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ABSTRACT

The aim of the current study was to determine the 
most prevalent sources of stress among first-year 
nursing students at a military college in Jordan. A de-
scriptive cross-sectional study was performed using 
a convenience sample of 138 students (females be-
tween ages 18 and 22). The Student Stress Survey 
was used to identify stressors and assess their rela-
tive importance. The instrument consists of 40 items 
divided into four categories of potential sources of 
stress: (a) intrapersonal, (b) interpersonal, (c) aca-
demic, and (d) environmental. Data were analyzed 
using descriptive statistics. The top five sources of 

stress reported were: increased class workload (89%), 
change in living environment (83%), change in so-
cial activities (78%), change in eating habits (77.5 %), 
and change in sleeping habits (76%), with academic 
sources of stress being the most frequently reported. 
The results provide valuable information for educa-
tors and administrators in nursing colleges to iden-
tify types of stress among first-year nursing students 
and establish strategies to reduce stress among such 
students, particularly from academic and environ-
mental sources. [Journal of Psychosocial Nursing and 
Mental Health Services, 53(6), 37-43.]
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University students in general, 
and nursing students in par-
ticular, are prone to different 

sources of stress. The current study 
sought to determine the most prevalent 
sources of stress among fi rst-year Jorda-
nian nursing students and examine the 
nature of these stressors.

Stress occurs when individuals 
perceive that they cannot adequately 
cope with the demands being made 
on them or with threats to their well-
being (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 
Stress is a psychosocial factor that 
infl uences the academic performance 
and well-being of nursing students, 
and may thus affect their future ca-
reers (Pulido-Martos, Augusto-Landa, 
& Lopez-Zafra, 2012). 

Stress is defi ned as “a relationship 
with the environment that the person 
appraises as signifi cant for his or her 
well-being, in which the demands tax 
or exceed available coping resources” 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 63). In-
terestingly, the most infl uential model 
of the appraisal process has been the 
one proposed by Lazarus and Folk-
man (1984) approximately 30 years 
ago. In the original formulation of 
this model, it was argued that an ap-
praisal of a stimulus as threatening or 
benign, termed primary appraisal, oc-
curs between stimulus presentation 
and stress reaction. Primary appraisal 
is presumed to depend on two classes 
of antecedent conditions: (a) the per-
ceived features of the stimulus situa-
tion, and (b) the psychological struc-
ture of the individual (Monroe & 
Kelly, 1997). 

In the current study, the perceived 
stimulus is the new environment, 
characterized by three factors: (a) iso-
lation from support systems; (b) new 
responsibilities and new roles, such as 
being a military student and bearing 
an academic burden; and (c) dealing 
with new people, mainly academics, 
offi cers, and peers. Students’ psycho-
logical structure struggles to respond 
(appropriately or inappropriately) to 
these sources of stress. Nursing stu-
dents face both academic and clinical 

sources of stress during their train-
ing (Pulido-Martos et al., 2012). The 
training course is a signifi cant prepa-
ration phase in terms of the student’s 
professional role; stress during this pe-
riod will affect the student negatively 
(Altiok & Üstun, 2013).

The negative effects of stress on 
students’ professional identity de-
velopment have been emphasized 
in many studies (Mirzaei, Oskouie, 
& Rafi i, 2012; Pulido-Martos et 
al., 2012; Seyedfatemi, Tafreshi, & 
Hagani, 2007). According to profes-
sional socialization theory, stress can 
result in attrition from nursing school 
and burnout. In response, the focus 
should be on the training period of 
nurses, to prevent workplace stress 
in the future (Pulido-Martos et al., 
2012). Therefore, students and nurses 
must take care of their own health 

and stressors to be able to take care of 
their patients. 

The sources of stress among nursing 
students identifi ed from the literature 
can be classifi ed as academic, clinical, 
environmental, and personal. Among 
these, the most commonly reported 
sources of stress are academic issues 
(Cadiz, 2010; Mirzaei et al., 2012; 
Pulido-Martos et al., 2012; Yamashita, 
Saito, & Takao, 2012). Pulido-Martos 
et al. (2012) conducted a system-
atic review of stress research among 
nursing students and concluded that 
the most common sources of stress 
were academic, followed by clinical 
sources. They found no difference in 
stress experience related to the level 
of education. Similarly, in a study of 
time management among 21 Iranian 

