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ABSTRACT
Objective: To assess the perceived stress levels amongst faculty and students of medicine, dentistry and allied health sci-
ences during COVID-19 pandemic.

Material and Method: This multi-institutional descriptive study was conducted from April to June 2020. All the students and
faculty from three institutes namely University College of Medicine, University College of Dentistry and the Institute of Allied
Health Sciences were invited to participate. Data was collected using a pre-validated Perceived Stress Scale (PSS -10). de-
scriptive and inferential statistics were calculated using SPSS v.21.

Results: 1199 responses were obtained. Students from the University College of Medicine reported higher scores on the
Perceived Stress Scale (23.02+11.85) than those from the University College of Dentistry (21.87+10.86) and the Institute
of Allied Health Sciences (21.95+11.32). The students and the faculty experienced stress ‘sometimes to fairly often’ during
this pandemic. Females experienced more stress than males and there was no significant difference among students and
faculty of various age groups.

Conclusion: During the COVID-19 pandemic, the students and the faculty from medicine, dentistry and allied health sciences
institutes were moderately stressed. The medical students were more affected than the allied health and dental students. A
higher stress level was reported among dental faculty as compared to the other two institutes. Institutions should hence
promote resilience and mental well-being and provide for more flexible work schedules.
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INTRODUCTION

Coronavirus disease (COVID-19), an infectious
disease caused by SARS-CoV-2 was first detected in Wu-
han, China in late 2019. Within thirty days, the disease that
presented as pneumonia of unknown cause was declared

non-essential services such as private clinics, hospital
OPDs and elective procedures. By April 2020, 192 coun-
tries had announced the closure of educational institu-
tions, impacting 91.4% of the total enrolled learners 2. This
had a significant impact on the mental, physical and social

to be a public health emergency of international concern .
Within two months, over thirty thousand people had lost
their lives to the pandemic. By August 4, 2020, over 18
million confirmed cases of COVID-19 had been reported,
resulting in more than 691,013 deaths in 216 countries .

To slow down the progression of the disease and
flatten the curve, many aggressive measures were tak-
en which included travel restrictions, avoidance of social
interactions, closure of academic institutions and other
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well-being of learners 2.

To minimise the academic loss, Higher Education
Commission (HEC), Pakistan issued guidelines on deliv-
ery of online courses “. As a result, most of the univer-
sities made a rapid transition from face to face, towards
online teaching. Academicians reported this transition
to be stressful as ‘work from home’ affected their work-
life balance and teaching students remotely meant they
had to find new ways to engage students academically 3.
Most of them were not familiar with online teaching tools
required to ensure a meaningful learning experience for
their students °. Likewise, this transition in the learning en-
vironment was difficult for students, who reported a limit-
ed attention span while taking online lectures. They also
reported that while online learning offers some flexibility
in terms of accessing learning material, it also limits the
development of proficiency in certain domains of learning
such as psychomotor skills . While the younger genera-
tion maybe more comfortable with using technology as
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compared to the older generation, online teaching and
learning poses its own challenges, especially in countries
such as Pakistan where resources are constrained.

The potential ramifications of all the emergency
measures taken during the COVID-19 pandemic cannot
be ignored. These may have resulted in increased anxi-
ety and stress among students and the faculty. To devel-
op timely interventions for improving the mental, physical
and social wellbeing, we need to establish this impact on
the students and the faculty objectively. Hence, this study
explores the perceived stress levels amongst faculty and
students of medicine, dentistry and allied health sciences
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This multi-institutional descriptive study was con-
ducted from April to June 2020. Ethical approval was ob-
tained from the Ethical Review Board, The University of
Lahore (Ref# ERC/08/20/14 Dated 17 March 2020). Us-
ing convenience sampling, all the students (n=2850) and
faculty (n=305) from three institutes namely University
College of Medicine, University College of Dentistry and
Institute of Allied Health Sciences were invited to partici-
pate using their Learning Management System (Moodle).

Data were collected using a pre-validated Per-
ceived Stress Scale (PSS -10). The PSS-10 assesses the
perceptions, feelings and thoughts of stress on 10 items
using a five-point Likert scale (O=never, 1=almost never,
2=sometimes, 3=fairly often, 4=very often). It measures
the degree to which life in the past month has been experi-
enced as unpredictable, uncontrollable and overwhelming
’. It has high reliability with Cronbach’s alpha=0.79-0.82.
Standard demographic questions were added, and the
questionnaire was piloted with 10 students to ensure on-
line accessibility and comprehensiveness.

