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ABSTRACT 

Purpose: Stress has a negative influence on an individuals health causing physical and 

psychological problems.  It is evident that students are constantly exposed to stress and deal 

with many diffferent sources throughout their college life. Research suggests that physical 

activity has a positive effect across a variety of physical and mental health outcomes. 

Literature conveys that physical activity is an effective method in reducing stress, this study 

therefore aims to investigate the relationship between the levels of stress and levels of 

physical activity with also examining any gender differences. 

 

Method: A total of 60 students from Waterford Institute of Technology participated in this 

study. There was 30 males and 30 females. The data was collected using the International 

Physical Activity Questionnaire short form (IPAQ) for the physical activity levels of the 

students and the Student Stress Inventory-Revised Scale was used to measure the stress levels 

of the students. The data was then analysed using Statistical Packages for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) version 19.0.  

 

Results: Students reported moderate to high levels of stress with females experiencing 

significantly higher levels of stress than males. Males reported having significantly a higher 

number of days and minutes of vigorous activity compared to females. Females reported 

having higher number of days in moderate physical activity and walking activity but this was 

not found to be significant. There was no significant relationship found between stress levels 

and physical activity levels among the college students.  

 

Conclusion: There was no significant relationship found between stress and physical activity 

levels among the students to establish whether physical activity is an effective method of 

alleviating stress among the student population. Further and more in depth research is 

necessary to determine the relationship between stress and physical activity as there is a vast 

amount of research conducted conflicting the results of this study with also investigating into 

other effective methods used to reduce stress among the student population. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Stress can be described as ‘a substantial imbalance between demand (physical and/or 

psychological) and response capability, under conditions where failure to meet that demand 

has important consequences’ (McGrath, 1970, p 20).  According to Gadzella (1994) students 

have psychological, physical, cognitive and behavioural reactions to stress. Increased levels 

of fatigue, anger, headaches and lack of motivation are examples of ways in which stress can 

affect one’s health (APA, 2011). Stress can also affect an individual’s mental health such as 

anxiety and depression (APA, 2011).  According to the CLAN Survey (2005) demands of 

college work, financial problems, relationships and work were all sources of stress on college 

students.  It is therefore essential that students are made aware of the effect stress can have on 

their health and mental well-being, with also learning how to manage stress effectively.  

According to Fontana (1989) breathing exercises, physical activity, healthy diet and talking to 

someone were all methods that could be used to cope with stress. Physical activity has shown 

to be effective when alleviating stress (Benson, 2000) and according to Tyson et al (2010) 

there is vast amount of research that indicates the beneficial effect physical activity has on 

stress.  However, according to Fritz et al (2008), there is limited research conducted within 

the college population. A physically active lifestyle has many benefits including a variety of 

health benefits such as a reduced likelihood of coronary heart disease, adult onset diabetes, 

obesity and certain cancers (Bouchard, Blair, & Haskell, 2007) as well as improved self- 

esteem, positive mood state, reduced life stress, increased emotional well-being, and self- 

confidence (Sherwood and Jeffery, 2000).  Research has also shown that physical activity has 

a positive effect on mental health issues such as anxiety and depression (Penedo & Dahn, 

2005).  According to Rovniak et al, (2002) physical activity has declined with age especially 

during adolescence and early adulthood. Therefore it is important to reach out to college 

students and make them aware of the importance of physical activity and its role in 

alleviating stress.  However, according to Nguyen-Michel et al (2006) there is no significant 

relationship between physical activity and its role in reducing stress among the college 

population.  
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Therefore the purpose of this study is to determine if there is a relationship between the level 

of physical activity they participate in each week and the level of stress experienced by 

students. This study will also examine any gender differences between physical activity 

levels and stress levels in students.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Literature 

Review 
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2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Stress 

Stress can be defined ‘as a psychological and physical response of the body that occurs when 

adapting to change’ (Cooper, 1996, p 505).  These changes can be positive or negative, real 

or perceived (Cooper, 1996).  Stress is a familiar concept to us as it is an inescapable part of 

life. It has become a well-known word in everyone’s vocabulary and is perceived differently 

from each individual. Stress can be related to many aspects in life such as work, college, 

personal issues and also trying to balance these in everyday life. Selye (1936) stated that there 

is both a positive and negative response to stress and that stress can also be bad (‘distress’) 

and good (‘eustress’). Some level of stress (‘eustress’) can be motivating and desirable for 

enhanced performance and well-being. However, stress can become too much for an 

individual to cope (‘distress’) and can affect us mentally, emotionally and physiologically 

(Buckworth & Dishman, 2002). Emotional, Mental, Physical/Physiological and Behavioural 

signs are indicators of when an individual is stressed (Mack, 2010). Emotional signs include 

loneliness, negative feelings, mood swings, aggressiveness/sensitive and loss of motivation. 

Mental signs include indecisiveness, confusion, poor concentration and poor memory. Some 

physical/physiological signs include skin problems, headaches, chest pains, weight gain/loss, 

increased heart rate, increased blood pressure and increased muscular strength. Finally, some 

behavioural signs include excessive/under eating, increase in substance abuse, changes in 

sleep patterns and nervous behaviour (Buckworth & Dishman, 2002). 

According to Cardwell et al (1996, p 22) ‘A state of stress exists when there is a mismatch 

between how a person percieves the demands being made upon them and how they percieve 

their ablity to cope with those demands. It’s the subjective feeling that you are under 

pressure.’  Cardwell et al (1996) also stated that stress is not always negative and does not 
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always cause negative consequences such as anxiety or physical illness, some indivduals 

have agreed that stress can be motivating. In a college population for example, months of 

pressurised studying before an exam can produce a successful result. Fontana (1989) explains 

how it is very difficult to define the word stress as different individuals interpret stress in 

numerous ways.  Fontana defines stress ‘as a demand made upon the adaptive capacities of 

the mind and the body’ (Fontana 1989, p15).It is clear that there are many definitions of 

stress. The above definitions illustrate that they share common similarities.  Overall, stress 

may be identified as the demand or pressure that a person is under and the way in which that 

person reacts to the stressful situation whether it be a positive or negative response. As stress 

is so in depth and has many aspects, this study will focus on Academic stress in a college 

population. Academic stress can be affected by exam preparation, time management, inability 

to cope, helplessness, increased psychological pressure, mental tension, workload, low 

moods, inability to concentrate, loss of temper and academic performance (Shaikh et al., 

2004). Academic stress also ‘includes the student's perception of the extensive knowledge 

base required and the perception of an inadequate time to develop it’ (Carveth et al, 1996, 

p50). Literature has shown that students have psychological, physical, cognitive, and 

behavioural reactions to academic stress as outlined above (Gadzella, 1994).  

2.2 Theories of stress 

2.2.1 General Adaptation Syndrome 

Hans Selye conducted the initial research on stress in 1952. Selye's work was based on the 

principal that any action or emotion can cause stress. This will require some form of 

alteration or adaptation from the individual. Selye (1976, p 15) defines stress as "the non-

specific response of the body to any demand". Selye's hypothesis supports that certain stress 

is necessary to sustain life, but if the non-specific response places increased demands for 

adaptation, the effects may be damaging. Selye (1976) conducted animal and human 

http://ehis.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.wit.ie:2048/ehost/detail?vid=4&sid=c0001f22-fe57-4174-afb6-fd118b3a5fb3%40sessionmgr198&hid=107&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c8
http://ehis.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.wit.ie:2048/ehost/detail?vid=4&sid=c0001f22-fe57-4174-afb6-fd118b3a5fb3%40sessionmgr198&hid=107&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#c20
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research, which lead to the identification of a pattern of responses to stress to which he 

named the general adaptation syndrome (GAS). Selye identified three stages to this 

syndrome. The first stage which is the alarm stage is the immediate response to stress. The 

individual identifies a stressor which causes the body to initiate a physiological response. 

This is automatic and unconscious. It is then the individual initiates the flight or fight 

response. The second stage is the stage of resistance where adaptation and coping occur. 

After consuming a large amount of the individuals’ energy, the body then enters the final 

stage which is exhaustion. This is the individual’s inability to cope which in turn can lead to 

breakdown and illness (Selye, 1976). 

 

2.2.2 Fight/flight response 

Canon (1914) first established the fight/flight domain in animals. He described this 

phenomenon when animals are subjected to physical threats. A similar reaction has been 

described when humans are subjected to physiological threats or stress (Mayes et al, 1988). 