nursing students, Mirzaei et al. (2012) 
found that students spent more of 
their time trying to reduce academic 
stress than other sources of stress. Be-
cause these students had heavy aca-
demic workloads, they believed they 
did not have enough time to fi nish 
all their work, which resulted in feel-
ings of stress. In Japan, Yamashita et 
al. (2012) used the General Health 
Questionnaire and Brief Orienta-
tion to Problem Experienced scale 
to identify sources of stress and cop-
ing strategies used by 1,324 nursing 
students. They found that the most 
common sources of stress were aca-
demic (e.g., taking tests), followed by 
relationships with friends and clinical 
practice. The most common coping 
strategies adopted were acceptance, 
self-distraction, and using instrumen-
tal support. Other studies have found 

that pressure of work, especially pre-
paring for examinations, and acquir-
ing personal knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes were reported as the most 
stressful aspects of undergraduate 
medical education (Dzurec, Allchin, 
& Engler, 2007; Nicholl & Timmins, 
2005; Seyedfatemi et al., 2007).

The second source of stress among 
nursing students is clinical training, 
as highlighted by researchers taking 
a phenomenological approach (Al-
tiok & Üstun, 2013; Gibbons, Demp-
ster, & Moutray, 2008). Altiok and 
Üstun (2013) explored stress among 
15 second-year nursing students 
and identifi ed four main sources: (a) 
clinical practice (i.e., trainers, thera-
pists, nurses, students, and patients); 
(b) theoretical training (i.e., train-

The sources of stress among nursing students identifi ed 
from the literature can be classifi ed as academic, clinical, 
environmental, and personal.
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ers, students, and other students); 
(c) social  life (i.e., accommodation, 
university life, and family attitudes); 
and (d) personal life (i.e., self-confi -
dence, inability to control emotions, 
time management, and errors of 
judgment). Similarly, Gibbons et al. 
(2008) identifi ed sources of stress, or 
eustress, in the experience of 16 nurs-
ing students in the United Kingdom. 
Eustress is defi ned as “the optimal 
level of stress or arousal that enhances 
performance” (Gibbons et al., 2008, 
p. 282). Four main themes emerged: 
(a) clinical experience, (b) support, 
(c) learning and teaching experience, 
and (d) course structure. Sources of 
stress were clinical examinations, 
time-pressure demands, lack of timely 
feedback, and lack of skills, whereas 
sources of eustress were the ward 
team’s perceptions and cooperation, 
instructor support, peer support, and 
objective structured clinical examina-
tions (Gibbons et al., 2008).

In contrast to the above studies, 
Shrestha (2013) explored sources 
of stress among 287 practical nurs-
ing students and discovered that the 
most common category was personal–
environmental, followed by clinical 
and academic. Stress was also more 
commonly reported among second- 
and third-year than fi rst-year nursing 
students (Shrestha, 2013).   

Although most of these studies 
were conducted internationally, Jor-
danian researchers have also addressed 
this issue and examined the phenom-
enon of stress among nurses in general 
and nursing students in particular. 
They have studied the effect of job-
related stress on job performance 
among nurses, reporting that social 
support from coworkers enhanced the 
level of reported job performance and 
reduced the level of reported job stress 
(AbuAlrub, 2004; Hamaideh, 2011; 
Jonsson & Halabi, 2008). Among 
241 university students, Hamdan-
Mansour and Dawani (2008) exam-
ined the relationship between percep-
tions of social support and perceived 
stress. They concluded that university 

students had moderate perceptions of 
social support and stress, with female 
students having stronger perceptions 
of stress and social support than male 
students. Hamaideh (2011) surveyed 
877 participants to identify stressors 
and reactions to stressors among uni-
versity students. The study revealed 
that the main sources of stress were 
self-imposed stressors and pressure. 
The author proposed that stress man-
agement, assertiveness skills, time 
management, and counseling ses-
sions would be effective in reducing 
the stress experienced by university 
students. In another study, Hamaideh 
(2012) evaluated the effect of occupa-
tional stress, social support, and qual-
ity of life among Jordanian mental 
health nurses. He found that mental 
health nurses had high levels of oc-
cupational stress in relation to client-
related diffi culties, lack of resources, 
and workload. 

It is not uncommon for nursing stu-
dents to be exposed to high levels of 
stress (Frank & Halstead, 2005), which 
can lead to poor academic achieve-
ment, mental illness, and behavioral 
problems (Pulido-Martos et al., 2012). 
Psychiatric symptoms are also more 
common among nursing students than 
the general population, because of 
students’ stressful clinical experience 
and exposure to a variety of stressors 
(Örücü & Demir, 2009). However, 
most of these studies were conducted 
in Western countries and fi ndings re-
garding stress may depend on culture 
(Altiok & Üstun, 2013). Few studies 
have examined perceived stress among 
Jordanian nursing students, hence the 
current study was conducted. 