Descriptive and inferential statistics were calcu-
lated using SPSS v.21. The total score was obtained by
summing up the individual scores for all ten items. Four
items (4, 5, 7, & 8) were positively worded hence their
scores were reversed. A mean score of 2-4 for an item
indicates sometimes to very often having such feelings/
thoughts during the last month. Frequencies and percent-
age were calculated for the demographic data. As the
data was not normally distributed, therefore, Kruskal Wal-
lis and Mann-Whitney U tests were applied to investigate
the mean differences between institutions, students and
faculty, gender and age groups.

RESULTS

A total of 1199 responses were obtained from the
University College of Medicine (n=355), University Col-
lege of Dentistry (n=195) and Institute of Allied Health
Sciences (n=649). Of these 159 respondents were faculty
members, while 1040 were students. The age of the par-

ticipants was between 18 and 60 years however, most of
the respondents were female and from age range of 18-37
years. (Table I).

Table 2 shows the stress levels among students
and faculty based on their institution and gender. Stu-
dents from University College of Medicine reported higher
score on the perceived stress scale (23.02+11.85) than
those from University College of Dentistry (21.87 + 10.86)
and Institute of Allied Health Sciences (21.95 + 11.32). A
higher stress level was reported among faculty of Univer-
sity College of Dentistry (18.71 + 9.99). The differences
among cumulative scores of the institutes was not signifi-
cant. However, the medical students did report significant-
ly higher scores on various items of the PSS-10 scale. The
mean scores of students and faculty on all items suggests
that they had experienced stress ‘sometimes to fairly of-
ten’ during this pandemic. Their scores on all items and
subsequently, the stress level was significantly higher
than the faculty. Females experienced more stress than
males and these differences were significant for all the
items among faculty. There were no significant differences
among students and faculty of various age groups indi-
cating a similar impact of the pandemic on all age groups.

DISCUSSION

The students and the faculty from medicine, den-
tistry and allied health sciences institutes had moderate
stress levels during COVID-19 pandemic. The finding that
females experienced significantly more stress than males
during the on-going pandemic is in line with the previously
conducted studies across European countries 8°. A Chi-
nese study conducted during the peak of this pandemic
also reported that females were more vulnerable in devel-
oping anxiety and depression as a result of being exposed
to constant stress. It has been reported that all health pro-
fessionals, irrespective of gender, are stressed and anx-
ious as they are struggling to strike a balance between
teaching and providing healthcare, while ensuring their
own safety as well as of their families 2. There is a need for
equity-based policies to control stress and anxiety among
females.

The stress levels were higher amongst students
in comparison to the faculty. The students reported being
unable to control the important things in their lives. This
is consistent with findings in literature, as students have
reported to find the situation ‘unnerving’ '°. The uncertain-
ty of the situation and the question as to when life will go
back to normal may have also led to increased levels of
anxiety amongst students. Such stress has a negative im-
pact on the mental well-being and in turn the learning ca-
pabilities of students . The stress levels may have been
aggravated by the transition from face to face towards
online teaching and learning. With online teaching and
learning, students have reported limited attention spans
and increased cognitive load 6. Many have also identified
e-learning to be resource intensive and not all students
have access to good quality gadgets and high speed In-
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Table 1: Age-wise distribution of ED patients in both Groups (200)

