of stress on the
well-being and mental health of undergraduates
studying psychology. Others studied with a more
interdisciplinary approach focusing on thorough
discussions and analysis of stress and its ill effects
on school performance, relationships, and mental
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well-being regardless of demographic profile, and
program, among other academic cohorts. Previous
studies have also investigated the difference
in stress levels among different undergraduate
programs/departments. For example, the study
of Elias, Ping, and Abdullah (2011) assessed the
stress levels of undergraduate students enrolled in
fifteen (15) degree programs in one university in
Malaysia. Findings revealed a significant difference
in the stress levels of students with different degree
programs. Similar results have also been previously
obtained by Abouserie (1994), who conducted a
study on 675 second-year undergraduate students
from nine departments at the University of Wales
College of Cardiff.

In addition, several works have also focused
on the formation and assessment of plausible
solutions to stress reduction such as interventions
and programs (Saeed, Bahnassy, Al-Hamdan, &
Almudhaibery, 2016; van der Riet, Rossiter, Kirby,
Dluzewska, & Harmon, 2015; Hindman, Binder,
Moltu & Dundas, 2015; Hjeltnes, Binder, Moltu,
& Dundas, 2015; Dariotis et al., 2016). However,
there has yet to be a study with a multicenter and
interdisciplinary approach far-reaching data from
and between universities and undergraduate
programs in developing countries along with an
analysis as to the various stressors associated with
student life and the necessary measures to adapt to
overcome stress.

Hence, the goal of the current study is to
evaluate the extent different stressors contribute
to undergraduate student distress and other
the
study further examines the similarity or difference

involved interrelationships thereof. Also,
between students’ perceived stress under various
undergraduate programs and their significance and

copingmechanismstostress.Thecontributoryfactors
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to stress may be grouped into four: (1) academic
stressors, (2) social stressors, (3) emotional stressors,
and (4) financial stressors (Pariat, Rynjah, Joplin, &
Kharjana, 2014). In particular, student competition,
family expectation, excessive work or course load,
and expectations of teachers are identified to be
academic stressors. Relatively, the gauge on the
stress level perceived by undergraduate students
are due to factors that affect academic ability and
performance. The social stressors spring from social
events like, trouble getting along with others, peer
pressure, and being friendless. An interpersonal
outlook on the attributes of stress helps shape a
holistic approach to assessment and intervention.
Emotional stressors pertain to contributory factors
to stress broughtabout by intrapersonal experiences
and struggles. These are romantic relationships
adjustment and management, no control of how
things are going, lack of confidence in oneself, and
absence of someone to rely on. The last group is on
financial stressors pertain primarily to monetary
funds and resources, particularly, the lack thereof.
This includes absence of money assistance from
the family, monetary expenditures controlled by
parents, budget management problems, and lack
of financial resources to pay for school projects
and other school expenses. Being able to identify
the primary source of stress among undergraduate
students will help educators and universities identify
and consequently implement courses of action
to intercept and address issues in the long run to
prevent future occurrences.

The study provides more information to the
existing body of literature on the mental health of
university students in two ways. One, it provides
a multicenter and interdisciplinary approach to
the analysis of stress levels and its sources along
with an assessment of the adopted stress coping
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mechanisms in the context of students within
developing countries. Two, the results contribute
insights on policy development of plausible
interventions by teachers and universities to
reduce and prevent the incidence of stress-related
mental health issues together with the implications
of developing an effective program for support
services and counseling. Such endeavors prove to be
crucial to ensuring a healthy learning environment.
This paper is prepared as follows: In section 2, a
discussion on the methods and data gathering
instruments. Section 3 describes the obtained
results from the treatment of the data, and Section
4 gives a conclusion and considerable directions for
future work.

2.0 Methodology

This study employed a descriptive research
design with survey method to describe the stress
level of the undergraduate students in different
programs and universities. They were randomly
selected from six state universities in Cebu City,
Philippines. The determination of the participants
was done after permission was granted to look into
the list of enrolled students from the instructors
in each of the different undergraduate programs
and all even numbers in the list were chosen as
the participants of the study. About 501 students
agreed to participate of which, males composed
36.9% (N=185) and females composed 60.9%
(N=305) while 2.2% chose gender discretion (N
= 11). The respondents were between the ages
of 16-24 years old, most of whom were between
19-21 years old (56%). Regarding the density of
undergraduate programs, 18.4% were studying
Elementary and Secondary Education, 28.3% had
majored in Engineering, 12.4% were students
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from the College of Arts and Sciences, 22.8% were
from the Technology department, and 18.2% were
Agriculture majors. The researchers obtained ethical
approval from each university's campus directors
before the gathering of the data. The modified
questionnaire was adopted from the study of Pariat
et al. (2014) as the main instrument in the analysis of
the relationships between programs, and the coping
mechanisms.Theitemsreflectedinthe questionnaire
were chosen as they have good discrimination value
based on the method of item analysis by Davis
(1946). It also has a construct validity of 0.72, which
was established with the use of a test developed
in India. While reliability was established in two
forms. The coefficient alpha of 0.78, significant at
the 0.01 significance level, determined the internal
consistency of the questionnaire. Its stability over
time was done through the test-retest and resulted
to a 0.71 reliability.

