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OBJECTIVES: The main aim of this study was to quantify the perceived stress among dental undergraduate students and
identify the factors that influence their performance and health.

METHODOLOGY: The study involved 316 BDS students from 6 dental colleges in Lahore. The study, data entry, and analysis
were completed in a year. Stress was quantified using a modified Dental Environment Stress (DES) questionnaire consisting
of 38 questions for dental students.

RESULTS: The main sources of stress in the present study were five factors: assigned workload, self-efficiency belief, faculty
and administration matters, and patient treatment, followed by pressure of clinical performance. The findings were similar to
different dental education systems across the world. The results of this study support the evidence in the previous literature,
indicating that dental students are exposed to various work-related and academic stressors that may negatively affect their health.
CONCLUSION: Students have to learn a lot and develop professional expertise rapidly. Students must understand the profession's
nature and the study environment before applying. Conducting entrance interviews to assess the candidates' interest and suitability
is a good idea. Establishing student advisors, counselors, and a faculty advising system can provide valuable support.
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INTRODUCTION students. The mental, physical, and emotional stress they

encounter during this transition can significantly impact their

he transition from a twelve-grader student life to
the demanding environment of a professional dental
college can be overwhelming for many dental
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well-being. This trend among dental students has been
reported for half a century in various curricula.!-?

Educational institutions must recognize these challenges
and provide adequate support to help students navigate this
critical training phase.

Concerns about dental students' stress have escalated
among educators. While mounting pressure can lead to
decreased student performance?, elevated stress levels may
cause a range of physical and psychological issues.*
Identifying the sources of stress among dental students is
crucial to mitigating adverse effects on their well-being.
These students are exposed to different stresses that depend
on external or internal factors.>® It is not just the undergraduate
study period that brings stress but may last during the
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practicum, postgraduate study period, and later into their
everyday life.>1°

Perceived stress among undergraduate dental students
is a significant concern. These students face various
challenges, including theoretical knowledge acquisition,
clinical competencies, and interpersonal skills development.
Stress can manifest as fatigue, tension, sleeplessness, anxiety,
and other symptoms, potentially leading to depression,
substance abuse, and burnout. A negative association has
been observed between stress and academic performance.!!

Dental undergraduate students face unique stressors
within their academic environment. The demanding nature
of dentistry, coupled with the need for a thorough knowledge
of biological sciences and constant skill upgradation,
contributes to their vulnerability to stress. Understanding
and addressing these stressors are crucial for supporting
students throughout their dental education journey.

The current study was designed to identify the perceived
stress among dental undergraduate students and to determine
various factors disturbing their performance and health.

METHODOLOGY

This quantitative, cross-sectional study in 6 dental
colleges in Lahore (Five private and one public sector)
affiliated with the University of Health Sciences (UHS),
Lahore. This was done to ensure uniformity of the curriculum
taught and the examination system included.

A sample size of 316 BDS students was determined by
using the WHO calculator. The World Health Organization
(WHO) provides a sample size calculator for various purposes.
For this study value of 95% for Confidence Level, 5% for
Margin of Error, 50% for Population Proportion, and a
Population Size of 1750 were used as the key parameters in
this calculator (Noncommunicable Disease Surveillance,
Monitoring and Reporting (who.int).

Stress was calculated using a pre-validated, modified
Dental Environment Stress (DES) questionnaire which
consisted of 38 questions was used as the study tool.!? Five
major causative factors, namely, self-efficacy belief, workload,
patient behavior, performance pressure, and the influence
of faculty and administration on the students were measured
to identify the levels of stress in undergraduate students.

The parent institution granted the certificate of ethical
approval (IRB No. 1174. Written permission was taken from
the study institutions and verbal consent was sought from
the participants before collecting the data.

DATA ANALYSIS

The data was analyzed using SPSS version 22. The level
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of stress was assessed using frequencies and percentages.
Age was presented as mean + standard deviation. The
comparison between stress level and age, year of study, and
gender was made using a chi-square test with a correlation
P-value<0.05 was considered significant at a confidence
level of 95% for all the analyses.

RESULTS

Among 316 participants, 85 were males (26.9%) and 231
were females (73.1%) aged between 20 and 24 years. It can
be observed in Figure 1, that the majority (63.7%) of the
dental students questioned were stressed in their academic/
professional environment. With 69.2% identifying workload
\as the main source of stress, closely followed by patient
treatment (65.6%), faculty and administration (63.2%),
performance pressure (60.9%), and self-efficacy belief
(59.6%).

