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Predictors of Stress and Coping among Nursing Students 
in the College of Nursing at University of Hail, Saudi Arabia

Abstract

Background: Faced with a multiple roles from the demands of classroom and clinical area, nursing students are 
predisposed to stressful experience.  As panacea thereof, an implementation of applicable coping intermediations 
to assist in the management of stress in nursing students is a pressing need. 

Methods: This research employed a cross-sectional analytical design using regression analysis in probing the 
association of the demographic variables affecting the perceived stress and coping among nursing students in 
the north-western region of Saudi Arabia. There were 200 nursing students (38% response rate) who participated 
in the study. The researcher used the Perceived Stress Scale by Cohen and COPE inventory by Carver. 

Results: The data suggests that majority of the respondents (61%; n=200) perceived a moderate amount of 
stress (20.52+7.59) as nursing students. In response to stress, the Saudi nursing students utilized emotion-
focused coping strategy in the context of religious practices (3.53+0.31). Regression analysis, on the association 
of demographic variables to perceived stress, identified that the female nursing students (60%; n=200) have 
heightened perception of stress (p=.000; r2=.136; Coefficient=3.633). Meanwhile, in terms of the demographic 
variables to coping, results revealed that married (74.5%; n=200) students are more likely to cope negatively in 
response to stress (p=.025; r2=.061; B = -8.324), together with students belonging to the regular program (73.5%; 
n=200) with poor coping responses as well (p=.015; r2=.061; B = -16.160). 

Conclusion: Female gender can have an influence with the perceived stress of the nursing students. Moreover, 
married marital status and regular nursing program may have a high probability of affecting the coping mechanism 
of the nursing students negatively. To validate the conclusion, other factors such as clinical competence, self-
esteem, time management abilities, family finances and quality of student life maybe sources of stress and can 
be considered in further assessing coping responses to stress in later studies. Further studies are recommended 
on other branches of education such as engineering, education and arts to evaluate similarity or contrast 
of results. It is important to explore the effect of stress on students and thoroughly assess their capacity in 
responding to stress. Stress management activities are a must to help achieve positive coping behaviors among 
nursing students.
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Introduction

Stress is an unavoidable experience resulting to several changes 
in a student’s life [1]. Alterations in the physical, psychological, 
and emotional aspects may happen which consequently results 
in poor academic performance [2]. As panacea thereof, an 
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implementation of applicable coping intermediations to assist in 
the management of stress in nursing students is a pressing need. 
Stress is defined as a state of disturbed homeostasis evoked 
by the physiological and behavioral adaptive responses.  The 
body’s response to stress depends on the vulnerability of the 
body to the stressor, ability of the body to cope with the stressor 
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and the threat to homeostasis [3]. While it is a complex occasion 
that happens with the interaction of an individual against their 
internal and external  environments, this leads to changes in 
the physical, mental, emotional, and behavioral aspects [4]. 
Of interest, it is considerably important that stress varies and 
diverse at times in life so much so with the nursing students as 
they have been holistically affected due to their multiple roles 
[5].  Stress in nursing arises from the theory-to-practice, wherein 
nursing students experience stress both in academics and 
clinical practice [6]. In this case, coping mechanism will come 
into play. Coping mechanism is the capacity to face and adapt 
to stressful situations. It is an ability that allows people to react 
to behavior, thoughts and emotions caused by such events [7]. 

Stress and coping styles have been investigated by the numerous 
researchers, and it explores variables that lead to understanding 
stress  and  coping mechanisms [8-11].  Studies on stress and 
coping are widely prevalent, and there needs to recognize 
predictors which serve as a keys to address the problem. 
The study of Wolf, Warner and Ross reported that history of 
depression, year in the program, emotional support, and self-
esteem are predictors of stress for both the accelerated and 
generic groups [12]. The coping strategies used by both groups 
included positive thinking and social support. Meanwhile, 
Pulido-Martos Augusto-Landa and Lopez-Zafra found out that 
the courses and the academic year which the nursing students 
are enrolled has with influence in the coping strategies that 
they would select while they deal with stress [13]. In particular, 
the second-year student nurses found to be utilizing emotional 
strategies as more than senior nurses or students who are 
registered in advanced adult nursing courses. On the other hand, 
Rajesh Kumar investigated on the levels of stress and coping 
strategies of nursing students and found out that majority 
of nursing students incline to healthy coping strategies [14]. 
In Rajesh Kumar’s study, the seeking diversion was the most 
common coping strategy while the least is seeking professional 
support.  While there are prevalent studies on stress and coping 
strategies worldwide, little research is available on stress levels 
and coping styles of nursing students in Saudi Arabia. From the 
researcher’s knowledge, only the study of Hamaideh, Al-Omari, 
and Al-Modalla, and Alsaqri have investigated the phenomenon 
[15,16]. Hamaideh, Al-Omari, and Al-Modalla  found that 
clinical training has been recognized as a stressful experience 
for nursing students. In Alsaqri’s study, it was found out that 
nursing students experienced a high level of stress, and the most 
common coping strategy utilized by the students was problem 
solving, while avoidance was the least frequently used one. 
Nursing, as an undergraduate degree, in north-western Saudi 
Arabia started in 2011. Its’ initiation was through the efforts 
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabian government to increase the 
percentage of Saudi nurses in the nursing workforce [17]. 

