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Abstract 
Introduction: Exam stress is a set of responses that includes excessive worry, depression, 
nervousness and irrelevant thinking to a class of stimuli from an individual’s experience of 
assessment and outcome. The rationale of this study is to assess the examination related stress among 
the first year MBBS students by measuring BMI (body mass index) and VAS (Visual  analogue scale) 
as to determine the factors contributing to exam stress among first year medical students.  
Methods: The study was conducted over four weeks with 130 students in the month of March 2011. 
Questionnaire consisted of VAS to measure exam stress and 16 questions consisted of matters related 
to Academic factors, psychological problems, details of food intake and lack of physical activities. 
Body weight was measured before, during and after the exams to assess any weight loss due to exam 
stress.  
Results: There is a significant moderate level of stress marked on VAS during the examination. 
Among different factors contributing to exam stress, academic factors (63%), lack of physical 
exercise (89%), Details of food intake (59%) and psychological problems (50%) were most important 
factors reported by the students. There was no significant change in BMI during the various phases of 
examination.  
Conclusion: This study indicates that there is a significant moderate level of exam stress among the 
first year MBBS students based on VAS and it also highlights the various factors which can 
contribute to examination stress process.  
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1. Introduction 
The concept of mind influence on health has been 
recognized since the time of Hippocrates. Stress is 
defined as the body’s nonspecific response to 
demands placed on it in response to disturbing 
events in the environment1,2. Medical education is 
inherently stressful and an emotionally demanding 
training3. Due to their busy and demanding 
schedule, stress is more prevalent among medical 
students4. Exam stress is the emotional reaction in 
medical students which is essential for learning as 
it interferes with their performance and keeps 
them task oriented. This sometimes promotes and 
assists in learning called favorable stress and as 
well restrain learning called as unfavorable stress5. 
Many authors have reported that various stressors 
may lead to increased anxiety and depression as a 
consequence of impaired judgment, reduced 
concentration, poor memorizing abilities, and loss 
of self-esteem6. As a result of increased stress, 
medical students always experience an alarming 
amount of stress-associated anxiety, depression, 
substance abuse, and sometimes even suicide. 

Chronic exposure of this busy demanding 
schedule leads to stress which influences their 
learning and memory capabilities, which 
disrupts their flexible thinking and ultimately 
leads to improper decision and patient care7. 
Studies have showed the prevalence of stress 
and depressive symptoms among the medical 
schools of Malaysian and Thai was 41.9% and 
61.4% respectively8,9. Among the Swedish 
medical students, the prevalence of anxiety 
and depression was 12.9% and a total of 2.7% 
of students had made suicidal attempts10. There 
was a significant association between year of 
study and stress levels among gorgan (iran) 
medical students11. The main area of stresses 
reported in medical students included life style 
issues, lack of deliberate studying, 
psychological factors and students opinion of 
extensive course load12. Among medical 
students, different scales have been used to 
assess their anxiety and stress levels13,14,15,16,17. 
Visual Analogue Scale of anxiety is one of the 
validated assessment of exam stress among 
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medical students18,19. It has been observed that 
medical students have marked undue stresses 
during pre and examination period20.  Previous 
studies have highlighted the major stressors among 
students oriented to exams and academics and did 
not emphasize on analyzing the factors like 
physical activity and food intake in detail. A 
similar study was done in Pakistan final year 
professional students to asses exam related anxiety 
and factors contributing to stress21.  
The main aim of our study was to assess the 
prevalence of stress and its association with 
various factors contributing to exam stress among 
first year medical students attending formative 
assessment whereas in most of the early studies 
have emphasized on subjective assessment of 
examination among pre and final year medical 
students. The aim was to identify the stress 
exposed groups at an earlier stage and by 
implementing various anxiety reduction 
techniques as well as counseling services to the 
affected group which would enable the medical 
students to achieve in their final subjective 
assessment.   