Figure 1: Factors imposing stress and their mean percentage
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Work efficiency was further analyzed by connecting
multiple stress-inducing factors like exam performance
efficacy and employment chances in the future, work stress
and routine working pressures, etc. According to the
outcomes, exams and grades cause additional stress for 37.7
percent of pupils. A multifarious atmosphere troubled 31.3%,
while fear of joblessness put 30.7% of the pupils under
extreme stress. Among some noteworthy stressors for all the
pupils was a lack of relaxation time. Extra stress was induced
in 41.5% and 40.0% of the students due to more working
days and excess working times respectively. Deficiency of
time to accomplish the assigned tasks was a cause that
exerted extreme pressure on the least number of students,
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1.e. 24.4%. This aspect was also exerting reasonable stress
on 26.9% of the pupils. A major causc of severe stress for
a maximum of 33.9% of the students was the pressure from
the supervisors. The fear of failing was the aspect that
exhibited extreme stress in 45.6% of students. Deficiency
of self-assurance to be a successful student exerted the
uppermost moderate stress within 30.1% of pupils.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics and statistical test scores

t-test or Mean
Male Female Total Whitney U test
Mean | SD Mean | SD Mean | SD iz p-value
Self-efficacy 19.78 [ 5.67 | 22.10 | 4.81 | 21,47 | 515 | -3.62 <0.001
Beliefs
Faculty and 25.16 |5.94 | 25.30 | 6.26 | 25.26 | 6.17 | -0.17 0.864
administration
Workload 12,68 | 3.52 | 14.27 | 3.60 | 13.84 | 3.64 | -3.24* 0.001
Patient 1420 | 4.30 | 16.31 | 3.83 | 15.74 | 4.06 | -3.74* <0.001
treatment
Performance 18.84 | 4.72 | 19.74 | 488 | 19.50 | 4.84 | -1.22* 0.223
pressure

As per the statistical breakdown in Table 1, the average
stress scores were significantly higher in females than males
for self-efficacy belief (22.10), workload (13.84), and patient
treatment (15.74) with p-values <0.001, 0.001 and 0.001,
respectively. To work on patients of opposite gender was
one of the factors that concerned most of the pupils. A
noteworthy association with a p-value of 0.001 was noted
between patient treatments and gender; females had higher
stress scores (42.15%). Workload had a significantly higher
stress score among the students of third year. Patient care
had a higher stress score among fourth-year students, with
p-values of 0.003 and 0.015, respectively. It was detected
that stress connected to medical items was usually higher
for fourth-year students than for third-year students. Age
also matters in stress management. The students were divided
into two groups: 20 - 22 years and >22 years of age. The
findings showed less than 22-year-old students felt more
stress during clinical practice than students older than 22.
The significance relationship of p=0.008 was observed.

DISCUSSION

This study was intended to quantify the perceived stress
among undergraduate dental students and determine various
factors affecting their performance and health. The results
of this study support the existing evidence in the previous
literature'*-'¢, indicating that dental students are subject to
various work-related and academic stressors that may
negatively affect their health. It 1s similar to the findings of
other studies.>!7-2° These high stress levels can be connected
to the fact that the start of clinical training puts an immense
load on students, as a result of which they do not have time
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for other activities.?!-22

Like these findings, many scientists also identified self-
efficacy beliefs in students with high stress levels regarding
examinations.?*?* As per the results of this study, academic
pressure, working hours, and ongoing clinical events are
usually more stressful than personal problems.?>?¢ In addition,
long hours and more workload lead to a stressful educational
environment?”2¢, which results in fear of failure due to
concerns about falling behind in course requirements.?¥°
One of the top stressors during professional education is the
fear of not getting a job Guo et al.3! In a study, many students
reported that working on patients with a dirty mouth was
another stressor.”-?

Sanders and Lushington found that students who had
low grades in examinations related to clinical performance
and basic understanding reported higher levels of stress
concerning their relationships with the faculty members of
their institutes.?¢ For the relationship between gender and
perceived sources of stress, females reported higher stress
than males, which is consistent with the findings of others®?°
This is supported by very few previous studies*??; other
findings did not sustain any gender difference®® or showed
that males experienced tremendous stress.?*33

Workload and patient treatment were identified as the
main stress-inducing factors when a comparison was made
between the scores of third and fourth-year students.?36-38
The completion of their quotas to be eligible to appear in
the final exams was a major cause of increase in stress levels
in these students. They may be uncertain about some aspects
of their clinical proficiency.** The recent work of Jowkar
Z et al.; 2020%° and Burkhard G. et al.; 2021*° also similar
to the findings of the current study; a rise in stress levels
among fourth-year students points to the stress the students
face while learning clinical skills and handling the demands
of the academic course load, especially those related to
medical subjects.’**! The students need to fulfill certain
clinical requirements before being allowed to appear in the
exams. To produce graduates that are highly competent in
clinical skills dental colleges largely emphasized their training
in the clinical subjects.?>#? This study was conducted to build
a helpful, stress-free environment for the dental undergraduate
students in the dental colleges of Lahore. The findings are
found to be similar to the ventures conducted in other
countries with different curricula and education systems. It
is difficult to eliminate all the stressors in a dental education
program. To become a responsible dental professional,
students must reach high levels of knowledge and professional
skills and develop good attitudes toward patient care, all
within a short time.

Similar studies should be carried out in Pakistan to get
a wider view of the stress levels of dental students.
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CONCLUSION

Among the five critical stress factors, self-efficacy,
workload, patient behavior, performance pressure, and
faculty/administration influence for dental students, the
workload was the primary stressor (69.2%). Rapidly achieving
knowledge, skills, and positive attitudes is crucial for aspiring
dental professionals. Conducting similar studies in all
Pakistani dental colleges is essential to understand student
stress comprehensively.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It 1s recommended that before pursuing dentistry in
Pakistan, students should experience the profession's nature
and environment. Entrance interviews and support programs
are essential. Conducting broader stress studies in all dental
colleges is recommended.
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