The questionnaire included three sections.
The modification is employed in the first section of
the questionnaire that contains the respondents'
demographic information. Changes were made
to fit into the type of respondents for this study.
It included a requirement for the participants to
supply their degree program. The next section
contains a group of contributory factors to stress to
which highlighted four stressors, namely, academic,
emotional, social, and financial stressors, with each
elaborated with specifics. The last section included
a list of items describing strategies for coping with
stress, which included notions on positive and
negative coping mechanisms.

The respondents were asked to determine the
degree to which each particular stressor contributed
to their level of stress. The 4-point Likert scale was
used to score each item (1 = did not contribute, 2
= slightly contributed, 3 = contributed, and 4 =
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greatly contributed), which served as a measure of
severity rather than as a diagnostic test. As to the
stress coping mechanisms, each item was given
a rating as to the prevalence of its suitability in
dealing with distinct stressful student life events. On
the same note, it employed another set of a 4-point
Likert scale (4 = always, 3 = often, 2 = sometimes,
1 = never). The licensed IBM Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences (SPSS) software version 25.0
was utilized to carry out the data analysis. Missing
values and other illogical data were extracted and
removed after thorough data cleaning. The stressors
treated as the outcome variables were presented as
weighted means. To test for differences in the stress
levels among the four categories of stressors and,
by undergraduate program, the one-way Analysis
of Variance (ANOVA) was used that yielded to be
significant at p<0.05. To ensure that no violation was
made to the assumptions of normality and linearity,
a preliminary analysis was conducted before the
engagement of data treatment.

3.0 Results and Discussion
Contributory Factors to Stress

Upon data treatment, it can be seen in Figure 1
that among the four contributory factors to stress,
academic stressors have the highest weighted mean
score by all undergraduate programs. It is followed
by financial and emotional both coming close with
near similar results, while social stressors prove
to be the least perceived as the cause of distress
among undergraduate students. Statistical analysis
further justifies the results garnered from the
weighted mean (see Table 1). Statistically significant
relationships were found primarily from two groups.
A statistically significant relationship towards the
stress level experienced by undergraduate students
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existed for the academic (F(4,495) = 9.835, p = 0.000)
as well as financial (F(4,495) = 6.165, p = 0.000)
stressors. However, social (F(4,495) = 0.489, p =
0.744) and emotional (F(4,495) = 2.326, p = 0.055)
stressors proved to be statistically insignificant.
This exhibits analogous results with the study of
Sohail (2013), Melaku, Mossie, and Negash (2015),
and Bedewy and Gabriel (2015), where students
in developing countries experienced higher
associations of distress due to academic stressors
(i.e, student competition, family expectation,
excessive work or course load, and expectation of
teachers). Pressures resulting from high academic
expectations from family, faculty and peers have
long been associated as the main source of stress
among students (Sarita, 2015). The results, however
recurrent, prove that the majority of the academic
community continues to view this as rudimentary
and ceases to take preventive measures. Stress
may be considered as a humdrum within the
academic context. However, it does not undermine
the fact that strong conjectures prove a change in
the approach of learning or even implementing
supplementary materials and programs to assist
in the liberation of the undergraduate students
from their stress-induced academic struggles.
For instance, state universities may consider
indoctrinating a strong role in guidance counselors
for consultation and mentorship, which, in turn,
would encourage students to seek professional
advice rather than taking matters into their own
hands. Another notion is to have regular programs
and seminars on mental health incorporated in the
modules of undergraduate students.

Onanother note, the results from Lim, Heckman,
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Montalto, and Letkiewicz (2014), Heckman, Lim,
and Montalto (2014), and Britt, Mendiola, Schink,
Tibbetts, and Jones (2016), financial stressors were
concluded to be among those highly associated
with high-stress levels. Such an outcome may have
slightly varied with the findings from the current
study. In the Philippine perspective, majority of
undergraduate students were exposed to episodes
of difficulty and poverty (Mina &lmai, 2017; Figueroa,
Lim, & Lee, 2018) that they have become accustomed
to recurring occasions of financial instability. As
such, Philippine undergraduate students may view
this minor threat compared to academics, and thus
placed as the second-highest contributor to stress.
Finances are primarily established more of as a
general economic quagmire shared by the majority
of Filipinos, whereas academics are sought to be
more innate. As to the emotional and social stressors,
results from the one-way ANOVA suggest that
the difference can be more attributed to the high
variation in the responses from the students rather
than between stressors. As such, the perceived level
of distress caused by these two stressors varies from
person to person. For instance, a highly friendly,
outgoing individual would find social stressors
more of a positive engagement rather than a source
of mental weight. These individuals prefer to have
more interactions with others, to which they also
find as a way to alleviate themselves from feelings
of tension and dread. Moreover, people with higher
emotional intelligence can cope more efficiently
with physical and mental pressures from life events
and thus, tend to have lower levels of perceived
distress. This conforms to the study of Urquijo,
Extremera, and Villa (2016).
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Mean Mean
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Mean