The fight or flight response is a mechanism aimed to get the body ‘ready’ (Spierer et al, 

2009). When individuals are confronted with a stressor, one has two options: one can fight or 

one can flight. Instantly the human nervous system processes the situation and a decision is 

made on whether one is running or fighting, this decision is based on which option is more 

valuable to one’s overall health (Spierer et al, 2009). This can have physiological effects such 

as increased blood pressure, heart rate and body temperature with also implicating other 

physiological effects.  If stress is not managed it can lead to detrimental health problems such 

as depression, anxiety and cardiac disease (Spierer et al, 2009). 
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2.3 The effects of stress on students health 

There is a sufficient amount of research stating that stress has a negative impact on our health 

and also research states that students who experience higher levels of stress express lower 

levels of satisfaction with their overall health. Cohen et al. (2007) stated that stress can 

contribute to physical and mental health so it is therefore important to make students aware of 

the effect stress can have on them and their health. A recent online study was conducted by 

the American Psychological Association (2011) to assess stress in America. 1,226 adults aged 

18 years and over participated in the study. It was found that stress affected health through 

increased levels of fatigue, anger, headaches, upset stomach, muscle tension and lack of 

motivation. There were also effects on the participant’s mental health such as higher levels of 

depression and anxiety due to stress. Levels of obesity also increase due to stress. To further 

support the evidence that stress has negative influences on our health Hudd et al. (2000) 

stated that students with higher levels of stress had poorer eating habits, sleeping patterns and 

exercise habits. Hudd et al (2000) used a cross sectional design involving 362 participants in 

their study. Both studies included a decent number of participants which would indicate that 

their results should be viable and accurate.  According to Terrie (2011) stress has been linked 

or can intensify various medical conditions such as asthma, fatigue, back pain, arrhythmias, 

difficulty breathing, headaches, hypertension, irritable bowel syndrome, suppression of the 

immune system, ulcers and fluctuations in blood glucose levels in diabetic patients. Chronic 

stress has been shown to increase heart rate and blood pressure. Both acute and chronic stress 

may affect other risk factors and behaviours such as cholesterol levels, smoking, physical 

inactivity and overeating. Furthermore, unmanaged stress can be associated with the onset of 

depression and anxiety. Students react to stress in a number of different ways.  Some students 

experience a fear of failure due to feeling pressure to achieve exceptional academic results. 
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This can result in severe stress due to the academic workload and demanding deadlines 

(Whitman, 1985). 

Some students consume alcohol as a source of release from dealing with the pressure. 

However, students that drink excessively find that it has a negative impact on their attendance 

and on their final exams (Manimoy et al., 2008). HSE (2010) imply that stress may form 

disrupted sleeping patterns and Manimoy et al. (2008) claim that students who have more 

than nine hours sleep may enhance their academic performance. Stress can affect students 

eating habits. Wolff et al (2000), state that some students experiencing daily stresses may 

lead them to either binge eat or restrict themselves from eating. They further state that this 

affects female students in particular who are trying to cope with severe academic pressure. 

Furthermore, Womble (2003) conducted a cross sectional study involving twenty five 

participants. The Perceived Stress Scale, Demographic Data and the Stress Factors Survey 

were used to gather the required data. Womble states that students who are stressed 

experience many side effects e.g. poor nutrition, deprived of sleep, work overload and poor 

class attendance. Many students become overwhelmed which leads them to believe they 

cannot cope with the pressure and so academic performance suffers as a result. Finally, Kai-

Wen (2009) conducted a cross sectional study using convenience sampling involving 201 

participants. A 50 point Likert scale questionnaire was distributed. Kai-Wen claims that many 

of these sources have an overwhelming effect on student’s health causing emotional, 

behavioural, physical and mental problems. He further states that such stress may affect 

students to an alarming level e.g. resulting in depression, self-injury, and in some severe 

cases, suicide.  From the above studies (Womble, 2003; Kai-Wen, 2009) the results may not 

be accurate. The measures both studies used have shown to be reliable measurement tools but 

with increasing the number of participants results could be altered and more accurate results 

could be produced. 
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From the above literature it is evident that the effects stress has on health and on students are 

detrimental. It is clear that general health problems such as poor dieting, lack of exercise, 

fatigue and more are influenced by stress. Also it is clear that stress can affect students 

negatively in different ways leading them to over consumption of alcohol, dropping out of 

college, poor academic performance and more. Furthermore stress can lead to further health 

and mental health problems (Kai-Wen 2009). 

2.4 Sources of stress on students 

According to the Clan Survey (2005) the main source of stress on students was from demands 

of college studies. Other sources included financial problems, relationships, work outside of 

college and their living situation. Other studies have also found academic concerns, financial 

pressures and relationship problems as important contributors to mental health symptoms. 

Ross et al (1999) conducted a cross sectional study, consisting of 100 participants, stated that 

there are four major sources of stress: interpersonal, intrapersonal, academic and 

environmental stress. A survey was used containing 40 items, which were divided into the 

above four categories. The Student Stress Survey (1985) and the Taylor Manifest Anxiety 

Scale (1953) were used to determine the major sources of stress among colleges from first 

year up to final year students.  The results showed that daily hassles reported more than major 

life hassles with intrapersonal sources of stress being most frequent. The top five sources of 

stress found were changes in sleeping habits, changes in eating habits, increased work load, 

vacations/breaks and new responsibilities. Results may not be as accurate with the minimal 

amount of participants involved in this study. Increasing participants may lead to varied and 

precise results. A more recent study conducted Law (2010) concurs with Ross et al (1999) 

results claiming that there are four main sources of stress for students. Law considers that 

academic performance is perceived to be the main contributor to student stress, followed by 

relationships, financial and family issues. 
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2.4.1 Academic Stress 

Benjamin (1987), states that academic performance is one of the most crucial factors that 

cause stress for third level students, especially first years. Exams and grades are also seen as 

being important sources of stress. A more recent study by Ong and Cheong (2010) concurred 

with Benjamin’s (1987) study. Ong and Cheong (2010) claim that one of the main sources of 

stress for third level students is academic overload. They also state the main explanation for 

student stress is that they experience too many exams, poor lecturer knowledge, high marking 

grades and complex courses. Another study by Nonis et al. (1998) claimed that academic 

workload and pressure is the key factor correlated to student stress. They also state managing 

the workload and meeting deadlines is also a factor indicating stress among students. The 

above studies have shown that academic performance is a crucial factor that causes stress 

among students.  

2.4.2 Financial stress 

 

Benjamin (1987) claims that financial worries are a major source of stress for students. Some 

financial concerns include rent and transport expenses. Taylor (2009) stated that recently 

students have come under serious stress. He states that the delays in receiving grants on time 

have increased financial pressure among students. Students are already stressed from moving 

away from home and trying to adapt to college life. Taylor states that another source of stress 

is students in their final year are indecisive about their future careers. According to Law 

(2010) another factor that causes stress to students is having a part or full time job as well as 

concentrating on their studies. This adds to academic pressure as students are trying to 

balance their studies and work. A lot of students nowadays have a part time job at weekends 

that help finance them through the year. This kind of pressure may have a negative impact on 
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students as it could become run down especially when exams are looming. This stress could 

also lead to poor attendance and low academic performance.  

2.4.3 Adjustment to third level  

Ross et al. (1999) believes that adapting to third level another main source of stress. They 

believe that this is due to dealing with the workload, adapting to college life and coping with 

new responsibilities. Ross et al (1999) also states that students tend to have poor time 

management and should attempt managing their time better. It was also found that adjusting 

to third level can be stressful particularly for first year students as they are unfamiliar with 

college life and have to adapt to having freedom from being away from home (Ong and 

Cheong 2010). Benjamin (1987) concurred with the above studies by claiming that students 

can experience stress by having new responsibilities, trying to manage their time 

appropriately and adapting to college life.  

2.4.4 Personal stress 

According to Ross et al (1999) many students feel pressured have a relationship, even a life 

partner and also to decide what career they wish to pursue in the future. A recent study by 

Kai-Wen (2009) stated that relationships are a main cause of stress for students especially, in 

female students.  He also believes that stress can be caused by students feeling pressure to 

make friends and being socially rejected among their classmates. As stated previously, 

students are stressed by the academic workload but some students try to compete with their 

peers to achieve exceptional results which can result in further stress (Benjamin, 1987).  

3.2.5 Family stress 

Kai-Wen (2009) found that some students believed parents having high expectations of them 

lead to student stress. Also having a lack of support from parents was considered an indicator 

of stress. Taylor (2009) as stated previously said that students have experienced serious stress 
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in recent times. Delays in receiving grants on time have increased financial pressure among 

students and so created familial stress. It puts extra pressure on parents to provide for their 

children and so resulting in students becoming stressed and anxious.  Womble (2003) states 

that nowadays as a lot of older adults are now deciding to return to college, they may 

experience additional stress as they have to manage family responsibilities as well as coping 

with their academic workload.  