While claims on insufficient data about stress and coping 
strategies’ effects on academic performance among Arab 
students exist, this current research is of significance [18]. 
Generally, this research determines the levels of stress and 
coping strategies among nursing students. Specifically, it aims 
to determine the demographic variables of the nursing students 
that may have an effect on their level of stress, and coping styles. 

The results of this study are of importance as the levels of stress 
and coping styles of the nursing students may interfere with 
their health and academic outcomes. As such, the development 
coping and stress management activities may be proposed in 
aiding students towards progress in their quality of life. 

Methods

The study employed a quantitative-cross-sectional approach, 
and analytical design using linear multiple regression analysis in 
investigating the level of stress and coping styles among nursing 
students in north-western Saudi Arabia. There were 200 nursing 
students (38% response rate) who participated in the study. The 
study was conducted in the University of Hail during the second 
semester of academic year 2017-2018. 

The study made use of three self-report tools: (1) Demographic 
profile consisting of age, gender, program, civil status and grade-
point-average (GPA); (2) Perceived Stress Scale (PSS); (3) Coping 
Orientation to Problems Experienced (COPE). 

This study utilized the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), developed by 
Dr. Sheldon Cohen. It is a prevalent tool for psychological stress 
measurement [19]. The PSS is designed to measure the appraisal 
degree of individuals in stressful situations in their lives and to 
some degree evaluate on how they view their life experiences 
as unpredictable, uncontrollable, and overloaded during the 
previous month [20]. The PSS version used has 10 items based 
from factor analyzed data [21]. Items were rated using a 5-point 
Likert scale with corresponding verbal interpretations: (0) 
Never; (1) Almost never; (2) Sometimes; (3) Fairly often; and 
(4) Very often. Cronbach’s Alpha of the PSS-10 in this study was 
.709. However, different studies, where the PSS-10 was used, 
obtained a reliability test of >.70 [22-25]. Level of stress was 
classified as: low stress (0-13); moderate stress (14-26); high 
stress (27-40).

To find out the coping responses of the nursing students, the 
Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced (COPE) inventory 
was used. The tool was developed by Dr. Charles Carver, to 
determine the response of people when confronted with 
difficult or stressful events in their lives [26]. The COPE inventory 
has 60 items divided into 15 scales: positive reinterpretation 
and growth, mental disengagement, focus on and venting of 
emotions, use of instrumental social support, active coping, 
denial, religious coping, humor, behavioral disengagement, 
restraint, use of emotional social support, substance abuse, 
acceptance, suppression of competing activities and planning 
[26]. Items were rated using a 4-point Likert scale with 
corresponding verbal interpretations: (1) I usually don’t do this 
at all; (2) I usually do this a little bit; (3) I usually do this a medium 
amount; (4) I usually do this a lot. Cronbach’s alpha of the COPE 
inventory was computed at .735. Verbal interpretations used 
in the classification of coping responses used by the nursing 
students were: (1-1.75) never use; (1.76-2.51) almost never; 
(2.52-3.27) almost every time; (3.28-4.00) frequently used.

Data Collection

Data was gathered in February 2018 until March 2018 through 
a self-administered questionnaire. Data collection was done 
through Google-electronic forms in English and acquired one 
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week after the major examination. Before collection, the 
researcher provided adequate information, such as the aim 
of the study, their expected participation, the time required 
for participation, privacy of data, and their right to refuse 
participation or discontinue their participation for any reason 
without any consequences to their part. In this study, all of the 
items have been answered by the respondents according to 
their convenience. The researcher waited for a week then data 
was collated.  

Data Analysis

Data analyses were performed using the SPSS version 22.0 [27]. 
Descriptive statistics were used to describe the demographic 
characteristics of the nursing students. The GPA in this study, 
was categorized as high (>2.36) and low (<2.36). Multiple linear 
regression analysis was used to determine the likelihood of the 

demographic variable to affect the perceived stress and coping 
of the nursing students. All statistical analyses were performed 
at a .05 level of significance. 

Results

Majority of the respondents were below 26 age group (74.5%; 
n=200) and were female (60%; n=200). As to civil status, most 
were married (74.5%; n=200). A large number were from the 
regular nursing program (73.5%; n=200) and has a relatively 
low grade-point-average (GPA) of below 2.36 (52%) compared 
to those with high GPA above 2.36 (48%; n=200) (Table 1).