Type University University Allied Health P value
College of College of Sciences
Medicine Dentistry
Mean+ SD Mean+ SD Mean+ SD UCM vs UCD | Faculty Male
vs AHS vs Stu- vs Fe-
dents male
1. In the last month, how often | Students 2.46+1.12 2.48+1.15 2.55+1.10 0.537 0.024* 0.007*
have you been upset because . v | 22940.99 2.47+1.00 2.35+1.00 0.66 0.002*
of something that happened
unexpectedly?
2. In the last month, how often Students 2.39+1.14 2.36+1.09 2.36+1.21 0.86 0.0002* 0.007*
have you felt that you were Faculty | 1.84+1.17 2.37+1.15 1.85+1.16 0.12 0.00*
unable to control the important
things in your life?
3. In the last month, how often | Students 1.11+2.64 1.19+2.44 1.17+2.59 0.256 0.000* 0.005*
have you felt nervous and Faculty | 0.88+2.33 1.18+2.33 0.98+2.00 0.15 0.0001*
stressed?
4. In the last month, how often | Students 1.07+1.62 0.99+1.36 1.02+1.54 0.02* 0.0004* 0.120
have you felt unconfident about [ v | 0.7241.00 0.92+1.20 0.98+1.10 0.61 0.00*
your ability to handle your per-
sonal problems? (+)
5. In the last month, how often Students 1.10+2.23 1.13+2.18 1.12+2.13 0.29 0.0005* 0.53
have you felt that things were | o [ 09241 58 0.99+1.67 0.91+1.68 0.87 0.006*
not going your way? (+)
6. In the last month, how often | Students 1.69+2.40 1.05+2.09 1.07+2.11 0.001* 0.002* 0.051
have you found that you could *
not cope with all the things that Faculty 1.00+1.91 1.08+2.17 0.83+1.78 0.28 0.0003
you had to do?
7. In the last month, how often | Students 1.06+2.12 1.06+1.85 1.10+1.81 0.0003* 0.00* 0.166
have you been unable to con- [y [ 0 8211.09 0.99+1.33 119+1.60 0.49 0.004*
trol irritations in your life? (+)
8. In the last month, how often Students 1.14+2.39 1.01+2.36 1.13+2.13 0.006* 0.002* 0.379
have you felt that you were not . i [ 4 0541.98 0.93+1.87 0.90+2.05 0.79 0.026*
on top of things? (+)
9. In the last month, how often Students 1.16+2.44 1.04+2.42 1.18+2.49 0.58 0.0001* 0.042*
have you been angered be- |y T 4 0912.01 0.86+1.87 1.08+2.00 0.82 0.00*
cause of things that happened
that were outside of your
control?
10. In the last month, how often | Students 1.26+2.33 1.15+2.33 1.21+2.24 0.433 0.0007* 0.090
have you felt difficulties were |, w4 201185 0.89+1.43 1.10+1.63 0.22 0.0001*
piling up so high that you could
not overcome them?
Total Students 11.85+23.02 10.86+21.87 31 11+21.95 0.29 0.002* 0.13
Faculty 9.86+18.08 9.99+18.71 10.13+18.04 0.50 0.003

* The differences are significant (p<0.05). + Four statements were originally positive, therefore reversed.

ternet 6. This is alarming as perceived stress is shown to
have a strong positive correlation with fatigue, depression
and procrastination °.

The results of our study highlighted that medical
students experienced higher stress than the dental and
allied health students. This is consistent with findings from
literature, which states the mental health of medical stu-
dents to be poorer in comparison with other students.
A global study that was conducted to assess the mental
health of medical students also concluded that medical
students show high levels of mental stress and depression
and are hence most likely to resort to substance abuse as
a coping strategy 3. Academic stress is a major factor that

contributes towards the increased stress levels of medical
students. This stress coupled with the on-going pandem-
ic, lack of on-campus activities and peer interaction may
have further aggravated the situation ™.

As stress levels have been determined and the
most stressed subpopulations has been identified, the
findings of this study can assist administrators in chalk-
ing a plan of action for looking after the mental health of
students and faculty. In light of the insight gained by this
study, the institutions should assess mental health and
provide for necessary services to the students. The first
step can be holding open discussions on mental health
to remove the stigma around it. Allowing flexible study
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or work schedules, so neither the students nor faculty
feels overwhelmed by the workload. Additionally, online
counselling sessions, workshops on coping and stress
management such as through mindfulness-based stress
reduction exercises may also be useful. Taking timely cor-
rective measures is imperative to maintain the psycholog-
ical wellbeing of both students and faculty members. It is
important to highlight that stress and mental health are
still stigmatized in the country and further research needs
to be undertaken to identify the most suitable modality for
ensuring emotional wellbeing of students and the faculty.

We could not find any studies that used PSS-10
scale to measure stress among students and the faculty
during the pandemic, therefore comparison of all aspects
of the results was not possible. All the medical, dental
and allied health science institutions were affiliated by a
single university from Lahore, Pakistan. Therefore, similar
studies are needed from institutions in other provinces of
Pakistan.

CONCLUSION

During COVID-19 pandemic, the students and the
faculty from the medicine, dentistry and allied health sci-
ences institutes were moderately stressed. The pandemic
had a significant impact on all the age groups. The medi-
cal students were more affected than the allied health stu-
dents and the faculty. Likewise, the females were in more
distress than males. Institutions should hence promote
resilience by offering support services to manage mental
health conditions. Future studies should explore the lived
experiences of the students during pandemic qualitatively.
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