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Abstract:
Stress is a common part of everyday life. An example is stress perceived by 

college students during final exams week. Stress may be dysfunctional and harm a 
person’s health, or it may be functional by helping to motivate a person. If stress is not 
dealt with appropriately, it may affect a person’s mental, physical, or behavioral 
functioning. The sources of stress are different for every person and they may be related 
to dysfunctional events as well as functional events in a person’s life. People react to 
stress in different ways. Coping with stress constructively is very important for a 
person’s health.

This study examines the physical, mental and behavioral effects of stress on 
Carroll College students. The effects of stress were measured by a survey that was 
administered during final exams week on December 12, 2001. A similar survey was 
administered on February 14, 2002 to a separate sample. The symptoms of stress, the 
student’s perception of their stress, and the contributors to stress source were measured. 
The results were analyzed according to level of stress, the symptoms and contributors of 
stress and controlled for major, gender, age and year in college.
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INTRODUCTION

Stress can be functional or dysfunctional to an individual depending on their level 

of stress, how it is interpreted, and if it is dealt with properly (Sapolsky, 2000). The topic

of stress is not a new one. It is well known that the effects of stress can be very harmful 

to a person’s health. There are many studies about the effects of stress on adults and 

children, but little has been done on college students, especially during final exams week. 

It would appear that final exams week is the best time to study the effects of stress on 

college students because it is the most stressful time during a student’s semester.

The aim of this study was to examine whether or not there is a high level of stress 

during final exams week for students at Carroll College in Helena, Mt. Another goal of 

the study was to find how and what these dysfunctional effects are and if they affect 

students of different gender, age, year in school or major in different ways. A survey was 

administered to a nonrandom sample of Carroll College students once during final exams 

week and then again to another sample on February 14, 2002. The survey examined 

many different dysfunctional symptoms of stress, contributors of stress, and perceived 

level of stress. In order to compare these effects to different groups of students, the 

results were controlled for the student’s gender, age, year in school, and major. The 

results of this study demonstrate that stress is dysfunctional to the health and lives of 

Carroll College students. These dysfunctional health effects reflect the importance of 

teaching stress management and good study skills to college students.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The effects of stress during early adulthood can be damaging to a person’s long

term health. Researchers at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill conducted a 

study on the direct relationship between coping with stress in early adulthood and the risk 

of middle-age hypertension. The sample consisted of 103 male students at the university, 

ages 18 to 22-years old.(Bell, 2000) They were examined, tested, and analyzed first at 

this young age and then again ten years later.(Bell, 2000) The study showed that 

participants who had a high cardiovascular response to stress in their college years were 

at more than seven times the risk of developing hypertension in the ensuing ten years, 

compared to those with low stress responses. (Bell, 2000) This is one of the studies that I 

found that examined the effects of stress on the health of college students

There is some controversy about the definition of stress in the scientific world. 

Some feel that stress is a stimulus and others feel that stress is a response to a stimulus. 

(Whitehead, 1994) For the purposes of this study it is necessary to define the terms stress 

and stressor. The classical medical definition for stress is that stress is the nonspecific 

response of the body to any demand made upon it. (McMamus, 1984 p.3) This is such a 

broad definition because stress is dependent on the individual person’s reaction to his/her 

stress. The definition of a stressor is any stimulation that directly or indirectly causes the 

hypothalamus to initiate stress-reducing responses, such as “fight or flight.” (Marieb,

2001 p. 1197) Both definitions can be applied to the stress hypothesis, which states that 

life events happening to people contribute significantly to the development of physical or 

psychological disorders. (Whitehead, 1994) By using these definitions one could 

conclude that when a person has a high level of stress the body will initiate stress
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reducing responses such as the “fight or flight” response. If stress is not resolved quickly 

it could lead to the person’s development of physical or psychological disorders. This 

report concentrates more on physical disorders than on psychological disorders, primarily 

because physical disorders are easier to measure.

Many studies in the literature clearly establish a connection between 

unrelieved stress and adverse body reactions. (Marieb, 2001, Whitehead, 1994) These 

adverse body reactions include: suppressed immune system, lower levels of leukocytes, 

insomnia, cancer, infection, cardiovascular problems, abnormal eating patterns, arthritis, 

respiratory problems, abnonnal hormone secretion, anxiety and depression. (Whitehead, 

1994) One of the most common responses to an immediate stress is the “fight or flight” 

response. (Whitehead, 1994) When a person is exposed to a short-term stressor or 

emergency, the sympathetic nervous system is mobilized. (Marieb p.635, 2001) This can

cause the blood sugar level to rise, blood vessels to dilate, and the heart to beat faster. 