Discussions

Results showed that the nursing students perceived their stress 
level as moderate to high. Based from the result, an overall stress 
of 20.52+7.57 was computed which pertained to moderate 

Attributes n %
Age (Years)

≥26 51 25.5
<26 149 74.5

Gender Female 120 60
Male 80 40

Civil Status
Married 149 74.5
Single 51 25.5

Program
Bridging 53 26.5
Regular 147 73.5

GPA
>2.36 (high) 96 48

 ≤2.36 (low) 104 52

Table 1: Demographic Profile of Respondents

Table 2: Perceived Stress of the nursing students

Level of Stress n % mean
Low Stress
0-13 33 16.5 8.67+3.95
Moderate Stress

14-26 122 61 20.11+3.56
High stress
27-40 45 22.5 30.33+2.91
Overall mean stress response 20.52+7.59

Table 2 shows that majority of the nursing students were moderately stressed (61%; n=200) while 22.5% of them were highly 
stressed. An overall stress level of 20.52+7.59 was noted.
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 Most of the nursing students apply problem-focused coping response in the form of planning (3.08+0.018) with a verbal interpretation 
of almost every time. In terms of emotion-focused coping responses, religious coping (3.53+0.31) was frequently used while denial 
(2.35+0.03) was least utilized. Less useful coping responses never used was substance abuse (1.14+0.08) (Table 3).

Table 4 shows linear multiple regression analysis of the PSS with the demographics as the predictors. Among the demographic 
variables, results revealed that being female most likely influence the perceived stress of the nursing students (p=.000; R2=.136; 
beta = 3.633). 

Table 3: Coping response of the nursing students using COPE inventory

Scales Mean/SD Interpretation

Problem-Focused

Use of instrumental social support 2.76+0.07 almost every time
Active coping 2.91+0.05 almost every time
Restraint 2.73+0.04 almost every time
Suppression of competing activities 2.73+0.045 almost every time
Planning 3.08+0.018 almost every time
Emotion-Focused
Positive reinterpretation and growth 3.21+0.06 almost every time
Denial 2.35+0.03 almost never
Religious coping 3.53+0.31 frequent
Use of emotional social support 2.38+0.05 almost never
Acceptance 2.73+0.05 almost every time
Other less commonly used coping response   

Mental disengagement 2.67+0.12 almost every time
Focus on and venting of emotions 2.41+0.05 almost never
Behavioral disengagement 1.92+0.02 almost never
Substance abuse 1.14+0.08 never use
Humor 2.1+0.06 almost never
Overall mean coping response 154.56+20.39

 Table 4: Regression Analysis for Demographic Variables and Perceived Stress of the nursing students

Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t Sig.(p=<.05) 95% Confidence 
Interval for B

B Std. Error Beta Lower 
Bound

Upper 
Bound

Age ≥26 -0.966 1.846 -0.074 -0.523 .601 -4.606 2.675
Age <26 .958 1.854 .073 .517 .606 -2.698 4.614
Male -1.720 3.931 -.040 -.438 .662 -5.251 -2.015
Female 3.633 .820 .311 4.429 .000 2.015 5.251
Bridging .257 1.763 .020 .146 .884 -3.221 3.734

Regular -.272 1.770 -.021 -.154 .878 -3.763 3.220
High GPA 1.478 1.445 .129 1.023 .308 -1.372 4.328
Low GPA 1.697 1.296 .164 1.309 .192 -.860 4.254
Single 1.608 0.977 .126 1.645 .102 -.320 3.535
Married -1.589 .996 -.121 -1.595 .112 -3.554 .376
Divorced -2.333 2.594 -.064 -.899 .370 -7.448 2.783
R2= .136; Std. Error of the Estimate= 5.429
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stress level. This also means that on the perceived stress scale, 
majority of the Saudi nursing students achieved a total score 
equivalent to moderate stress. This may imply that Saudi nursing 
students experience the same amount of stress as with other 
nationalities. The results of the study corroborated with the 
study conducted by Saleh, where stress factors were evaluated 
among French college students [28]. It was found that majority 
of the college students suffered from psychological stress, 
anxiety and depression. Low self-esteem, little optimism and 
low sense of self-efficacy was also noted in the study. Further, 
fear of failure, clinical incompetence, problematic relationships 
and problematic time management were identified as major 
stressors [12,29]. 

