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ABSTRACT 

Medical education involves intense academic demands, clinical responsibilities, and high-

performance expectations, which can increase medical students’ vulnerability to stress and 

mental health issues. This narrative review examines the factors contributing to stress among 

medical students, its impact on mental health, and its implications for academic performance 

and professional development. Relevant literature was identified through searches on Google 

Scholar, PubMed, and other scientific databases. The search initially focused on publications 

from 2019 to 2024, with earlier references included when necessary. The literature was 

reviewed thematically to identify key stressors, impacts on mental health, and potential 

management strategies. Medical students experience stress due to academic demands, 

clinical responsibilities, and personal challenges. Prolonged stress can contribute to anxiety, 

depressive symptoms, sleep disturbances, and a decline in academic performance, whereas 

manageable stress can support motivation and adaptive coping mechanisms. Effective stress 

management requires individual coping strategies and institutional support. Stress is a 

significant issue in medical education due to its potential impact on mental health, academic 

performance, and professional development. A supportive learning environment, easily 

accessible mental health services, and appropriate coping strategies are essential for 

improving the well-being of medical students. 
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Introduction 

Medical education is a demanding process that requires sustained intellectual effort, 

emotional adaptability, and the ability to manage competing academic and personal 

responsibilities1,2. Medical students must acquire extensive theoretical knowledge, develop 

clinical competencies, undergo periodic evaluations, and gradually prepare themselves for 
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professional responsibilities related to patient health and safety. While these experiences are 

crucial for professional development, they can also subject students to significant 

psychological stress3–5. 

The transition to medical school presents several challenges, including changes in 

learning methods, an increased academic workload, a competitive assessment environment, 

and the need to adapt to an unfamiliar social and institutional environment. These demands 

can be exacerbated by financial difficulties, limited social support, living far from family, 

and personal experiences such as illness or the loss of a loved one6,7. Consequently, stress 

among medical students cannot be understood solely as a response to academic workload; it 

also reflects the interaction between individual circumstances, environmental demands, and 

available coping resources8,9.  

Previous research has identified mental health issues among medical students, 

including psychological stress, anxiety, symptoms of depression, and chronic fatigue. The 

educational environment may contribute to these issues through ongoing performance 

pressures, limited opportunities for recovery, sleep disturbances, and repeated exposure to 

illness, suffering, and death during clinical training. Individual vulnerabilities and 

differences in coping strategies may further influence how students respond to these 

demands10–13. However, the presence of stress does not always indicate a mental disorder, 

and the psychological consequences of stress can vary greatly from person to person. 

Prolonged stress is particularly concerning because its effects can extend beyond 

emotional well-being. Difficulties with concentration, memory, decision-making, and 

emotional regulation can interfere with the learning process and clinical performance. Stress 

can also affect students’ relationships with peers, their willingness to seek support, and their 

perceptions of their future professional roles. Conversely, manageable challenges can 

actually foster motivation, perseverance, and the development of adaptive coping skills when 

adequate support is available14,15. 

Although stress is frequently discussed in medical education, its relationship to mental 

health requires consideration of the sources of stress, the differences between short-term and 

chronic stress, and the factors that can exacerbate or mitigate its effects16. Understanding 

these relationships is essential for developing an educational environment that supports both 

academic achievement and psychological well-being. 

Therefore, this narrative review aims to examine the key factors contributing to stress 

among medical students, discuss its potential impact on mental health and academic 

functioning, and explore approaches that can help prevent or mitigate its negative 
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consequences. By integrating these aspects, this review seeks to provide a broader 

understanding of stress as both an educational challenge and a mental health issue. 

Material and Methods 

This study used a narrative review approach to examine the relationship between stress 

and mental health among medical students. Relevant literature was identified through 

searches on Google Scholar, PubMed, and other available scientific literature databases. The 

initial search focused on publications from 2019 to 2024 to obtain relatively up-to-date 

evidence, while earlier publications were considered when necessary to explain basic 

concepts or provide context for well-established findings. 

Search terms included combinations of keywords such as “stress”, “academic stress”, 

“medical students”, “mental health”, “psychological disorders”, “anxiety”, “depression”, 

and “burnout”. Publications were considered relevant if they addressed sources of stress 

among medical students, the relationship between stress and mental health outcomes, 

consequences for academic or clinical functioning, or stress management strategies. Studies 

involving college students more broadly were considered if their findings provided relevant 

contextual information. 

The literature was reviewed thematically, with findings organized according to the 

nature of stress in medical education, contributing factors, mental health outcomes, academic 

and interpersonal consequences, and potential management strategies. As this is a narrative 

review, the aim is to synthesize and discuss relevant findings, rather than to conduct a 

quantitative meta-analysis. The databases, keywords, and publication periods described 

above must reflect the search that was actually conducted. The final manuscript must also 

report the estimated number of records identified, the criteria used to assess relevance, and 

the number and types of publications included, if these details can be reliably reconstructed. 