METHOD

A descriptive cross-sectional study 
was performed in September 2013 to de-
termine sources of stress among nursing 
students at a military college in Jordan. 

Setting

The Princess Mona College for 
Nursing was founded in 1962 under 
the auspices of the Jordanian govern-

ment to train nurses who would pri-
marily serve Jordanian armed forces 
personnel and their dependents and 
the wider Jordanian public in general. 
Initially, the college awarded a Di-
ploma in Nursing following a 3-year 
training period. In 1986, the college 
adopted the credit hour system, which 
is used by local universities, with 
the purpose of making bridging for a 
bachelor’s degree more accessible to 
its graduates. In 1998, through con-
tinuous governmental support and 
following increased emphasis on the 
professional level of nursing, the col-
lege became affi liated with one of the 
public universities and started award-
ing a bachelor’s degree in nursing fol-
lowing a 4-year study period.

All students are required to live in 
the college dormitory and may leave 
only on weekends. During their stay, 
they are supervised by female offi -
cers. Students wear military uniforms 
and must adhere to military rules and 
regulations. They have both academic 
and military training schedules. 

Sample 

The study population comprised 
138 female individuals, all single and 
between the ages of 18 and 22. First-
year nursing students represent all geo-
graphical areas of Jordan and live in 
university dormitories in Amman, the 
capital city. The researchers selected 
fi rst-year nursing students because 
the literature suggests that this group 
is likely to experience high levels of 
stress (Yamashita et al., 2013).

Ethical Issues

Formal permission to undertake 
the current study using nursing stu-
dents was obtained from the ethical 
committee of the nursing college. Stu-
dents could choose whether to par-
ticipate in the study. All participants 
signed a written consent form before 
completing the questionnaire. 

Instrument

Perceived stressors were mea-
sured using the Student Stress Sur-
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vey (SSS), developed by Insel and 
Roth (1985). This instrument con-
sists of 40 items, dividing potential 
sources of stress into four categories: 
(a) six items represent interpersonal 
sources of stress; (b) 16 items repre-
sent intrapersonal sources; (c) eight 
items represent academic sources; and 
(d) 10 items represent environmental 
sources. Interpersonal sources result 
from interactions with other people, 
such as a fi ght with a boyfriend or 
girlfriend, or trouble with parents; in-
trapersonal sources result from internal 
sources, such as changes in eating or 
sleeping habits; academic sources arise 

from school-related activities and 
issues, such as increased class work-
load or transferring between schools; 
and environmental sources result from 
problems in the nonacademic envi-
ronment, such as computer trouble 
or transportation. Respondents were 
asked to select one of three responses 
(i.e., agree, undecided, or disagree) to 
each item in respect to experiences 
during the current academic year. 
The researchers modifi ed the tool by 
deleting eight items, reducing the to-
tal number of items to 32. 

The tool was translated from Eng-
lish to Arabic, then back-translated 

by two bilingual holders of doctorates 
among the nursing faculty to verify 
the translation. The Arabic version 
was examined for face validity by fi ve 
experts in an educational setting, 
who agreed on the modifi cations. 
Cronbach’s alpha coeffi cient of reli-
ability of the SSS was 0.71 in the cur-
rent study. Data were collected from 
nursing students upon completion of 
their fi rst year at the college. Data 
were analyzed using SPSS  version 17.

RESULTS

All study participants were women 
(mean age = 19; SD = 1.45 years). 
The top fi ve sources of stress reported 
were: increased class workload (89%), 
change in living environment (83%), 
change in social activities (78%), 
change in eating habits (77.5%), and 
change in sleeping habits (76%), with 
academic sources of stress being the 
most frequently reported category. 

The most common interpersonal 
source of stress was “change in so-
cial activities” and the least often 
reported was “trouble with parents” 
(Table 1).

The intrapersonal sources of stress 
most commonly reported (by more 
than three quarters of students) were 
changes in eating and sleeping habits, 
whereas the least reported source was 
fi nancial diffi culties (Table 2).

The most common academic 
stressor reported by nursing students 
in the current study was “increased 
class workload,” followed by “lower 
grade than anticipated” (Table 3).

Regarding the environmental 
sources of stress, the most commonly 
reported was “change in living envi-
ronment,” whereas “divorce between 
parents” was least often reported 
(Table 4). 