Meanwhile, the finding of this investigation suggests that Saudi 
nursing students rely on religion as a major coping response 
to stress. Rodriguez-Galan, posited that the power of faith 
and prayer, communal experience and meaning and morality 
were main forms of coping [30]. Religious coping mechanisms 
decreased symptoms of depression among college students 
[31]. On the other hand, results of the study revealed that 
substance abuse was never used as a coping behavior by the 
respondents. This contradicted to Onyeizugbo, wherein alcohol 
substance abuse was a significant factor in the coping behavior 
of young men in Africa [32]. Several studies identified mental 
disengagement, denial, restraint, avoidance or behavioral 
disengagement, emotional disengagement or focus on and 
venting of emotion as common coping behaviors [33-35].

This current research found that the female gender has higher 
perceptions of stress compared to males. Female nursing 
students have an overall stress of 22.44+7.11 (moderate stress) 

which concurs with the result of the regression analysis. This 
means that the female gender, among the other demographic 
variables, is positively associated with the perceived stress of the 
nursing students with a coefficient value of 3.633. Higher levels 
of coefficient value represent direct close associations. Monteiro 
posited that female students were more stressed compared to 
male students and used wishful thinking and problem-focused 
disengagement as a means of coping [35]. Women have more 
family-to-work conflict and less partner support [36]. This may 
imply that Saudi Arabia, having a patriarchal family structure, 
imposes more stress on their female kin especially those 
involved in academe. This is concurred by Bonneville-Roussy, 
where women in universities experienced higher levels of stress 
and mostly affected by disengagement-oriented coping [37]. 

Based from the results, among the demographic variables, a 
student who is married (Beta = -8.324; p = .025) and enrolled as 
a regular (Beta = -16.160; p = .015) may prove to have a negative 
influence with coping. A negative coefficient value (Beta) 
indicates an inversely proportional outcome of the variables. 
This may imply that since the majority of the respondents were 
married and regular, they scored lesser in the COPE inventory. 
This may mean that single students and bridging program 
students may have better coping as compared to married and 
regular nursing students. However, Rottmann’s study showed 
that couples cope with stress better and experience fewer 
depressive symptoms [38]. Further, Amirkhan and Auyeung 
posited that unmarried students tend to more avoidance 
coping than married ones [39]. On the other hand, students 
in the bridging nursing program were found to have better 
coping skills as in the study of Sandover, showing that graduate 

 Table 5 shows that nursing students who were married most probably coped lesser (p=.025; beta = -8.324). Results revealed a high 
likelihood of nursing students enrolled in the regular program to cope negatively (p=.015; beta=-16.160).

 Table 5: Regression Analysis for Demographic Variables and Coping of the nursing students

Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t Sig. (p= <.05) 95% Confidence 
Interval for B

B Std. 
Error

Beta Lower 
Bound

Upper 
Bound

Age ≥26 0.045 3.316 0.001 0.013 .989 -6.494 6.584
Age <26 10.178 6.868 .218 1.482 .140 -3.369 23.725
Male 0.929 2.949 .022 0.315 .753 -4.887 6.746
Female .119 3.040 .003 .039 .969 -5.876 6.115
Bridging 3.814 3.264 .083 1.169 .244 -2.622 10.250
Regular -16.160 6.559 -.351 -2.464 .015 -29.097 -3.223
High GPA -3.982 5.354 -.098 -.744 .458 -14.542 6.578
Low GPA -.512 4.804 -.014 -.107 .915 -9.987 8.962
Single 5.781 3.193 .128 1.811 .072 -0.515 12.077
Married -8.324 3.691 -.178 -2.255 .025 -15.605 -1.043
Divorced -.723 9.611 -.006 -.075 .940 -19.679 18.233

R2= .061; Std. Error of the Estimate= 20.117
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entry students preferred planned problem solving strategies in 
response to stress compared to undergraduate students who 
favored confrontive coping, distancing, escape avoidance and 
accepting responsibility as coping strategies [40]. 

Conclusion

Female gender can have an influence with the perceived stress 
of the nursing students. Moreover, married marital status and 
regular nursing program may have a high probability of affecting 
the coping mechanism of the nursing students negatively. 
To validate the conclusion, other factors such as clinical 
competence, self-esteem, time management abilities, family 
finances and quality of student life maybe sources of stress 
and can be considered in further assessing coping responses 
to stress in later studies. Further studies are recommended on 
other branches of education such as engineering, education and 
arts to evaluate similarity or contrast of results. Other stress-
assessment tools and coping-assessment tools maybe utilized 
by future researchers to further add to the literature. Additional 
studies can be done performing two assessments at two different 
points in time: before the stressful event and after the stressful 
event. Arabic version of the tools may be more appropriate in 
assessing Arab students. Lastly, stress management activities are 
of utmost importance to help Saudi nursing students respond to 
stress effectively and positively. 

Limitation

This study solely relied on self-report data gathered from the 
nursing students. Another limitation of the study was that data 
was gathered at one point in time. A higher response rate more 
than 38% would be more conclusive. Further, the design used in 
the study was only cross-sectional. No triangulation of findings 
was adopted. 
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