It is evident from the above literature that students are constantly exposed to stress. 

Academic, financial, personal and familial situations are all sources contributing to the 

occurrence of stress among college students. From the above research, methods of managing 

stress are very important for students. There are many methods of coping with stress and 

limiting the effects of stress among students. Physical activity is one of the main strategies 

when coping with stress and according to Tyson et al (2010) there is a quantity of literature 

which indicates that physical activity has beneficial effects on stress. 

2.5 Physical Activity and students 

According to Penedo & Dahn (2005) physical activity and physical activity interventions 

have positive effects across a variety of physical and mental health outcomes. Before 

discussing the relationship between physical activity and academic stress, the physical 

activity levels among students need to be researched first and also the attitudes students have 

towards physical activity so students can benefit from them. Exercise has been shown to be 

an effective tool in providing an outlet for stress relief for both the mind and body. By 

releasing endorphins, exercise increases the “feel good” chemicals in the brain. Exercise, in 

itself, can conquer stress. However, in order for it to be successful, it must be enjoyable, 

strenuous, and have a relaxing effect when completed (Benson, 2000). Results from Irish 

colleges show that almost 70% of students describe themselves as fairly to very physically 
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active, with male students more physically active than females. Six percent of students were 

not physically active at all. 56% of females participated more commonly in regular moderate 

exercise and 42% of males participated more commonly in vigorous activity (CLAN, 2005). 

However, two studies were conducted by Irwin (2004, 2007) on the prevalence of physical 

activity maintenance in a sample of university students. The study conducted in 2004 was a 

systematic review in 27 countries and consisted of 32,747 students. Student physical activity 

levels were analysed with the ACSM (American College of Sports Medicine) guidelines for 

physical activity. The results showed that more one half of university students in America 

and Canada were not active enough to gain any health benefits. Also students who are living 

off campus are more active than those who live on campus. The study in 2007 had a 

longitudinal design with 397 university students across 2 campuses. Self-administered 

surveys were distributed at baseline and 1 month later to asses if students met the 

recommended guidelines of physical activity. 35% of students met the sufficient amount of 

exercise recommend to gain health benefits. From 2004- 2007 no differences were seen. In 

America both years’ students were not participating in the recommended amount of physical 

activity to gain any health benefits.  Nelson et al. (2007) found that students in high school 

participated in vigorous physical activity more so than college students, once the students 

started attending college the level of physical activity dropped. According to Nelson et al. 

(2007) partaking in vigorous activity, students gain more health benefits than participating in 

moderate levels of Physical Activity.   

Furthermore, from research there are gender differences in relation to physical activity. 

Patterson et al (2006) conducted a study conducted a cross sectional study involving 312 

students in Dublin Institute of Technology. Self-reported physical activity, reported self-

efficacy and stages of change were measured. Physical activity was measured using the self-

administered long form International Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ). The results 
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showed that there was a significant gender difference where males participated more so in 

moderate and vigorous than females. Another study was conducted in relation to gender 

differences by Misra and McKean (2000). This study wanted to discover what effects leisure 

satisfaction, time management and trait and state anxiety have on academic stress among 

students. The study consisted of 249 students in a Midwestern college and used random 

sampling to recruit the participants. 74% of the students were females. Four self- 

administered questionnaires were distributed to measure each variable. Students in general 

experienced higher stress due to pressure and self- inflicted stress. Emotional and cognitive 

reactions were reported more frequently than behavioural and physiological reactions to 

stress. Females experienced higher self- inflicted stress and more physiological reactions than 

males. This signifies that they sweat, stutter and experience headaches more so than males. 

Males and females who participated in physical activity displayed a reduction in stress. 

Females managed their time better than males and also had an enhanced organised approach 

to tasks and college work. Males stressed more due to poor time management and 

organisational skills. Misra and McKean (2000) concluded that time management, anxiety 

reduction and physical activity are all linked in reducing academic stress.  Self- reported 

questionnaires were used in both of the above studies.  Most results that are gathered from 

self -reported measures are going to be unreliable to some extent. A more extensive research 

in a larger university setting could increase generalisations, gender balance and accuracy of 

results in both studies.  

If physical activity is to be acknowledged as a prime component in relieving stress among 

students, their attitudes towards physical activity need to be examined. A study conducted by 

Khan et al (2012) was carried out regarding college attitudes towards physical activity. 350 

students were chosen using convenient sampling. A Likert type scale consisting of 32 items 

was used to measure the attitudes of the students. The results showed that both male and 
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female students had positive attitudes towards physical activity. Another study was conducted 

on the attitudes of students towards physical activity. Dunlavy (2008) carried out a cross 

sectional study in a Hawaiian college with 251 students aged 18 to 46 years. A survey design 

consisting of 20 statements was used to measure the attitudes of the students. She found that 

students who did/did not participate in physical activity all had positive attitudes towards 

physical activity.  

From the above literature it is evident that physical activity needs to be promoted among 

students. It is clear that students do participate in moderate levels of physical activity to 

improve their health but it is significant that students participate in vigorous activity to gain 

greater health benefits and this is not done.  Also  it is evident that students have positive 

attitudes towards physical activity and Irish statistics state that students are physically active 

which suggests that physical activity may be an appropriate and efficient method of relieving 

stress among students. Other research states that physical activity levels need to improve 

among students and so appropriate promotion of physical activity is necessary.   

2.6 Relationship between Physical Activity and Academic stress 

As stated earlier it is evident that physical activity is a successful method used in reducing 

stress. (Tyson et al, 2010; Misra and McKean, 2000). Fox (1999) also states that there is a 

sufficient body of literature out there supporting the use of physical activity as a treatment for 

depression, anxiety and stress. He also states that physical activity should be promoted 

regardless of its impact on mental health as it reduces the risk for a range of diseases and 

disorders. Further studies have shown that participation in physical activity has reduced stress 

and it was found that college athletes experienced less stress than non-athletes (Skirka, 2000). 

Research claims that students are not meeting the recommended guidelines for physical 

activity, one fifth of students are participating in moderate levels and less than 40% in 
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vigorous activity (CDC, 2000).  According to Nguyen‐Michel et al (2006) studying is very 

time consuming for students and approximately 30 hours of sedentary behaviour is spent 

studying. A recent study by Hubbs et al (2012) was conducted to examine the relationships 

among self-esteem, stress, and physical activity in college students. A cross sectional design 

was used and the sample consisted of 90 students, ages 18 and older. Three surveys were 

completed by the students: The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, the Perceived Stress Scale, and 

the International Physical Activity Questionnaire. The results conveyed that Physical activity 

was not significantly correlated with perceived stress or self-esteem. 

 Another more recent study conducted by Vankim & Nelson (2013) contrasted the results 

from the previous study. They conducted a study to examine cross sectional correlations 

between vigorous activity, mental health and perceived stress among college students. They 

also mentioned the fact that there is a lack of research among the college population in this 

area. A national cross sectional sample of ninety four 4
 
year colleges in the United States was 

used. For this study probability sampling and both cluster and two stage sampling were used. 

The study consisted of 14, 804 students and self- reported surveys were used to measure each 

variable.  The results showed that students who met the recommended vigorous activity 

levels were less likely to report poor mental health and perceived stress levels. Vankim & 

Nelson (2013) stated that there has been a substantial decrease in the participation of physical 

activity from adolescence into adulthood with also a decrease in female participation. They 

found that the increase of reported stress could be due to academic and social stressors such 

as examinations, interpersonal relationships and the adaption of leaving home. Also college 

can increase the risk of poor mental health and depression. Furthermore they stated that from 

existing research that increased physical activity is associated with positive health outcomes 

such as mood, self-esteem and anxiety and also that physical activity has a positive influence 

in reducing stress, anxiety and depression among adults (Vankim & Nelson 2013). In most 
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studies there are going to be limitations and further research necessary. The use of probability 

sampling and both cluster and two stage sampling are a good combination. For having these 

three sampling designs with the vast amount of participants the results are more likely to be 

accurate to a certain degree. For more accurate and precise results in the relationship between 

Physical activity and mental health, using longitudinal data may produce such results.  

  Nguyen‐Michel et al. (2006) conducted a study in relation to stress in college students.  The 

study was located in three different colleges in California involving 814 students. 