Engineering ( 142)
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Figure 1. Contributory Factors to Stress by Course and their Weighted Means

Table 1. The Four Contributory Factors to Stress and their One-Way ANOVA Results

Sum of Mean .
Squares df Square 3ig.
Between Groups 10.200 4 2550  9.835 .000
Academic \uipin Groups 128.344 495 259
Stressors
Total 138.543 499
Between Groups .769 4 192 0.489 744
g“'a' Within Groups 194.458 495 393
tressors
Total 195.227 499
Between Groups 4.139 4 1035 2326 055
Emotional —\yuhin Groups 220.192 495 445
Stressors
Total 224331 499
Between Groups 12.260 4 3065  6.165 .000
E'"anc'a' Within Groups 246.088 495 497
tressors
Total 258347 499

Students’Stress Levelsin Different Undergraduate
Courses

The one-way ANOVA test results presented
in Table 2 show that the undergraduate programs
resulted in a p-value (p = 0.075) greater than 0.05.
It identifies a statistically insignificant difference in

stress scores between students in different academic
cohorts. This is in contradiction to the study of
Larcombe et al. (2016), where diverse programs
resulted in a disparity in the perceived stress level. A
group of Australian students from different academic
fields of study was the focus of the study. The
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plausible reasons for the varied perceptions in stress
level between courses can be attributed to specific
differencesin curriculum, theinstructor's qualification,
level of expertise, and teaching methods, and, to
some extent, the level of consideration towards the
students' well-being (Melaku et al., 2015).

As such, the results in this paper may have
reflected the inherent trait of the Filipinos to be
primarily an optimistic nationality that, regardless
of the different sources of stressors and experiential
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differences between courses, stress proves to be
invariable. For instance, even in the advent of highly
stressful events such as natural calamities and
disasters, Filipinos tend to continue to have a positive
attitude, which assists in their expedited recovery
during the aftermath of the disaster (Balgos, 2014).
In smaller stressful cases such as the pressures in
the academe, it proves to be a challenge that can be

easily overcome.

Table 2. Undergraduate courses and their relationship between stress levels.

Source of Variation SS::;;Z df Variance F P
Between Groups 3.07 4 0.768 2.142  0.075
Within Groups 177.781 496 0.358

Total 180.852 500

Coping Mechanisms to Stress

The result in this paper further indicates that
undergraduate students from these state universities
tendtoadopt positive copingmechanismsratherthan
the negative. The most adopted coping mechanism
was carrying out constructive distractions in the form
of activities or social interactions to cultivate happy
thoughts and emotions. Though negative coping
mechanisms (e.g., smoking, alcohol, and drugs) are
inevitable (Bravo, Pearson, Stevens & Henson, 2016),
they are less likely used. Thus, universities should
be guided that in the conception of programs and
extensions, specific approaches per undergraduate
program is necessary to achieve an active brigade
towards a student's development in an environment
that promotes mental health.

Conclusively, it may be said that various factors
interplay in the stress experienced by undergraduate

students in developing countries. And as such, these
call for the attention and immediate course of action
of the academic community in establishing programs
specifically targeted for the betterment of the mental
health and stability of the students. Also, the results
above prove to be vital pieces of information in the
design and development of the interventions. One,
universities are encouraged to focus primarily on
academic stressors as these significantly contribute
to stress and its associated mental health issues. Two,
in a more focused point of view, there is a necessity for
specific colleges and departments to devise curricula
and services tailored to suit the needs of the students
in varying academic fields of study. And three, due
to an individual's inherent trait of being unique, it
may be necessary to conduct tests as to what coping
mechanisms in particular best correspond to the
needs of the students and what may be done to
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enhance their capabilities of restoration and healing.
Decision-makers in the academic community are
guided in their policy-making strategies so they
become equipped to take action before problems
become chronic and irreversible

4.0 Conclusion

The present results show the association
between stressors and other factors within different
undergraduate courses, and the various coping
mechanisms in a developing country perspective,
particularly, in the Filipino populace. However, there
are certain limitations to consider in the interpretation
of the results. One, results may be different for
private universities since their structure, culture,
and educational platforms differ from that of state
universities. As such, they may not reflect the general
perspective on the matter so that future research is
recommended to determine the variations between
private and state universities in developing countries.
Two, the consideration of age, gender, religious
beliefs, state of living, family background, and history,
among other aspects, may give a more in-depth
insight as to their effects on stress level perception.
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