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Abstract  
 

Background: Exam-related stress and anxiety are common occurrences among medical students, especially with changing 

curricular trends and assessment patterns. It leads to psychosomatic disturbances (Gastrointestinal disturbances, chronic 

pain disorders, substance abuse, drug overuse, depression, etc.) especially around exam periods. It lowers their academic 

performance and satisfaction levels, ultimately affecting the health care delivery in long run. Methodology: A pre-validated 

questionnaire was circulated among the exam-going students. Anonymous responses were solicitated to encourage honest 

responses. We used MS-Excel for quantitative analysis. Content and thematic analysis was done for qualitative responses. 

Results: Out of 205 responders, there were 88 and 117 students from 3rd and 4th MBBS year respectively. About 56% of 

students perceived moderate-to-significant exam-related stress. Apart from exams in general, most were apprehensive 

about practical exam performance and faculty expectations. Only about 42% were satisfied with their level/efforts of study 

against the academic workload. Common themes for causation were time management, concentration challenges, lack of 

guidance/support, and ineffective study techniques. Vast majority had sleep disturbances and about 60% had somatic 

disturbances. Students had a strong preference for informal and emotion-based coping. Conclusion: Exam-related stress 

in multifactorial and needs to be addressed appropriately. Implementing structured study schedules and time management 

techniques could alleviate some of the stress. Encouraging active learning methods, such as spaced repetition and active 

recall, might enhance retention. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Hans Selye defined stress as “the non-specific 

response of the body to any demand for change” [1]. In 

simple words it is a state of worry or mental tension 

caused by a difficult situation (WHO) [2]. Stress is a 

multifaceted psychological and physiological 

phenomenon that can result in significant health 

implications. While some levels of stress are 

advantageous, excessive stress, commonly referred to as 

distress, triggers defensive responses which can have 

physical and/ or psychological manifestations [3]. 

 

Medical schools aim to train and produce 

competent and empathetic physicians to help the sick, 

advance medical knowledge, and promote public health. 

The medical curriculum is vast and demanding and has 

been recognized as very stressful and can negatively 

impact the student’s well-being [4,5]. The prevalence of 

anxiety is 33.8% among medical students globally, 

which is substantially higher than the general population. 

The prevalence rates among medical students from the 

Middle East and Asia are 42.4% and 35.2%, respectively 

[5]. Medical students are not immune but rather 

experience more stress than non-medical students, 

especially exam-related anxiety and stress. 

 

Test anxiety is a situation-specific trait of 

anxiety states and worries conditions that are happened 

during examinations. Some students gradually 

experience this anxiety over a period of time while some 

may have a sudden onset. Similarly, it can be short term 

or prolonged. Literature shows that exam related anxiety 

is quite ubiquitous but is a problem when this stress 

affects the student’s ability to learn/ revise or the 

capacity to perform/ recall (i.e. academic performance). 

The impact of stressors varies greatly depending on their 

nature and the individual's characteristics, with 
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perception influenced by cultural background, personal 

traits, experiences, and coping mechanisms [3-6]. We 

have conducted this exploratory study among the exam-

going students with aim and objectives to understand 

these stressors and factors associated with exam related 

stress and anxiety. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 
A descriptive mixed method cross-sectional 

study was conducted among undergraduate students of 

medical college in Central India. We framed a pre-

validated questionnaire regarding stressors like sources, 

pattern, psychosomatic impact, coping mechanisms etc. 

Likert scale was used for closed ended questions. After 

clearance from Ethical committee, the self-reported and 

structured questionnaire was circulated among the exam-

going MBBS students in the campus of medical college. 

Anonymous responses were solicitated to encourage 

honest responses. Out of 237 responses, after removing 

the incomplete responses, we analyzed the remaining 

205 responses. We used MS-Excel for quantitative 

analysis. Content and thematic analysis was done for 

qualitative responses. 

 

RESULTS 
Out of 205 responders (89 girls and 116 boys), 

there were 88 and 117 students from 3rd and 4th 

professional year of MBBS respectively. Only 124 

students reported a tendency to study more than 4 hours 

a day. Almost 90% students experienced stress and 

anxiety during the academic year. Yet 115 students were 

only-sometimes overwhelmed by the routine studies.  