Questionnaires were used to measure physical activity, perceived stress and hassles. The 

results stated that there was a significant association between physical activity and hassles but 

the relationship between physical activity and perceived stress did approach but not reach any 

statistical significance. This shows inconsistency as to the influence physical activity has on 

stress, this study does not support the vast amount of literature which does state there is a 

relationship between physical activity and stress However, contrasting the findings from the 

previous study, Rizvi et al (2010) conducted a study on pre-examination stress in second year 

medical students over the course of two months. Questionnaires were distributed among three 

hundred students and 226 questionnaires where returned. Questionnaires included 16 

questions asking were there any behavioural or physiological changes due to exam stress with 

also assessing the signs and symptoms of each individual. Changes such as weight loss, 

nausea, fatigue, changed concentration span, increased irritability, mood swings, disturbed 

menstrual cycle, disturbed sleep cycle, and disturbed metabolism and aggravated skin 

problems all occurred pre examination. However 42% of those students who participated in 

regular physical activity showed enhance capability in dealing with stress than those who did 

not partake in exercise. The results from this study may not be 100% accurate. More 

extensive research could lead to a more generalised and accurate conclusion (Rizvi et al, 

2010). 



30 
 

From the above literature it is evident that physical activity has a positive influence on stress 

and other mental health issues. However there is a gap for further research as there are some 

contrasting findings about the relationship of physical activity and academic stress. 

Furthermore there is literature that does support a relationship between these two variables 

and that stress is not hugely researched or recognised among the college population (Fritz et 

al. 2008).  
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2.7 Conclusion 

It is evident that stress is a major part of college students and they experience many different 

sources of stress through the college life. Academic stress is one of the main sources of stress 

experienced by college students (Ong and Cheong, 2010).  Students also have to adjust to 

college life, manage their finances, deal with personal problems/ relationships and family 

issues (Clan Survey, 2005).  Students also experience many different effects of stress. The 

effects of stress can be detrimental to their health and can cause them to suffer academically 

which is why managing stress among college students is necessary. There are many different 

techniques and strategies to facilitate in the reduction of academic stress through the college 

years. However there is supporting literature stating that physical activity is a positive 

influence in reducing stress among students (Rizvi et al. 2010; Vankim & Nelson 2013). 

There is however some contrasting evidence that there is a minor but no significant link 

between physical activity and stress (Nguyen‐Michel et al. 2006; Hubbs et al. 2012). 

Therefore further research is necessary to reinforce the relationship between physical activity 

and academic stress. However, there is a significant amount of evidence that supports the fact 

that physical activity has positive effects on academic stress and that participation in 

moderate to vigorous levels of activity result in many health benefits but partaking in mostly 

vigorous activity provides greater health benefits and a greater reduction in stress. Also 

according to research (Khan et al, 2012; Dunlavy 2008) students have a positive attitude 

towards physical activity. From the research it is clear that physical activity can be used to 

reduce academic stress among the college population. With further research on the topic 

reinforcing the relationship, further implementation of campaigns in colleges to influence 

physical activity as a main component in tackling stress and other mental health issues among 

students could be way of creating awareness among college students.  
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2.8 Rationale  

Academic Stress is a major issue among the college population and currently there is not a lot 

of information available on the relationship of physical activity levels and academic stress 

among college students in Ireland. Fritz et al (2008) state that stress is an important issue 

among college students and suggests that educational institutions need a greater awareness of 

the issue. It is evident that methods of managing stress are necessary among students. From 

supporting literature physical activity is a method of reliving stress. However, there is limited 

research conducted in this area (Nguyen‐Michel et al, 2006; Vankim & Nelson, 2013). 

Furthermore, the author has found minimal Irish research on this topic therefore opening a 

gap for further research.  This research will hopefully make students more aware of stress and 

how physical activity can reduce stress. 

 2.9 Research questions 

1. What are the levels of physical activity among college students? 

2. What are the stress levels among college students? 

3. What is the relationship between college stress and physical activity levels? 

4. Are there gender differences in relation to stress levels and physical activity levels 

experienced among college students? 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 
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3.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter outlines the various methods employed to gather and analyse the data used to 

carry out the primary research. The purpose of which is to determine the relationship of 

physical activity levels and stress levels among the student population.  Three Questionnaires 

were used to obtain the data, International Physical Activity short form questionnaire (2002) 

and the Student Stress Inventory – Revised Rocha-Singh, (1994). The author also designed a 

demographic questionnaire with questions such as age, gender, year of college and course.  

Crotty (2006) describes research methodology as an approach that links the research 

objectives to the method.   Furthermore this chapter discusses the instruments that are used, 

description of the participants involved and the data analysis required. 

3.2 Research design 

The research design which will be used to answer these research questions will be 

quantitative research, more specifically a cross sectional design will be used.  Quantitative 

research is ‘Explaining phenomena by collecting numerical data that are analysed using 

mathematically based methods (in particular statistics)’ (Cohen et al., 2000).   

3.3 Study population and sample 

The population of interest for this proposal will be a sample of students in the college 

population of Waterford Institute of Technology. Non-probability, convenience sampling was 

chosen to carry out this research. Aaker et al (1998, p 31) define non-probability sampling ‘as 

a method where the probability of any variation of population elements inclusion is 

unknown’. Non-probability sampling involves sampling through ‘convenience, judgement, 

snowball/referral and quota’ (Hair et al, 2003, p 16).  This method also helped into the even 
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distribution of questionnaires to males and females. The questionnaires will be distributed to 

approximately 60 students (n=60), selected randomly.  

3.4 Concepts to be measured 

The concepts measured in this proposal are academic stress and physical activity levels.  

Stress can be defined as a substantial imbalance between demand [physical and/or 

psychological] and response capability, under conditions where failure to meet that demand 

has important consequences’ (McGrath, 1970).  These changes can be positive or negative, 

real or perceived.  Each individual responds differently to stress, one may thrive while others 

may crumple with the pressure (Cooper, 1996). Academic stress can be affected by exam 

preparation, time management, inability to cope, helplessness, increased psychological 

pressure, mental tension, workload, low moods, inability to concentrate, loss of temper and 

academic performance (Shaikh et al., 2004) 

Physical Activity is defined ‘as any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that 

require energy expenditure’ (Caspersen et al, 1985, p 126).  ACSM (1998) states that there 

are three different levels of physical activity, they include low, moderate and vigorous 

intensity. Each of these levels provides different results among each individual when 

participating in physical activity. Each variable will be measured using a questionnaire as it is 

an appropriate and simple way of obtaining the necessary information.   

 

3.5 Data Collection Methods 

The research data was collected by method of questionnaire. The US Department of Health 

and Human Services (2008) state that questionnaires are a useful way of gathering 

information as they obtain the individuals unique opinion on different questions.  Two self- 
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existing questionnaires were used. The Student Stress Inventory-Revised (Rocha-Singh, 

1994) was modified slightly as it is American based so words such as professor were changed 

to lecturer so that they would be more compatible with Irish terms. Three questionnaires that 

were used to obtain the data were: 

 General Demographic Questionnaire (Designed by researcher)  

 International Physical Activity Short Form Questionnaire (IPAQ, 2002) 

 The Student Stress Inventory- Revised Scale (Rocha-Singh, 1994) 

3.5.1 General Demographic Questionnaire (Appendix A) 

In this section students were asked for their age, gender, year course and course they attend. 

This questionnaire was designed by the author.  

 

3.5.2 International Physical Activity Short Form Questionnaire (IPAQ) (Appendix C) 

The International Physical Activity Questionnaire comprises of both long and short form. The 

purpose of the questionnaires is to provide common instruments that can be used to obtain 

internationally comparable data on health-related physical activity. It has been used in over 

12 countries and is subject to extensive reliability and validity, with results showing the 

questionnaire has acceptable measurement properties (IPAQ, 2002).  The self-administered 

short form questionnaire was chosen for this study. The questionnaire asked the participants 

the amount of time they participated in physical activity the last 7 days. Three levels of 

physical activity were measured in this questionnaire: low, moderate and vigorous intensity 

levels. Each level was a variable to be measured in this study. For the students to meet 

moderate levels of physical activity they had to partake in 3 or more days of vigorous activity 

of at least 20 minutes per day or 5 or more days of moderate-intensity activity or walking of 
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at least 30 minutes per day or 5 or more days of any combination of walking, moderate-

intensity or vigorous intensity activities achieving a minimum of at least 600 MET-min/week. 

To meet vigorous levels of physical activity students had to participate Vigorous-intensity 

activity on at least 3 days and accumulating at least 1500 MET-minutes/week or 7 or more 

days of any combination of walking, moderate-intensity or vigorous intensity activities 

achieving a minimum of at least 3000 MET-minutes/week. Low levels of vigorous activity 

were scored when there was little no participation in physical activity or when students did 

not meet the above criteria. 

