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ABSTRACT 

Introduction: This study aimed to explore the associated factors related to causes of stress and coping 
strategies among university students. Materials and Methods: As a focus group discussion, it was universal 
sampling, conducted among 39 of Medical Science and Biomedicine students on their second semester from 
Management and Science University (MSU), Shah Alam, Malaysia. Three issues were discussed: firstly, how 
they define the stress; secondly, what the most important causes of stress in their life are; and thirdly, how 
they cope with stress. Verbal consent was obtained from all participants. Due to the small sample size, the 
data was analyzed manually. Results: Total of participants were 39 students, their age ranged from 21 to 26 
years. Seventeen (43.6%) of the students were 21 years old and the majority were female 31 (79.5%). The 
most important causes of stress reported by the students were financial, lack of sleep, and family problems.  
In terms of coping with stress, the students were able to describe a variety of strategies to cope with 
their stressful situations. These included counseling services, doing meditation, sharing of problems, getting 
adequate sleep, and going out with friends. Conclusion: Most of the students defined stress as “a mental 
condition”. Lack of sleep, financial, and family problems were the most causes of stress among students. The 
students were able to identify some strategies to cope with stress.
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INTRODUCTION
 
Stress is seen as modern society’s illness by profession-
als from different sectors. It has effects on people’s 
behaviors, communications and efficiency. Stress was 
described as a relationship between individuals and 
their environment that is appraised as dangerous and 
evaluated as beyond their ability to deal with stress.1 

Selye defined stress as a physiological non-specific re-
action to external or internal demands.2  Therefore, 
it is not the stressor that causes stress but the indi-
vidual’s perception and emotional reaction to it. Uni-
versity students are exposing to very stressful situ-
ations.3 The problems encountered by students may 
differ from those faced by their nonstudent peers. 
The pressure to get good grades and to get a degree is 
very high.4  Getting high grades is not the only source 
of stress for students, also there are other important 
sources of stress, which included homework, assign-
ments and uncomfortable classrooms.5  In addition 

to academic requirements, relationships with faculty 
members and time pressure may also be sources of 
stress.6  Relationships with family and friends, eating 
and sleeping habits and loneliness may affect some 
students on an average.3,7  

Coping strategies are defined as the person’s con-
stantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to 
manage specific external or internal demands that are 
appraised as taxing or exceeding the persons resourc-
es.8  Previous research showed that students with an 
active coping style have lower levels of psychological 
distress.9  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 skills early 
in their medical career. Stress is not only happens at 
workplace but students are subjected to different 
kinds of stressors, such as the presence of the aca-
demics with an obligation to succeed, an uncertain 
future and difficulties of integrating into the system. 
The students faced social, emotional, physical and 
family problems which might affect their learning 
ability and academic performance. As a result, it is 
important that individuals develop different 
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strategies in order to manage stressful situations.10,11 
In terms of stress management, Lazarus and Folkman 
defined eight separate coping strategies that they be-
lieved individuals employed in stressful situations.12 

These are confrontation, seeking social support, 
planned problem-solving, self-control, accepting re-
sponsibility, distancing, positive reappraisal, and es-
cape/avoidance.

In Malaysia, handful studies conducted related to 
stress and coping styles were focused on stress among 
nurses, international school students, school athletes, 
university students, medical students and among pre-
science students.13-18 This is the first kind of qualita-
tive study conducted to look up at stress and coping 
strategies among university students. Therefore, this 
study aimed to explore the associated factors related 
to causes of stress and coping strategies among uni-
versity students.

METHODOLOGY 

This qualitative study as a focus group discussion was 
conducted in May 2009 among 39 Biomedicine and 
Medical Science students from Management and Sci-
ence University (MSU), Shah Alam, Malaysia. Universal 
sampling used to conduct this study. They were on 
second semester of their study. Verbal consent was 
obtained from all participants. The students were di-
vided into five focus groups; each group consisting of 
8 students except one group of seven students. The 
main author was the facilitator for group discussion. 
The facilitator asked probe questions and directed 
the group discussion in which all students participat-
ed and were given equal time for discussion. The fa-
cilitator wrote down the conversation during the dis-
cussion. Three issues were discussed: first, how they 
could define stress, second, what the most important 
causes of stress in their life were, and third, how they 
cope with stress. The data obtained were classified 
into various categories. Due to the small sample size, 
the data was analyzed manually.  
 
RESULTS

Socio-Demographic Characteristics 

Total of participants were 39 students, their age 
ranged from 21 to 26 years. 17 (43.6%) of the students 
were 21 years old and the majority were female: 31 
(79.5%).  More than half of students were Indian 23 
(59.1%), followed by Malay 8 (20.5%), and then Chi-
nese 4 (10.2%). Four students were from other races 
(Punjabi, Iban, Eurasia and Kadazan).  Most of the stu-
dents were single: 38 (97.4%), while one student was 
married (Table 1). 
 
Table Ι. Demographic characteristic of students (n= 
39)

Stress Definition
 
Five definitions of stress could be summarized from 
this study:
Definition 1: Stress is a state of mind being under 
pressure which is caused by conflicting outer and in-
ner self factors, experienced by all categories of age 
and gender.

Definition 2: Stress is a situation when people tend 
to focus on the negative feelings and emotions it pro-
duces.

Definition 3: Stress is a condition of mental pressure 
for particular individual facing problems from envi-
ronmental and social well-being which leads to so 
many diseases. 
 