 

Exams (almost universal, >75%) were the cause 

of academic stress among the students, followed by 

Practical/Clinical Work (almost 50%). Other stressors 

like Peer Competition, Assignments, Peer Pressure were 

also experienced by up to 30% students. There were 

some contextual stressors like Faculty Expectations, 

Family Pressure, Language Barrier (up to 20%). Rare 

mentions about Fees, Self Distractions, Theory–Practice 

Gap were also reported.  

 

Intensive study just before exams (57%) was 

the most common approach for preparation for exams 

followed by regular daily study (52%). About 44% 

students showed strong reliance on external structured 

resources (e.g. Marrow, Prepladder, etc.). Group study 

(25%) was less commonly practised, suggesting poor 

peer collaboration. Students overwhelmingly preferred 

retrospective methods (past papers about 65%) rather 

than prospective methods (practice tests, feedback). Only 

86/205 (about 42%) students were sure that their current 

study methods were effective in managing the academic 

workload. The unsure students had following opinions 

for possible reasons (Box 1): 

 

Box 1: Possible reasons for not being sure about ineffective study pattern (thematic and verbatim responses) 

1. Time Management and Course Load: Long college hours, revising a lot of content with no gap between exams and 

extensive syllabus  

2. Study Habits and Discipline: Procrastination, early mental fatigue, lack of discipline, reliance on cramming rather than 

deeper understanding, not studying consistently, and starting preparation late for exams, lack of concentration and 

feeling exhausted after short study periods (3-4 hours). 

3. Learning and Recall Effectiveness: Confusion about study approach, difficulty managing multiple unrelated topics 

simultaneously, “the actual gain is not as expected despite reading a lot,” inability to recall or remember what was read, 

and “struggling to perform satisfyingly in exams (theory and viva) even after preparation.” 

4. External Factors and Learning Environment: Some felt compelled to prioritize marks over knowledge, believed they 

are learning obsolete things, noted a gap in the study method/presentation compared to prior education, mismatch in 

teaching-learning expectations. 

5. Clinical & Practical Skills: Feeling of less efficient in clinical skills and perceived Gap between theoretical study 

methods and practical application. 

 

115 (56%) students reported that they often-to-

always experience moderate to severe anxiety and stress 

during exam period. Most of the students had almost 

equally stressed about both theory and practical exams 

(almost 52%) followed by practical exams alone (about 

35%). Common reasons were lack of confidence, fear of 

failure and incompetence. Exam specific stressors are 

mentioned verbatim in the box no 2. 

 

Box 2: Exam-specific stressors 

Theory exam-related Practical exam-related 

Vast syllabus with limited revision time; 

Uncertainty of questions  

Recall issues 

Writing issues 

Self-doubt 

Fear of viva  

Spontaneity, rapid-fire questioning  

Communication barriers (difficulty expressing knowledge orally, language 

issues, fluency) 

 

Vast majority of students had sleep 

disturbances. Physical symptoms like headache, 

restlessness, palpitations, blurring, irritation, and 

difficulty in concentrating were reported by 50-60% of 
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the survey participants.  Loss of appetite, increased 

appetite, gastrointestinal symptoms, and anger were also 

reported by 63, 34, 36 and 37 students respectively. 

Among those who consume medications, antacids, 

proton pump inhibitors and paracetamol were the 

common medications used by some of the students. 

 

 
Fig. 1: Support used by students to handle exam-related stress 

 

Fig. 1 show that parents and friends were the 

most reliable source of exam-related support. Teachers 

and formal mentors were seen as the least supportive 

(54% and 62% students reported none/little support 

respectively). On personal level, students perceived that 

“talking to someone” is helpful. Exercise and 

cultivating/maintaining hobbies or leisure activities were 

reported by only about 30% students as coping method. 

Help of a counsellor or psychologist was sought by only 

about 12% of students, and only few benefitting out of 

such professional help. 

 

Students had reported following suggestions for 

improving resources or support systems for exam-related 

stress 

• Study-Related Support: A significant number 

of students requested study workshops focusing 

on strategies and guidance, and some suggested 

practical resources like high-yield university 

MCQs, timetable guidance, and previous exam 

papers. One response: “dedicated and focused 

last-minute mentoring in pre-exam period.” 

• Better Mentorship programs: Support groups 

were a frequent suggestion, and approachable 

faculty to share coping strategies and reduce the 

feeling of “being in a rat race.” 

• Environment and Activities: non-academic 

activities (sports, arts), and meditation or stress 

reliever sessions. 