DISCUSSION

The current study makes a fi rst 
attempt to identify and quantify 
sources of stress among military nurs-
ing students in Jordan. The most 
common sources of stress explored 
were intrapersonal, academic, and 

TABLE 1

STUDENT STRESS SURVEY ITEMS RELATED TO INTERPERSONAL 

SOURCES OF STRESS (N = 138)

Interpersonal So urces n (%)

Change in social activities 108 (78.3)

Roommate confl ict 67 (48.6)

Work with people you do not know 54 (39.1)

Trouble with parents 39 (28.3)

TABLE 2

STUDENT STRESS SURVEY ITEMS RELATED TO INTRAPERSONAL 

SOURCES OF STRESS (N = 138)

Intrapersonal Sources n (%)

Change in eating habits 107 (77.5)

Change in sleeping habits 105 (76.1)

Started college 103 (74.6)

New responsibilities 97 (70.3)

Rule violation 70 (50.7)

Outstanding personal achievement 68 (49.3)

Decline in personal health 57 (41.3)

Engagement/marriage 56 (40.6)

Death of family member 55 (39.9)

Speaking in public 49 (35.5)

Death of a friend 49 (35.5)

Severe injury 36 (26.1)

Financial diffi  culties 19 (13.8)

40 Copyright © SLACK Incorporated



environmental. Similar to Mirzaei 
et al. (2012) and Yamashita et al. 
(2012), the top fi ve sources of stress 
reported were increased class work-
load, change in living environment, 
change in social activities, change in 
eating habits, and change in sleeping 
habits. 

Academic sources of stress were 
among the top fi ve sources of stress in 
the current study, a result consistent 
with those of other studies of nurs-
ing students (Cadiz, 2010; Seyedfa-
temi et al., 2007; Yamashita et al., 
2013), whose authors concluded that 
examinations and coursework were 
major sources of stress among nurs-
ing students. Pulido-Martos et al. 
(2012) states that the most common 
sources of stress were also related to 
academic problems. This is in part 
due to the fact that nursing requires 
a heavy curriculum to develop the 
required competencies in its students 
(Altiok & Üstun, 2013; Mirzaei et 
al., 2012). Furthermore, Mirzaei et 
al. (2012) found that a considerable 
level of stress was the main stimulus 
for students to spend more time try-
ing to reduce it. Thus, eustress, rather 
than stress, is an important stimulus 
to achieve goals and success in the 
nursing profession (Gibbons et al., 
2008). Therefore, additional lessons, 
faculty counseling, and monitoring 
are recommended to reduce the aca-
demic stress experienced by nursing 
students. 

Similar to the results reported by 
Seyedfatemi et al. (2007), personal 
and environmental sources of stress, 
such as changes in living conditions 
and eating and sleeping habits and 
being in an unfamiliar place, were 
among the highest ranked by the cur-
rent study sample. These outcomes 
can be explained by the fact that 
students in the current study had to 
leave their homes and live in a dor-
mitory, which separated them from 
familial support systems, while fac-
ing the diffi culties of meeting new 
friends, taking on new responsibili-
ties, and living the new academic and 

military experience imposed on them 
in terms of types of food and hours 
of sleep, in accordance with univer-
sity schedules and regulations, which 
now governed all of their daily activi-
ties. This explanation is supported by 
Seyedfatemi et al. (2007), who con-
cluded that signifi cant changes in liv-
ing conditions and social surround-
ings, and the demands of the college 
academic environment, are potential 
sources of stress. Based on these re-
sults, the current study authors be-
lieve students may need assistance in 
adapting to their new environment, 
thus providing more social and rec-
reational activities to reduce their 
stress or more familiar foods may be 
helpful. 

Among interpersonal factors, 
changes in social activities constituted 
the most frequently reported stressor, 
whereas trouble with parents was the 
least reported in the current study. 
These sources of stress were also re-
lated to loss of social life due to living 
in an unfamiliar dormitory and having 
a full schedule of activities, prevent-
ing students from conducting a social 
life beyond their academic and college 
responsibilities. At the same time, be-
ing away from their parents for at least 
5 days per week limited their contact 
with them and ultimately led to the 
reporting of less trouble with parents. 
Therefore, a need exists to improve so-
cial activities and coping skills among 
nursing students to prevent the oc-

TABLE 3

STUDENT STRESS SURVEY ITEMS RELATED TO ACADEMIC 

SOURCES OF STRESS (N = 138)

Academic Sources n (%)

Increased class workload 123 (89.1)