 

3.5.3 The Student Stress Inventory- Revised (Appendix B) 

The Student Stress Inventory-Revised was developed by Rocha-Singh (1994) and is used to 

measure ones level of academic stress. It consists of a list of 21 statements which is rated on a 

Likert scale of 1 to 7. 1 & 2 being ‘Not at all stressful’, 2,4 & 5 being ‘Moderately stressful’ 

and 6 & 7 being ‘Extremely stressful’.  The score ranges from 21 being the lowest and 147 

being the highest. It was further categorised with low stress being 21–51, moderately stressed 

being 52-101 and extremely stressed being 102-141. The higher the score indicates how 

stressful the student is where the lower the score the less stress the student is experiencing. 

Sample of statements include ‘handling the academic workload’ and ‘writing essays’. Other 

statements on this scale follow a similar format.  

3.6 Procedures 

Quantitative Data Collection 

The questionnaires were distributed randomly to 60 students within the college of Waterford 

Institute of Technology. The students were verbally asked if they wish to partake in this 
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study. The students were of different ages and were in different courses. They were 

approached in the college library, canteen, classrooms and hallways.  If the students agreed to 

participate they were informed thoroughly about the study and if they needed assistance or 

any clarification the researcher would be there. The students were approached by the 

researcher and asked for their consent in participating in this study, once consent was given 

questionnaires were distributed to each participant.  Upon completion the questionnaires were 

returned to the researcher and kept safe with the other questionnaires.  

3.7 Data Analysis 

The data collected was statistically analysed using Statistical Packages for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) version 19.0.  

3.7.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive Statistics, mostly frequencies and means were used to analyse gender, age, year 

of college and course for the demographic questionnaire. Also descriptive statistics were used 

to analyse the stress levels and physical activity levels among students. Gender was identified 

as the independent variable. Physical activity levels and stress levels were then identified as 

the dependent variables. Cross tabulation was used to assess stress levels and physical 

activity levels in males and females. Cross tabulation was also used for males and females 

participating in moderate, vigorous and waling days and then for moderate, vigorous and 

walking hours and minutes.  

3.7.2 Inferential Statistics 

The Inferential statistics conducted to answer the research questions were independent 

sample t-tests for parametric data, Spearmans Test and Kruskall Wallis test for non-

parametric data.  Parametric Data is ‘A statistical method where in the data is not required to 
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fit a normal distribution’. ‘Non-parametric statistics uses data that is often ordinal, meaning 

it does not rely on numbers, but rather a ranking or order of sorts’ (Hair et al, 2003, p 20). ‘A 

parametric statistical test is one that makes assumptions about the parameters (defining 

properties) of the population distribution(s) from which one's data are drawn’ (Hair et al, 

2003, p 20). Independent samples T-test was used to test gender and stress levels and gender 

and Physical Activity levels.  A Mann Whitney U test was carried out to find the levels of 

physical activity and the levels of academic stress. The Kruskall Wallis test was then carried 

out to analyse the differences between physical activity levels, gender and academic stress.  

3.7.3 Correlations  

The Spearmans test was carried out to analyse the relationship between physical activity 

levels and academic stress. 

3.8 Ethical considerations  

Anonymity and confidentiality is essential and required to ensure that the participants know 

that their input is kept anonymous. The information that will be gathered by the 

questionnaires will be strictly confidential and the results will just be used for this research 

project. The participants will also have the choice to withdraw and will be under no 

obligation to answer the questionnaire if they do not wish to. Information will be given to 

each participant, which will inform them about the nature and purpose of this project and 

does not pose a threat to their health or well-being. 
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4. Results 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the results which have been gathered through 

questionnaires. The results will be obtained using a Demographic Questionnaire, The Student 

Stress Inventory- Revised Scale (Rocha-Singh, 1994) and the International Physical Activity 

Questionnaire short form (IPAQ, 2002).  The results chapter intends to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. What are the levels of physical activity among college students? 

2. What are the stress levels among college students? 

3. What is the relationship between academic stress and physical activity levels? 

      4. Are there gender differences in relation to stress levels and physical activity levels 

experienced among college students? 

The results will be showed through tables and graphs under these specific headings: 

Demographic, Student Physical Activity Levels, Student Stress Levels, The Relationship 

between Academic Stress and Physical Activity levels and finally Gender Differences. 

Statistical tests were used to analyse this data as described in the methodology. The 

significant value is p = 0.05. 
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4.1 Demographics 

Figure 4.1.1 Gender Breakdown of Participants 

 

Figure 4.1.1 shows that there was even distribution of questionnaires to males and females. 

50% (n=30) were males and 50% (n=30) were females. 
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Figure 4.1.2 Age Breakdown of Participants 

 

  

N 

 

Mean 

 

Minimum  

 

Maximum 

 

 

Std. 

Deviation 

 

Age 

Breakdown of 

Participants 

 

60 

 

21.45 

 

19 

 

28 

 

1.995 

 

Figure 4.1.2 shows the different ages of the participants that participated in this study. The 

mean age of the participants was 21.45. The youngest was 19 years old and the oldest was 28 

years of age. There was a range difference of 9 between the participants.  
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Figure 4.1.3 Course of Participants 

 

Figure 4.1.3 shows the number of participants in each course who participated in this study. 

Health Science 68% (n=41), Nursing 7% (n=4), Law 2% (n=1), Entertainment systems 7% 

(n=4), Applied Biology 3% (n=2). Applied Computing 3% (n=2), Marketing 8% (n=5) and 

Computer Forensic 3% (n=2). Health Science included courses such as Exercise and Health, 

Sport and Recreation and Health Promotion.  
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Figure 4.1.4 Year Breakdown of Participants 

 

Figure 4.1.4 shows the percentage of the years the participants are currently in. 36% (n= 22) 

are in 4
th

 year, 25% (n=15) are in 3
rd

 year, 17% (n= 10) are in 2
nd

 year and 22% (n=13) are in 

1
st
 year.  

Figure 4.1.5 Employment status of Participants 

 

Figure 4.1.5 shows the employment status of the participants. 60% (n=36) work part-time and 

40% (n=24) are unemployed. 
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4.2 Stress Levels of Participants (Research Question 1) 

Figure 4.2.1 Stress Levels of Participants 

 

 

  

N 

 

Mean 

 

Minimum 

(Low) 

 

Maximum 

(Extreme) 

 

Std. 

Deviation 

 

Stress Level of 

Participants 

 

60 

 

82.20 

 

34 

 

134 

 

27.414 

 

Figure 4.2.1 displays the overall stress level of the participants. The results show 17% (n=10) 

had low stress levels, 33% (n=20) were extremely stressed and 50% (n=30) were moderately 

stressed. The mean score of the level of stress among participants was 82.20. This was scored 
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Low
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by the Student Stress Inventory-Revised Scale and would be categorised as moderately 

stressful (Low = 21-51, moderately stressful = 52-101, extremely stressful = 102-147).  

Figure 4.2.2 to 4.2.6 displays findings from the Student Stress Inventory-Revised Scale: 

Figure 4.2.2 Taking Exams 

 

 

 

Question 3 of the Student Stress Inventory-Revised Scale asked how stressful taking 

exams have been for students. 

 Figure 4.2.2 illustrates that 2% (n=1) experienced low levels of stress when taking 

exams, 60% (n=36) found it moderately stressful and 38% (n=23) found it extremely 

stressful.  
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Figure 4.2.3 Fear of Failure to meet degree expectations 

 

 

 Question 7 asked how stressful has fear of failure to meet degree expectations have been for 

the students.  

Figure 4.2.3 shows that 15% (n=9) of participants had ‘low stress levels’, 42% (n=25) found 

it to be ‘moderately stressful’ and 43% (n=26) found it to be ‘extremely stressful’.  
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Figure 4.2.4 Handling the Academic Workload 

 

 

Question 12 shows how stressful students feel when handling the academic workload. 

Figure 4.2.4 illustrates that 3% (n=2) of students had low stress levels when handling the 

academic workload, 68% (n=41) felt moderately stressed and 28 %( n=17) of students felt 

extremely stressed when handling the academic workload. 
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Figure 4.2.5 Writing Papers 

 

Question 15 demonstrates how the stressful students felt when writing papers. 

Figure 4.2.5 shows that 7% (n=4) of students had low levels of stress when writing papers, 

60% (n=36) of students felt moderately stressful when writing papers and 33% (n=20) of 

students felt extremely stressful. 
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Figure 4.2.6 Meeting Deadlines for course assignments 

 

Question 21 demonstrates how the students felt when meeting deadlines for course 

assignments. 