 

DISCUSSION 
This study highlights the multifactorial nature 

of academic stress among medical students, consistent 

with both Indian and international literature. Although 

exact comparability is limited by differing instruments 

and cut-offs, Exam-related stress, suboptimal study 

strategies, and limited formal support observed in this 

cohort closely mirror patterns reported in Indian and 

international literature [7-12]. Strong preference for last-

minute, exam-focused preparation and low engagement 

with faculty and professional counselling are particularly 

striking in this group. 

 

Multiple studies using standardized tools (e.g. 

perceived stress scale, test-anxiety scale, etc.) 

consistently identify academics and examinations as the 

dominant stressors, linked to extensive syllabus, frequent 

tests, long college hours and difficulty balancing topics 

as reasons for feeling unprepared despite substantial 

study time and fear of poor performance [6-9,12-16]. 

Contextual stressors in this study (faculty expectations, 

family pressure, and language barriers in about one-fifth 

of students) are also described in Indian literature, while 

international data more often emphasize financial strain, 

continuous assessment and institutional culture 

[8,9,15,17]. 

 

Only about 42% of students in this cohort were 

confident that their study methods were effective. These 

findings align with international research emphasizing 

the importance of disciplined study habits and effective 

learning techniques to mitigate academic stress. The 

students’ own explanations from box no 1 were also 

reported to be associated with higher perceived stress and 

poorer academic outcomes in past studies [8,12,18]. The 

preference for last-minute intensive study and reliance 

on coaching apps and past papers over formative testing 

or feedback over regular daily study reflects a coping 

strategy that may exacerbate stress and reduce retention. 
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The observation that theory and practical exams 

both equally stressed out the students, with about 35% 

more stressed by practicals alone, was in contrast with 

findings of Tsegay et al., [6]. Specific concerns from box 

no 2 were also seen by other researchers commenting 

that oral examinations, time pressure, and uncertainty of 

questions contribute significantly to test anxiety and 

reduced confidence [7,9,12,19]. 

 

Nearly half the students in this study reported 

often-to-always experiencing moderate to severe anxiety 

during exam periods, with most of them experiencing 

extensive sleep disturbance and physical symptoms such 

as headache, palpitations, restlessness, irritability, and 

concentration difficulty. These perceptions parallel 

Indian and international studies where 50–80% of 

medical students report such issues (moderate to severe 

stress and somatic symptoms are common) [7,9,17,19-

21]. 

 

Stress coping strategies are the adaptive 

behavioural reactions and responses to the external 

stimuli which may alter/ threaten the physiological and 

psychological wellbeing [15,22]. The present study 

shows a strong preference for informal and emotion-

based coping (talking to someone, family and friends) 

and low uptake of professional psychological help (about 

12%), which is in line with Indian data where stigma, 

lack of awareness, and concerns about confidentiality 

lead students to rely on family, peers, or 

religious/spiritual practices instead of formal counselling 

[14,15,23,24]. International studies also describe 

frequent use of emotion-focused and self-help type 

coping such as talking with friends, leisure activities, and 

listening to TV/ music, but report somewhat higher 

utilization of institutional counselling services where 

these are widely publicized and easily accessible 

[4,12,22]. 

 

Literature highlights physical activity, sleep 

hygiene, and engagement in non-academic pursuits as 

beneficial coping strategies but only one-third students 

were practising these. Coping mechanisms mostly 

focusing on distraction and disengagement, make it clear 

that students are unaware of problem solving and 

positive coping mechanisms [12,15,24]. The common 

use of non-psychotropic medications such as antacids 

and analgesics for exam-related somatic symptoms was 

in contrast with risk of alcohol and substance abuse as 

coping mechanism in past studies [8,14]. Teachers and 

formal mentors were rated as least supportive, similar to 

past studies [15,24] with more than half describing little 

or no support from faculty. The low rate of professional 

help-seeking behavior reflects stigma and lack of 

awareness about mental health resources Awareness 

about teacher approachability, mentoring, curriculum 

expectations and institutional support (workshops, 

support groups) can impact the coping mechanisms and 

outcomes [8,9,24]. 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, this study underscores the 

complex interplay of academic, personal, and systemic 

factors contributing to stress among medical students. 

The above perspectives underscore the need to embed 

stress management and health-seeking guidance within 

the curriculum. The findings reinforce calls in the 

literature for structured academic support, mentoring, 

and mental health services. Addressing these requires 

multifaceted interventions tailored to cultural and 

institutional contexts, combining curricular reforms, 

enhanced support services, and student empowerment 

strategies. 
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