Definition 4: Stress is a state of worry experienced by 
a person in particular circumstances such as environ-
ment/ surrounding and physical, mental, and social 
conditions, etc. 

Definition 5: Stress is unstable emotions that lead to 
piling which disables us to think wisely. 
 

Causes of Stress
 
Students experience a variety of stressful events dur-
ing their life but the most causes of stress reported by 
groups are financial, lack of sleep, and family prob-
lems. All the students reported that the financial fac-
tor was the main cause of stress.

“Finance pressure may arise to over budget, house-
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soft music. The surprising answer from one student 
reported salt intake to prevent stress.

hold expenses, and house bills.” 
Indian, 21, female, single 

The majority of the students reported that lack of 
sleep was one of the important causes of stress fol-
lowed by family problems. 

“Conflict between husband and wife may affect the 
mental health of both marital partners and even   
their children.” Malay, 23, Male, single

Some of the students reported that the study was one 
of the causes of stress.

“We feel pressured or stressed from exam tension, 
last minute preparation for exams and assignment.” 
Indian, 23, Female, single 

Other causes of stress mentioned are acceptance by 
the partner 

“Teen might feel stress to make herself feel accepted 
by his or her peers.”
Indian, 20, female, single

Other less important causes of stress reported were 
loneliness, conflict with own belief, poor time man-
agement, unhealthy diet, lack of exercise, noisy pol-
lution, stressful life events such as accidents and 
death of relatives and friends. 
 
Coping Strategies of Stress 
 
The majority of the students reported that counseling 
was the best way to deal with stress.

“When I have a problem and feel stressed, I try to 
talk to an expert to find solutions for my problems.” 
Indian, 21, female, single 

The majority of the students reported that the medi-
tation such as yoga, taichi and prayers were the best 
way to deal with stress. These also reported that shar-
ing problems with others was among the best ways to 
deal with stress.

“You need to share your problems with trustful 
person.” Malay, 20, female, single
 
The majority of the students reported that enough 
sleep and going out with friends were among the best 
ways to cope with stress.  Some students reported 
that the aromatherapy was one of the ways to man-
age stress.  Students involved in this study identified 
other coping strategies such as shouting, singing, 
time management, dancing, crying, massage, vaca-
tion, shopping, drinking a lot of water, watch cartons 
or comedies, eat chocolates, psychological treat-
ment, optimistic thinking, and breathing. Other cop-
ing strategies reported were: healthy lifestyles such 
as eating a balance diet, regular exercise, avoiding 
tobacco consumption and alcohol drinking, practicing 
meditation such as yoga and taichi and listening to 

DISCUSSION
 
We have decided to use focus group discussion to bet-
ter understand factors that might be contributing to 
stress and to explore the strategies of coping with 
stress from students’ perceptions. The associated fac-
tors causes of stress among students were financial, 
lack of sleep and family problems. The financial sta-
tus of the students was one of the most associated 
factors related to causes of stress, this might be due 
to the financial crisis that affected the entire world 
and the rise in cost living. Same finding was report-
ed by Bojuwoye, Ross et al, Gushae et al, Seyedfa-
temi et al, which indicated that the lack of financial 
support was one of the factors that contributed to 
stress among university students.19-22 Family problems 
were also one of the most associated factors relat-
ed to causes of stress among students in this study. 
Same finding reported by other researchers that stu-
dents also faced family problems which might affect 
their learning ability and academic performance.10,11 
Similar finding was reported by Shaikh and others in 
which the most common associated factors related to 
causes of stress were relationship problems in college 
or family.23 Similar findings reported by Seyedfatemi 
et al, that divorced between students’ parents were 
among the stressors.22

Coping strategies refer to the specific efforts, both 
behavioral and psychological, that people employ to 
master, reduce tolerate or minimize stressful events.24 
The guidelines have stated that there are no standards 
for coping strategies, that might be vary depending on 
socio-cultural factors. On other hand, coping strate-
gies have been shown to vary by region, community, 
social group, household, gender, age, season and time 
in history and are greatly influenced by individuals’ 
previous experiences.25

Students in this study were able to describe a vari-
ety of strategies to cope with the stressful situations 
which include counseling, talking with friends, medi-
tation, sharing problems, sleeping well and exercise. 
Regarding counseling, this study found that counseling 
is one of the coping strategies used by the students. 
A similar finding was reported by Seyedfatemi et al, 
that getting professional counseling and talking to a 
counselor were the common coping strategies used 
by nursing students in Iran.22 Similar finding reported 
among Black and Latino students.26  In terms of talking 
to the friends, it was the most common stress relieving 
factor in students. Friends as the most perceived so-
cial support for students. Among Black and Latino stu-
dents, the most frequently reported coping strategies 
were talking with friends or parents, and participating 
in social activities.26 Among nurse students in Ireland, 
talking to relatives, friends and peers was the most 
common method of coping with stress.27 This might be 
because students spend more time in their university 
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CONCLUSION
 
Most of the students defined stress as “a mental con-
dition”. Lack of sleep, financial, and family problems 
were the most causes of stress. Students were able 
to identify some strategies to cope with stress such 
as meditation, enough sleeping, going out with the 
friends and counseling. Students require attending 
sessions to assist in improving their life and coping 
with stress such as time management and other stress 
related issues. Providing students with meaningful 
programs that assist in recognizing stress and identi-
fying effective stress management strategies and also 
building programs about how to manage time will be 
important. Providing students with a first year course 
that addresses some of the issues pertaining to the 
experience of first year student will assist students to 
manage their stress. 
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