Lower grade than anticipated 97 (70.3)

Anticipation of graduation 81 (58.7)

Change of supervisor 54 (39.1)

Serious argument with instructor 30 (21.7)

Missed too many classes 27 (19.6) 

TABLE 4

STUDENT STRESS SURVEY ITEMS RELATED TO ENVIRONMENTAL 

SOURCES OF STRESS (N = 138)

Environmental Sources n (%)

Change in living environment 115 (83.3)

Placed in unfamiliar situation 99 (71.7)

Waiting in line to get something 99 (71.7)

Put on hold for extended period of time 99 (71.7)

Vacation and break 83 (60.1)

Messy living conditions 83 (60.1)

Quit college 64 (46.4)

Computer problems/shortage 59 (42.8)

Divorce between parents 49 (35.5) 
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currence of depression. In addition, 
the intense nursing program limits 
the time available for students to par-
ticipate in a social life, compared with 
most other undergraduate programs 
(Trossman, 2013). Therefore, educa-
tors and administrators might explore 
activities, such as sports and counsel-
ing services, to reduce stress and pro-
mote health in nursing students, thus 
enabling them to in turn restore the 
health of their patients. 

LIMITATIONS

Limitations of the current study in-
clude its single setting, convenience 
sampling, military experience, and the 
fact that all participants were female 
students, which limits the generaliz-
ability of the study fi ndings. There-
fore, future studies including nursing 
students from other universities is 
recommended to provide a compari-
son with the current study. Including 
other clinical sources of stress may 
also be benefi cial.

IMPLICATIONS

The fi ndings of the current study 
may serve as a guide to senior nurses 
and offi cers at nursing colleges in un-
derstanding to what extent the infl u-
ence of stress can negatively impact 
student performance.   

Unfortunately, stress among col-
lege students in general and nurs-
ing students in particular cannot be 

eliminated, but with collaborative 
work it can be minimized. The fi nd-
ings of the current study imply that 
academic and environmental sources 
of stress are the most common among 
nursing students. Based on these fi nd-
ings, a number of implications for ed-
ucators and administrators at nursing 
colleges have emerged. First, the ef-
fects of stress on health and academic 
achievement must be considered. 
Educators and administrators at nurs-
ing colleges should incorporate stress 
management into the orientation 
program for fi rst-year nursing stu-
dents to provide them with methods 
of minimizing their stress level. Stress 
management techniques (e.g., relax-
ation training, guided imagery, me-
diation, yoga, prayer) may be useful; 
exposure to stress management in 
multiple courses could help students 
effectively cope with stressful situa-
tions. Second, all staff in nursing col-
leges, including faculty members, ad-
ministrative personnel, psychologists, 
student counselors, and senior nurs-
ing students, should identify and dis-
cuss the sources of stress for nursing 
students and work together to man-
age them. Third, the aspect of stress 
induced by academic elements, which 
are highlighted by nursing students, 
should be addressed at orientation. 
Nursing students should be advised 
regarding where to go for help when 
they encounter any academic diffi cul-

ties. New nursing students should also 
be informed about academic require-
ments, rules, campus regulations, and 
how they can access support persons 
(e.g., senior students, counselors, psy-
chologists, lecturers, clinical instruc-
tors) as needed. Finally, recreational 
activities, such as trips, sporting ac-
tivities, and games, may have a sig-
nifi cant effect on reducing students’ 
stress levels.

CONCLUSION 

As indicated by the results of the 
current study, nursing students are 
subjected to a variety of stressors, sug-
gesting the need for stress manage-
ment programs designed for this par-
ticular group of students. Considering 
the impact of stress on health, college 
administrators should integrate stress 
management training into the orien-
tation program. In addition, nursing 
students should be made aware of the 
college resources available to them to 
help address these stressors. It is im-
portant for administrators, educators, 
and clinical facilitators to be sensitive 
to different types of stressors and pro-
vide students with effi cient strategies 
to cope with the inevitable sources of 
stress present during nurse education 
and training. These approaches may 
lead to the reduction of negative psy-
chological symptoms associated with 
perceptions of stress. 

It is important that nursing stu-
dents’ concerns about the different 
types of stress affecting their time at 
college are acknowledged. By under-
standing the various sources of stress, 
administrators and parents can use 
different methods to reduce the levels 
of stress experienced by nursing stu-
dents. Thus, many health problems 
can be avoided and academic achieve-
ment can be improved by establishing 
support systems and designing inter-
vention programs to provide nursing 
students with effective coping skills.
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