Results and Discussion 

Stress is a physical and psychological response that occurs when a person feels that 

the demands placed on them exceed the resources, they have to cope with them17. In medical 

education, stress can arise from various sources, including academic workload, exams, peer 

competition, clinical responsibilities, and the challenges of balancing academic and personal 

life. These demands may be compounded by financial difficulties, limited social support, 

and challenges in adapting to a new learning environment; particularly among first-year 

students transitioning from high school to college8,18,19. Clinical exposure can present 

additional challenges as students begin to encounter patient suffering, serious illnesses, and 

the responsibilities associated with healthcare practice. Therefore, stress among medical 
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students can be understood as a multifactorial experience influenced by academic, personal, 

social, and institutional factors3,20,21.  

Mental health, as defined by the World Health Organization (WHO), encompasses a 

state of well-being that enables individuals to recognize their abilities, cope with the normal 

stresses of life, work productively, and contribute to their communities. In this context, stress 

is closely linked to mental health because its effects can vary depending on its intensity, 

duration, and the resources available to cope with it. Manageable levels of stress can boost 

motivation, alertness, and readiness to face academic challenges12,17. However, when stress 

becomes excessive or prolonged, it can be linked to anxiety, symptoms of depression, 

emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbances, and difficulty regulating emotions. Nevertheless, 

stress should not automatically be considered a mental disorder, as each individual can 

respond differently to similar situations, and psychological symptoms require proper 

assessment10,13,14,20,22. 

Several studies conducted among medical students in a number of Asian countries 

have reported varying estimates of stress prevalence. In Bangladesh, a study involving 

medical students from public and private medical schools found a stress prevalence of 54% 

among 990 respondents, with similar proportions among male (53%) and female (55%) 

students. The study also reported higher stress scores among students at public medical 

schools compared to those at private institutions23. In Sabah, Malaysia, the prevalence of 

stress reached 33.3% among 396 medical students, with academic stress and inadequate 

financial support identified as relevant contributing factors24. Meanwhile, a study conducted 

in Saudi Arabia reported a higher prevalence of stress, 87.6%, with academic-related stress 

being the primary concern25. Overall, these findings indicate that stress is a relevant issue 

among medical students across various regions of Asia, although the reported prevalence 

varies significantly. These differences must be interpreted with caution, as they might be 

influenced by variations in the study populations, institutional environments, assessment 

instruments, and the criteria used to define stress. Therefore, these estimates provide 

contextual evidence regarding stress among medical students, rather than a direct 

comparison of stress levels across countries. 

Stress can also affect student’s academic performance, interpersonal relationships, and 

their preparation for professional practice. Excessive or prolonged stress can impair 

concentration, attention, memory, and decision-making, which can potentially affect their 

participation in lectures, exams, and clinical activities14,26. In clinical learning settings, these 

difficulties can affect student’s self-confidence as well as their communication with patients 
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and peers. Stress can also contribute to social withdrawal or difficulty maintaining 

supportive relationships. On the other hand, academic challenges that are managed 

appropriately can provide students with opportunities to develop time-management skills, 

problem-solving abilities, adaptability, and coping strategies that can be useful in their future 

professional roles. Therefore, the impact of stress depends not only on the demands faced 

but also on an individual’s coping capacity and the support available14,17,21,27. 

Given these potential outcomes, stress management is a critical component of student 

well-being and medical education. Individual approaches can include effective time 

management, adequate sleep, regular physical activity, relaxation techniques, supportive 

social relationships, and seeking professional help when needed28,29. At the institutional 

level, clear academic expectations, easily accessible counseling services, supportive 

mentoring, and a learning environment that encourages students to discuss the difficulties 

they face can help reduce unnecessary pressure and facilitate appropriate problem-solving 

strategies30–32. These approaches are complementary, not contradictory, as student well-

being is shaped by the interaction between personal resources and the educational 

environment. Further research, particularly longitudinal studies and evaluations of stress 

management interventions, will help clarify how stress develops over time and which 

approaches are most effective for various groups of medical students. 

Conclusion 

Stress is a common problem in medical education, arising from the interplay between 

academic demands, clinical responsibilities, personal circumstances, and the resources 

available to cope with stress. Its impact on medical students’ mental health, academic 

performance, and interpersonal relationships can vary depending on its intensity, duration, 

and the support available. While manageable stress can enhance motivation and personal 

growth, prolonged or excessive stress can disrupt students’ well-being and learning 

experience. Therefore, efforts to promote medical students’ mental health require a balanced 

approach that combines individual coping strategies with a supportive educational 

environment and easily accessible mental health services. Further research is needed to 

evaluate effective interventions that support students’ well-being throughout their medical 

education. 
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