Figure 4.2.6 shows that 2% (n=1) of students had low levels of stress when meeting deadlines 

for course assignments, 50% (n=30) felt moderately stressful when meeting deadlines for 

course assignments and just under half 48% (n=29) felt extremely stressful when meeting 

deadlines for course assignments.  
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4.3 Physical Activity (Research Question 2): 

Figure 4.3.1 Physical Activity Level of Participants 

 

Figure 4.3.1 displays the level of physical activity of the participants. This was scored using 

the IPAQ questionnaire. 18% (n=11) of the participants had low physical activity levels, 40% 

(n=24) had moderate physical activity levels and 43% (n=25) of the participants had vigorous 

physical activity levels.  
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Table 4.3.1 Days of Physical Activity  

 N Mean Minimum Maximum 

Days of Physical 

Vigorous Activity 

 

60 

 

2.25 

 

0 

 

5 

Days of Moderate 

Activity 

 

60 

 

2.18 

 

0 

 

7 

Days Walked for at 

least Ten minutes 

 

60 

 

5.62 

 

0 

 

7 

 

Table 4.3.1 displays through using descriptive statistics the mean amount of days the 

participants took part in vigorous, moderate activity and walking.  

Table 4.3.2 Minutes of Physical Activity  

 N Mean Minimum Maximum 

Minutes of 

Vigorous Activity 

on one day 

 

60 

 

50.08 

 

0 

 

150 

Minutes of 

Moderate Activity 

on one day 

 

60 

 

49.50 

 

0 

 

300 

Minutes of 

walking on one 

 

60 

 

29.58 

 

0 

 

60 
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day 

 

Table 4.3.2 displays through using descriptive statistics the participants mean vigorous, 

moderate and walking minutes on one day.  

Figure 4.3.2 Physical Activity Level in Course of Participants 

 

Figure 4.3.2 displays the physical activity levels of the participants in each course. From the 

graph it is shown that 46.3% (n=19) of health science students participate in vigorous 

activity, 43% (n=18) participate in moderate levels of physical activity and 9% (n=4) 

participate in low levels of physical activity. 75% (n= 3) of students in nursing participated in 

moderate physical activity. 80% (n=4) of students in marketing participated in vigorous 

activity. Computing Forensic, Nursing, Applied Biology and Applied Computing students do 

not participate in any vigorous activity.  
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4.4 Relationship between academic stress and physical activity levels among 

participants (Research Question 3). 

 

Figure 4.4.1 Total Physical Activity in METS and Total Level of Stress Score of 

participants 
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Figure 4.4.1 shows the relationship between physical activity MET-minutes per week and 

total level of stress scores of participants. Using a Spearmans Correlations Test, there was no 

significant relationship found r = 0.026 p = 0.842.  

 

 

 

 

 

4.5  Gender Differences in relation to Levels of Stress and Physical Activity 

(Research Question 4) 

Figure 4.5.1 Males and Females Level of Academic Stress 

 

Figure 4.5.1 illustrates the level of academic stress in males and females. It is clear that 

females have a higher level of stress compared to males. 30% (n=9) of females reported high 

levels of stress compared to 3.3% (n=1) of males where as 60% (n=18) of males reported 

moderate levels of stress compared to 50% (n=15) of females. A Kruskall-Wallis test was 

used to find if there was a difference between the level of stress in males and females. There 

was a significant difference p = .014. 
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Table 4.5.1 Mean score of Males and Females Total Level of Stress 

 

Gender 

 

N 

 

Mean 

 

Std. Deviation 

 

Male 

 

30 

 

73.77 

 

26.006 

 

Female 

 

30 

 

90.63 

 

26.562 

  

Table 4.5.1 shows the difference in total academic stress scores in male and females. Using 

an independent t-test, there was a significant difference in academic stress levels in males and 

female p=0.016. Males had a mean score of 73.77 while females had a mean score of 90.63. 

This showed a mean difference of 16.86 in total academic stress scores among males and 

females. 
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Figure 4.5.2 Gender differences in stress levels of fear of failing to meet degree 

expectations  

 

 

Figure 4.5.2 displays the difference between male and female stress levels in relation to fear 

of failing to meet degree expectations. 57% (n=17) of females show higher levels of stress 

compared to 30% (n=9) of males. Using an independent t-test, no significant difference was 

found p = 0.105.  
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Figure 4.5.3 Gender differences in stress levels when taking exams  

 

 

Figure 4.5.3 illustrates the difference between male and female stress levels when taking 

exams. 47% (n= 14) of females had a higher level of stress compared to 30% (n=9) of males. 

Although, 67% (n=20) of males having higher levels of moderate stress compared to 53% 

(n=16) of females when taking exams. Using an independent t-test, there was no significant 

difference found p = 0.137.  
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Figure 4.5.4 Males and Female Physical Activity Levels 

 

 

 

Figure 4.5.4 displays the level of physical activity in males and females.  47% (n=14) of 

males participated in higher levels of physical activity compared to 20% (n=6) of females. 

There was a higher percentage of females 60% (n=18) in moderate levels of activity 

compared to 37% (n=11) of males. 205 (n=6) of females participated in lower levels of 

physical activity compared to 16% (n=5) of males. Using the Kruskall-Wallis test, there was 

a significant difference found between males and females physical activity levels p = 0.82. 
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Table 4.5.2 Mean score of Males and Females Total Physical Activity Scores in MET-

minutes per week. 

 

Gender 

 

N 

 

Mean 

 

Std. Deviation 

 

Male 

 

30 

 

1860.80 

 

1944.825 

 

Female 

 

30 

 

1156.17 

 

613.678 

  

Table 4.5.2 shows the difference in total Physical Activity scores in MET minutes per week 

in males and females. Using an independent t-test, there was no significant difference in 

physical activity in MET minutes per week in males and female p=0.063. Males had a mean 

score of 1860.80 while females had a mean score of 1156.17. This showed a mean difference 

of 704.63 in total physical activity scores in MET-minutes per week among males and 

females. 
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Figure 4.5.5 Days of Vigorous Activity in Males and Females 

 

Figure 4.5.5 illustrates the days of vigorous activity males and females participated in a week. 

33% (n=10) of females do not participate in vigorous physical activity compared to 17% 

(n=5) of males. This data suggests that overall males participate in more days of vigorous 

activity than females. Using an independent t-test, there was a significant difference between 

males and females participating in days of vigorous activity p = 0.003.  
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Figure 4.5.6 Mean Daily Minutes of Vigorous Activity in Males and Females 

 

Figure 4.5.6 displays the mean minutes of Vigorous Activity in males and females. This 

graph shows that males participate in more minutes of vigorous activity than females.  Males 

mean minutes = 53.83, female mean minutes = 35.33. Using an independent t-test, a 

significant difference was found p = 0.46. 
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Table 4.5.3 Mean Daily Minutes of Moderate Physical Activity in Males and Females 

  

Gender 

 

N 

 

Mean 

 

Std. Deviation 

 

 

Mean Daily 

Minutes of 

Moderate Activity 

 

 

 

Male 

 

30 

 

50.83 

 

42.040 

 

Female 

 

30 

 

40.17 

 

25.376 

  

Table 4.5.3 displays the mean daily minutes of moderate activity in males and female. The 

mean daily minutes of moderate activity in males was 50 minutes compared to 40 minutes in 

females. However using an independent t-test there was no statistical difference p = 0.239. 
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Table 4.5.4 Mean Daily Minutes of Walking in Males and Females 

  

Gender 

 

N 

 

Mean 

 

Std. Deviation 

 

 

Mean Daily 

Minutes of 

Walking 

 

 

 

Male 

 

30 

 

28.17 

 

15.674 

 

Female 

 

30 

 

31.00 

 

15.669 

 

 

Table 4.5.4 displays the mean daily minutes of walking in males and females. The mean daily 

minutes of walking in females was 31 minutes compared to 28 minutes in males. Using an 

independent t-test there was no significant difference found p = 0.487. 
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Discussion 
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5. Discussion  

 

The purpose of this research was to determine the relationship between physical activity 

levels and the levels of stress among college students. This research also examined any 

gender differences in the level of stress and physical activity levels among the students. This 

was to be carried out by answering the following research questions: 

 

1 What are the stress levels among college students? 

2  What are the levels of physical activity among college students? 

3 What is the relationship between Academic stress and physical activity levels? 

4 Are there gender differences in relation to stress levels and physical activity levels 

experienced among college students? 

 

5.1 Summary of results 

 

 Students reported being moderately to extremely stressed with one half reporting 

moderate levels of stress and one third reporting high levels of stress. Also 

approximately one fifth of students reported having low levels of stress.  
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 Students reported being moderately stressed when taking exams, handling the 

academic workload and writing papers where students reported being moderately to 

extremely stressed with fear of failure to meet degree expectations and when meeting 

deadlines for course assignments. 

 It was found that students had moderate to high levels of physical activity while 

roughly one fifth of the students reported having low levels of physical activity. 