 
2. Materials and Methods 
Ethical approval was obtained from the university 
through the Human ethical committee before 
proceeding with this study. This study was 
conducted in first year MBBS students of 
Meenakshi Medical college and Research Institute, 
MAHER University, Enathur, Kanchipuram, 
TamilNadu (India) by administering a 
Questionairre consisting of 16 questions of yes or 
no answer type related to academic factors like 
finding medical concepts difficult ,do they get 
enough time to revise before exams etc. 
psychological problems like feeling home sick, 
parents stress their outcome during exams, 
distractions in the form of entertainment ,  friends, 
cell phones, internet and  do they get sick during 
exams in the form of indigestion nausea, headache 
and vomiting. Details of the food intake included 
from skipping of food or taking food too late or 
avoiding completely during exams as well as the 
information of lack of physical and extracurricular 
activities. Data collection was done over a period 
of four weeks using a sample size of 150 students 
in first year MBBS in the month of March 2011 
during their formative assessment which included 
both theory and practical examination. 
Questionnaire also consisted of Visual Analogue 
Scale to measure exam stress which is widely used 
to assess anxiety states as well as in management 
of pain. Students were asked to mark the 
appropriate level of stress in VAS which consisted 
of 10 cm line marked on both the extreme ends by 

symptoms ranging from zero indicating no 
anxiety and 100 indicating severe anxiety21. 
The scale is further subdivided in to mild 
symptoms of anxiety ranging from 0-30, 
moderate symptoms from 40-60 and severe 
symptoms ranged from 70- 10022.  

 

3. Results: 
The results were given in graph 1. A total of 
130 students out of 150 first year medical 
students responded to the questionnaires which 
were provided during the examination and the 
response rate was 86.2%. The mean level of 
anxiety among the first year medical students 
was 51.3% of moderate level of stress was 
experienced during the time of examination. 
On observing the different stressors 
contributing to exam stress, lack of physical 
exercise, extracurricular activities accounted 
for 89%, academic factors contributed for 
63%, details of food intake was 59% and the 
psychological factors attributed to 50% of 
stress among the first year medical students 
during their exams.  
 
3. Discussion and conclusion 
 

 
This study confirms a significant moderate 
level of stress among the first MBBS students 
at MAHER University, Kanchipuram. The 
overall prevalence of stress observed during 
exam using VAS was 51.3%. It has been 
observed that medical students have marked 
undue stresses during pre and examination 
period23. The results are well in agreement 
with the previous studies were students 
experience stress during the first year but not 
in subsequent years24,25,26. The medical 
students are always vulnerable to stress due to 
their high competitive environment. Student 
life is exciting but more stressful as it is a 
transitional period. There is a considerable 
little difference between the frequency of 
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stress among males and females27 and hence in our 
study no specific gender evaluation of various 
factors contributing to stress were not analyzed 
separately. In our present study, there was a 
significant report (89%) on lack of physical 
exercise and extracurricular activities.  
Medical students should be offered more 
opportunities for recreational and leisure time 
activities, such as weekly movie shows, event 
celebrations, excursion tours and musical 
concerts28. Physical activities, sports and 
socialization are indispensable for individual 
growth and to foster personal development29,30. 
Sports, music and arts could be made a part of the 
optional curriculum. In most of the earlier studies, 
common reasons highlighted were exams and 
academics, followed by relationship problems in 
the college or family and homesickness. In our 
study, 59% of students have reported to have 
stress due to psychological reasons. The 
psychological makeup developed by medical 
students during five years of medical schooling is 
likely to continue in their later professional lives 
too31. It affects not only academic performances 
but also all aspects of student health. In view of 
the potential long term benefits of managing stress 
in a more effective way, it may be important for 
students to develop such stress coping skills early 
in their medical career. Counseling started at an 
appropriate stage integrated with medical 
curriculum and extracurricular activities like yoga, 
meditation etc is found to have a significant 
impact on their stress level32,33,34.  
In our study, there was 63% of students reported 
stress due to academic factors which is well in 
agreement with the earlier studies due to lack  of  
strategic studying, studying  all  night  before  
exams, inefficient  studying  which  include  lack  
of review  and revising of course material studied 
are major factors leading to exam related 
anxiety35. 59% of students have reported exam 
related anxiety due to skipping of food and 
improper nutrition during exams is well in 
accordance with earlier reports36. This was found 
to be common among the female students and 
eventually leads to negative impact on health. 
Preliminary talks by the community psychiatrist 
may be extremely useful in the first year of the 
carrier of medical students. Faculty can help 
students in improving studying habits, managing 
time wisely, learning positive self-talk and 
learning how to relax. 
Medical students are  important and pillars of our 
future  young population  and definite regular 
surveys are needed to be undertaken to monitor the 
levels of health among medical students in order to 

reduce exam related stress and negative impact 
on health. 
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