Blood is diverted from temporarily nonessential organs to the brain, heart, and skeletal 

muscle. (Marieb, 2001 p.635) All of this is stimulated by the adrenal medulla releasing 

epinephrine into the blood stream. (Marieb, 2001 p.635, Stoppler, 2001) This process 

enables the body to be ready to either fight or get out of there. This is one example of the 

cascade of reactions that happen to a person’s body when he/she is exposed to stress.

What makes stress so harmful is the way that we respond to it. By letting stress 

manifest, we create an imbalance in our body. (Marieb, 2001 p.636) This imbalance 

disrupts our body’s natural homeostasis. (Marieb, 2001 p.635) As our civilization has 

advanced, the topic of unrelieved stress has become more important because our society 

is enduring more psychological stress with fewer ways to adapt and deal with it. When
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early man was presented with stress from his/her environment, he/she could most often 

react to and adapt to the stress by a fight or flight response (Sapolsky, 2000). According 

to Sapolsky, this is not the case in our complex society of today, because people cannot 

respond to most of their stress with a fight or flight response, thus they are forced to find 

other ways to alleviate stress. Today our techniques of responding to stress seem to take 

longer and are inadequate when dealing with stress (Sapolsky, 2000). Our society’s 

answer for most of our problems has been the search for a disease and a pill to cure it.

The “magic bullet” theory that our society lives by does not deal with stress accurately 

(Lowney Lecture, 2000). Our body’s reaction to stress is much too complicated for a pill 

to cure, because everybody responds to stress differently and people are bombarded with 

different kinds of stress on a daily basis. Although a simple pill such as a tranquilizer or 

an antidepressant only helps with the symptoms of anxiety and depression, they do not 

help the person learn to manage or deal with their stress.

The four main levels of the body’s responses to stress are: biochemical, 

behavioral, individual, and physiological (Koenig, 1999). Each level of the body’s 

response to stress plays a role in influencing the body at a different level. For example, a 

person might become overburdened with stress which could trigger a release of honnones 

from the adrenal medulla (biochemical level) that will travel through the blood stream to 

the heart were they will affect the cardiovascular system (physiological level) to raise the 

heart rate and blood pressure. This could cause a person who has heart problems 

(individual level) to have a heart attack or other cardiovascular problems that could 

influence the way he/she lives his/her life, resulting in a change in attitude and behavior 

(behavioral level) (Koening, 1999, Uchino, 1995). Thus the response to stress is very
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complex because the physiology of the body is so complex. The body is one big machine 

in which each part, no matter how small, affects another part when something is out of

balance.

Recent journal articles focus on the biochemical responses to stress. They explain

which hormones and neurotransmitters are released and the different effects these have

on the body (Koenig, 1999). Because our responses start in the brain, there is a great 

deal of information about the physiology of the brain and how it releases 

neurotransmitters and hormones into the blood (Koenig, 1999). Every person’s brain is 

different and each will react to stress differently. There is evidence that people with 

different personality types tend to react to stress differently. Type A and type B 

personalities tend to let stress affect them in different ways. (Weis, 2000 p.64-65) Type 

A personalities tend to internalize stress and let it manifest which results in dysfunctional 

health effects, while type B personalities tend not to internalize stress, which results in 

fewer heart problems due to stress (Weis, 2000 p.64-65).

An article by William Whitehead discussed the problems of many of the 

correlation studies between stress and physical symptoms of illness (Whitehead, 1994). A 

good point that was made was that every person responds to stress differently so it’s hard 

to make an accurate correlation between stress and illness. This article gave several good 

examples of outliers and other problems that a person would have while trying to do a 

correlation study or survey of people under stress. This article was a great resource for 

this study because it outlined many problems that could arise when giving a stress survey 

and when interpreting the responses.
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Given the amount of stress that college students are exposed to everyday, it is 

important that people learn ways to alleviate stress and not let it affect them. In his 1984 

article, John L. McManus developed many different ways to help lower the stress level in 

order to prevent dysfunctional health effects. Here is a list of relaxation techniques that 

McManus suggested: body awareness, body scanning, self assessment devices, 

biofeedback, breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, self hypnosis, autogenic training, 

visualization, medication, yoga, physical exercise, massage and psychotherapy 

(McMamus, 1984 p. 16-27). A goal of this study is to educate students and faculty of 

the importance of dealing with stress, so that they can use stress management techniques 

to stay healthy during times of high stress.
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METHODOLOGY

Stress is difficult to measure because everyone is affected by stress in different 

ways and interpret their own stress differently. A survey was used for this study.