 The mean number of days participated in moderate and vigorous physical activity is 

two days a week and the mean number of walking days for at least ten minutes per 

day was close to six days per week.  

 There was no significant relationship found between levels of physical activity and 

level of stress among students. 

 There was a significant difference found between males and females level of stress 

with females reporting higher levels of stress compared to males. However, males 

reported having higher moderate stress levels than females.  

 There was a significant difference found between males and females in physical 

activity levels. Males participated in more vigorous physical activity than females. 

However, females participated in higher days of moderate physical activity and 

walking activity but it was not statistically significant. Females also participated in 

lower levels of physical activity compared to males.  

 Finally, males participated in more vigorous days and minutes than females, this was 

found to be significant. 

 

5.2 Stress Level of College Students  

 

From the literature it is evident that students experience many different sources of stress 

through the college years. It has been identified that the main source of stress among college 

students is the demands of college studies with the addition of financial problems, 

relationships, work and their living situation (Clan Survey, 2005). These problems can 

contribute to the level of stress students are experiencing. From this study half of the students 

were moderately stressed, approximately one third were extremely stressed and just under 

one fifth had low levels of stress. It is clear that students levels of stress range from moderate 

to extreme with only a small amount of the students experiencing low levels of stress. Yusoff 

et al (2010) conducted a study among the college population and found that students 
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experienced moderate stress levels, this concurs with the findings from this study. Further 

research conducted by Nandamuri & Ch (2011) investigated the sources of academic stress 

on the student population and they found that students experienced moderate to high levels of 

stress when trying to meet deadlines, getting good grades, handling the workload and class 

attendance. Most of the findings from the above literature agree with the findings from this 

study.   

From the findings it was also discovered that the higher level of stress a student is under the 

more it can affect their mental health and well-being. It is evident from the results that the 

majority of students had moderate to high levels of stress and as discussed in the literature 

review it is clear that having high stress levels can have a detrimental effect on an 

individual’s health. According to Womble (2003) students can experience many side effects 

from stress such as poor academic performance, poor nutrition and sleep deprivation. Also 

stress can intensify asthma, fatigue, headaches, hypertension, back pain, increase heart rate 

and blood pressure (Terrie, 2011). It was also found that stress can affect students in other 

ways by leading them to overconsumption of alcohol, dropping out of college and more 

(Manimoy et al, 2008).  It is clear the effect stress has on students and the fact that students 

reported being moderately to extremely stressed shows that these levels of stress can result in 

any of the conditions mentioned above. This is alarming and the awareness of the negative 

effect stress has on students’ needs to be increased within the college. This would increase 

the student’s awareness of stress and assist in the discovery of different methods to alleviate 

the students individual stressors. 

5.3 Gender Differences among Levels of Stress 

From the results it was found that females reported higher levels of stress compared to males.  

Fourteen females and six males reported having high levels of stress where sixteen males and 

fourteen females reported being moderately stressed. It is evident that females have higher 

levels of stress compared to male students and there was a significant difference found.  

These results are in accordance with Dahlin et al (2005) as they found female college 

students experience higher levels of stress compared to males. Females reported having 

higher stress levels in regards to the workload, worrying about future careers, having a non-

supportive climate and receiving insufficient feedback. Darling et al (2007) conducted a 

study among college students and also found similar findings to this study. They found that 

females experienced higher levels of stress in relation to grades, financial issues, the 
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anticipation of finding a professional career, having lack of time to study and parental 

expectations. The findings of this study convey a similar result to these studies as over half of 

females felt extremely stressed of fear of failing to meet degree expectations compared to one 

third of their male counterparts. Also approximately two fifths of students felt extremely 

stressed when handling the academic workload compared to one fifth of males and finally 

just over a half of females felt extremely stressed when trying to meet course deadlines.  

According to Misra & McKean (2000) females manage their time better than males and also 

have an enhanced organised approach to tasks and college work, females also express their 

feelings to others whereas males report to have poor time management, they tend to control 

their emotions, accept the issue, disregard the problem and also engage in activities to resolve 

the problem.  This could explain why females exhibit higher stress levels than males. 

However this study only examined the level of stress not the different domains of stress in 

males and females, further research may be necessary to examine this. From this research, we 

can also conclude females experience higher levels of stress, an effective method of 

alleviating stress among female students could be the utilisation of the counselling service 

which is provided by the college.   

 

5.4 Levels of Physical Activity in College Students 

According to ACSM (2011) guidelines for physical activity it is essential to participate in 

moderate levels to gain any health benefits. From the findings of this study is it clear that 

students participate in moderate to vigorous levels of physical activity with only a small 

amount participating in low levels of physical activity. Under half of the students participated 

in moderate and vigorous physical activity where one fifth of the population reported having 

low levels of physical activity. There are some similar findings from the Clan Survey (2005) 

which was also carried out among Irish college students. They discovered that three quarter 

of the students described themselves as being fairly to very physically active. However, 

results are higher in this study as just over three quarter of students reported having moderate 

to vigorous level but it still composes a similar finding that college students do engage in 

moderate to high levels of physical activity. Following analysis of data it was found that the 

mean number of days for moderate activity and vigorous activity were just over two days. 

The mean minutes were also analysed in this study finding that mean minutes of moderate 

activity was 50 minutes and the mean minutes of vigorous was 50 minutes.  
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However, according to Nelson et al (2007) participating in vigorous activity, students gain 

more health benefits than just partaking in moderate levels of physical activity. They also 

found that once students started attending college there level of physical activity dropped, 

with also finding that high school students participated in more vigorous activity than college 

students. Irwin (2004, 2007) also discovered that only one third of students met the 

recommended guidelines of physical activity to gain any health benefits.  Clearly not all 

college students are achieving to reach high levels of physical activity despite the amount of 

research and interventions out there to increase them so it is vital that students, by the college, 

should be encouraged to increase their level of physical activity to vigorous to further 

improve their health and gain the positive outcomes it can have among them. 

 

5.5 Gender Differences in Physical Activity  

An analysis of the data indicates a significant difference was found between the level of 

physical activity in males and females. Male students took part in more physical activity than 

female students. It was found that males participated in higher levels of vigorous activity 

compared to females whereas females reported to partake in higher levels of moderate 

physical activity. Patterson et al (2006) conducted research in Ireland among the college 

population which concurs with the present study. They found that there was a significant 

gender difference where males participated in higher levels of physical activity compared to 

females. Further similarities between this study and Patterson et al (2006) were found 

suggesting that males participate in more vigorous days than females. A significant difference 

was found between the number of days of vigorous activity in male and female students in 

this study. It was discovered that males took part in more days of vigorous activity compared 

to females.  

Female students reported to be engaged in more moderate days of physical activity and 

walking activity compared to males, however male students still participated in more minutes 

of moderate physical activity compared to their female counterparts but there was no 

statistical difference to be found. It was also found females participated in more walking 

minutes compared to male students but once again no significant difference was found.  It is 

clear that females participate in lower levels of physical activity compared to males. 

According to Kilpatrick et al (2005) students are more likely to adhere to active leisure 

activities rather than aerobic and resistance based interventions especially male students. This 
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could be why males are more vigorously active than females as they participate in more 

organised sport activities. As female students seem to prefer the lower levels of activity 

maybe other methods could be used, further research is necessary to explore the other 

methods used to alleviate stress among college students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.6 The relationship between college student’s level of stress and physical activity 

The main aim of this research was to examine the relationship between the level of academic 

stress and physical activity among the college population. Findings from the literature review 

showed a vast majority of research supporting that physical activity can be used as a method 

to alleviate stress (Tyson et al, 2010; Penedo & Dahn, 2005; Misra & McKean, 2000). 

Research also showed that physical activity acts as a treatment for mental health issues such 

as stress, anxiety and depression and reduces the risk of diseases and disorders (Fox, 1999). 

However findings from this study are not in accordance with this research. An analysis of the 

data showed that there was no significant correlation found between the level of stress and 

level of physical activity among students. This finding also contrasts with the research 

conducted by Vankim & Nelson (2013) who found that students who participated in the 

recommended amount of vigorous activity levels were less likely to report poor mental health 

issues and had a positive influence on health such as mood, self-esteem and anxiety. Another 

study conducted by Rizvi et al (2010) also found that with the participation in physical 

activity students showed an enhance capability in dealing with stress.  Apart from this 

evidence, Nguyen‐Michel et al (2006) and Hubbs et al (2012) support the results from this 

study. These studies also established that there was no significant relationship between 

physical activity and the level of academic stress among college students.  The results of the 

present study could be varied due to the fact that the sample size was small with only sixty 
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participants, it was a cross sectional study so results were only obtained from one point in 

time. 

It is clear that this study provides minimal evidence to support that there is a relationship 

between physical activity and the levels of stress among the college population. Further, more 

extensive research is necessary, a more in depth research could be more effective in finding 

results on this topic for example investigating into the specific stressors that affect a student’s 

life and methods that may alleviate stress among the student population.  

 

 

 

 

5.7 Limitations 

 The first limitation found from this study was the sample size as mentioned above. 

There were sixty students who partook in this study out of the vast majority of 

students in the college so this would be considered a small sample size. 

 Secondly, this is a cross sectional study which means results were obtained from one 

point in time only. If the study was conducted over different periods during the 

college year results could be more accurate.  

 Only one college was used for this study, this was found to be another limitation. If 

this study was to be carried out in more than one college it could provide more 

reliable and significant results.  

 The use of the IPAQ questionnaire is also a limitation to this study, the fact that it was 

only a 7 day recall does not show the participants physical activity levels overall and 

may not be their actual amount of physical activity they partake in each week. 

  Also using the IPAQ questionnaire and Student Inventory Stress Scale-Revised, the 

results rely on the honesty of the students. Using questionnaires may affect the 

validity and reliability of the results.  
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 Students may also have just circled or left a section blank due to lack of concentration 

or lack of interest.  

 As extensive research could not be completed on this topic due to lack of time and 

lack of resources, a more in depth research could provide a more generalised and 

accurate result. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.8 Conclusions 

The aim of this study was to examine the relationship between the levels of physical activity 

and levels of stress among the college population with also examining any gender differences 

between the levels of physical activity and levels of stress. From the results it has been found 

that there was no significant relationship between the student’s levels of physical activity and 

stress. In conclusion physical activity had no impact on the reduction of stress among the 

college population.  

The results found that half of the students felt moderately stressed and approximately one 

third felt extremely stressed. Students felt moderately to extremely stressed when taking 

exams, handling the academic workload, fear of failing to meet degree expectations and 

meeting deadlines for course assignments.  It was also established that females experienced a 

higher level of stress compared to males. This was found to be significant. It is evident that 

students experience a high degree of stress and from the results physical activity has not been 

a useful method in relieving stress among the students despite the evidence of other research.  

Further and more in depth research is necessary to investigate into the relationship between 

levels of physical activity and stress while also examining into other methods of alleviating 

stress among the student population especially among females.  
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The study concludes that students are reaching the recommended amount of physical activity 

but for students to gain optimal health benefits of physical activity they need to participate in 

vigorous activity. This needs to be promoted in the college especially in females as it was 

found that males partake in higher levels of vigorous activity compared to females. A 

significant difference was found. It was also found that females participate in higher levels of 

moderate physical activity and walking activity than males so perhaps appealing to this level 

of physical activity in females would be more effective with also implementing more 

methods in which females could reduce their levels of stress, using the counselling service in 

the college could be more effective to female students.  

To conclude it is evident more extended and in depth research is necessary to verify the 

relationship between physical activity levels and stress levels among the student population.  

 

 

5.9 Recommendations 

Clearly as mentioned above, further and more depth research is necessary to determine the 

relationship between physical activity levels and stress levels among the college population 

as there is a substantial amount of research contrasting the results of this study.  

A cross sectional design was used to carry out this study which means results were only 

obtained from one point in time. Perhaps with conducting a study to examine stress and 

physical activity levels at different times during the semester, as it was found students felt 

stressed when taking exams and meeting course deadlines, may provide more insight into this 

topic with providing a more accurate and significant result.  

 It is essential to promote physical activity within the college population to ensure that 

students participate in physical activity on a weekly basis especially vigorous activity which 

will provide students with the positive health outcomes associated with vigorous physical 

activity.  

As it was found that female students have lower levels of physical activity, it may be 

beneficial to implement classes which appeal to female students such as Zumba or improve 

communication to the students giving them advice on dealing with stress.  
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Results also showed that females experienced higher levels of stress than males. It may be 

useful to promote other methods of reducing stress to female students for example, using the 

counselling service or asking advice of others.  

Implementing stress management programs into the college may be more effective in 

assisting the alleviation of stress among the student population 
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Appendix A 

 

Demographic Information: 

 

1. Gender: 

 

   Male                 Female   

 

 

2. Age? ____ 

 

 

3. College year: (Circle relevant option) 

 

1
st
 year/ 2

nd
 year/ 3

rd
 year/ 4

th
 year/ other 

 

 

4. College course ___________________ 

 

 

5. Employment status: (Circle relevant option) 

 

Working part-time/full time 
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Appendix B 

 

Student Stress Inventory-Revised 
 

Below is a list of statements describing a variety of issues that may be related to your under 

graduate education. If you have never experienced one of the events listed below, then circle 

number 1.  

If one of the events listed below has happened to you and has caused you a great deal of 

stress, rate that event toward the ―Extremely Stressful‖ end of the rating scale. If an event 

has happened to you while you have been in under graduate education, but has not bothered 

you at all, rate that event toward the lower end of the scale (―Not at all Stressful‖). 

Circle the number next to each item to indicate how stressful each of these events has been 

for you since you entered your graduate program. Use the following scale: 

 

                Not at all                   Moderately                Extremely 

                 stressful                    stressful                    stressful 

                       1           2        3        4        5        6           7  

 

1)Fulfilling responsibilities both at home and at school 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2)Trying to meet peers of your race/ethnicity on campus 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3)Taking exams 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4)Being obligated to participate in family functions 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5)Arranging childcare 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6)Finding support groups sensitive to your needs 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7)Fear of failing to meet degree expectations 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8)Participating in class 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9)Meeting with lecturers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10)Living in the local community 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11)Handling relationships 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12) Handling the academic workload 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

13) Peers treating you unlike the way they treat each other  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14) Lecturers treating you differently than your peers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

15)Writing papers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

16)Paying monthly expenses 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

17)Family having money problems 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

18) Adjusting to the campus environment 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

19)Being obligated to repay loans 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

20)Anticipation of finding full-time professional work  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

21) Meeting deadlines for course assignments 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

(Rocha-Singh, 1994).  
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Appendix C 

 

International Physical Activity Questionnaire 

(IPAQ short form) 

 

The questions will ask you about the time you spent being physically active in the last 7 

days.  Please answer each question even if you do not consider yourself to be an active 

person.  Please think about the activities you do at work, as part of your house and yard work, 

to get from place to place, and in your spare time for recreation, exercise or sport. 

 

Think about all the vigorous activities that you did in the last 7 days.  Vigorous physical 

activities refer to activities that take hard physical effort and make you breathe much harder 

than normal.  Think only about those physical activities that you did for at least 10 minutes at 

a time. 

 

1. During the last 7 days, on how many days did you do vigorous physical activities 

like heavy lifting, digging, aerobics, or fast bicycling?  

 

_____ days per week  

 

   No vigorous physical activities  Skip to question 3 

 

2. How much time did you usually spend doing vigorous physical activities on one of 

those days? 

 

_____ hours per day  

_____ minutes per day  

 

  Don’t know/Not sure  
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Think about all the moderate activities that you did in the last 7 days.  Moderate activities 

refer to activities that take moderate physical effort and make you breathe somewhat harder 

than normal.  Think only about those physical activities that you did for at least 10 minutes at 

a time. 

 

3. During the last 7 days, on how many days did you do moderate physical activities 

like carrying light loads, bicycling at a regular pace, or doubles tennis?  Do not 

include walking. 

 

_____ days per week 

 

   No moderate physical activities  Skip to question 5 

 

 

4. How much time did you usually spend doing moderate physical activities on one of 

those days? 

 

_____ hours per day 

_____ minutes per day 

 

Think about the time you spent walking in the last 7 days.  This includes at work and at 

home, walking to travel from place to place, and any other walking that you might do solely 

for recreation, sport, exercise, or leisure. 

 

5. During the last 7 days, on how many days did you walk for at least 10 minutes at a 

time?   

 

_____ days per week 

  

   No walking     Skip to question 7 
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6. How much time did you usually spend walking on one of those days? 

 

 

_____ hours per day 

_____ minutes per day  

 

 

 

The last question is about the time you spent sitting on weekdays and weekends during the 

last 7 days.  Include time spent at work, at home, while doing course work and during 

leisure time.  This may include time spent sitting at a desk, visiting friends, reading, or 

sitting or lying down to watch television. 

 

7. During the last 7 days, how much time did you spend sitting on a week day? 

 

_____ hours per day  

_____ minutes per day  

  

8. During the last 7 days, how much time did you usually spend sitting on a weekend 

day?  

   _____ hours per day 

_____ minutes per day  
 

 
 

This is the end of the questionnaire, thank you for participating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