The level of stress in the body can be measured in a few different ways. One of 

the more accurate ways is to measure the amount of cortisol in the body. (Stoppler, 2001) 

This can be done in two ways, one is to measure the amount of cortisol in the blood 

periodically throughout the day, and the other is to measure the amount of cortisol in the 

urine by collecting a 24-hour sample. (Stoppler, 2001) These methods of measuring 

stress would be very difficult and costly so the source of data for this report came from 

the administration of a survey to students of Carroll College. The development of this 

survey was a challenge because there are few studies about the stress level of college 

students, and even fewer about the effects of stress on college students during final exams

week

Survey

A survey was used to produce quantitative information about the effects and the 

contributors of stress for students. This was a great challenge because no surveys were 

found that could be used as a direct model. There is a large volume of research on adults 

in the work place so I modified the information in these surveys so it was applicable to 

college students.

The survey consisted of four major parts, (see appendix for sample survey). The 

first was composed of demographic questions that were used as controls. They included 

questions about the student’s age, gender, year in school, major, and minor. The second 

part of the survey dealt with the level of stress that the student felt they had experienced
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during the past week. The answer to this question was broken down into five levels of 

stress. The subject was asked to circle the level of stress that they had felt in the past 

week. This question made it easy to quantify the perceived stress levels of the students, 

however it did not take into account that people interpret their levels of stress differently. 

The third part of the survey asked what contributed to the stress that the student had 

experienced in the past week. A separate question was used to determine what the 

students’ perceived contributor of the students’ stress was. Students were asked to list

their top three contributors of stress and to label them from one to three. The contributors 

to stress listed were “pressure to do well on finals,” “money problems,” “going home for 

break,” “not having enough time to get things done,” “putting things off to the last 

minute,” “roommate/housemate troubles,” and “relationship troubles.” A blank space 

was provided so that subjects had the option to fill in any other contributor was not listed.

The fourth part of the survey was composed of physical, emotional and behavioral 

symptoms that result from stress. The University of Buffalo Counseling Center and the 

University of Iowa Student Health Center give many symptoms and warning signals of 

stress. To test for all of them in a survey would make the survey far too long, so the 

fifteen which were most applicable to Carroll College students were used. The symptoms 

included: sickness, difficulty concentrating, sleep problems, moodiness, anxiousness, 

impulsivity, increased use of alcohol, increased use of tobacco products, increased use of 

drugs, headaches, muscle aches, and abnormal menstrual cycle. These symptoms are all 

dysfunctional effects of stress. This question allowed me to measure the symptoms 

students were experiencing due to stress. Controls include gender, age, year in school, 

and major.
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Distribution of the Survey

Steps were taken so that the survey would not cause more stress to the students. 

Students were asked to take the survey which was distributed in the student center during 

their lunch break from noon until 2:00p.m. The student center was chosen as the place to 

administer the survey during lunch break because it was the best time and place to 

encounter the largest number and variety of students. A large amount of students go to 

the student center to eat or relax and study in-between classes. A table was set up by the 

front door where students pass to get into the student center. Everyone who completed 

the survey could enter a drawing to win a gift certificate for twenty dollars to either a 

local restaurant called the Brew House or the Carroll College Bookstore. The purpose of 

the drawing was to encourage students to take the survey. The drawing attracted a wide 

variety of students. The down side to the drawing was that it made the sample more 

selective. The survey was administered on Wednesday afternoon of final exam week 

when many students had completed their final exams.

After the student had completed the survey they folded it in half and placed it in a 

box. Before taking the surveys out of the box I shook the box and mixed them up to 

ensure anonymity.

Limitations

There were some limitations with the methods that were used for this study. A

major problem with the study was that it was nonrandom and selective. The contributors 

to the sample being nonrandom included, the survey was administered in one location for 

only two hours, the students were encouraged to take the sample by the drawing to win a 

gift certificate, and the survey was optional.
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Another factor that influenced the validity of the data was that the population of 

students completing the survey the two times that it was administered were not identical. 

By not having the same students complete the survey both times it was administered the 

changes in the effects of stress for each individual could not be determined. Instead, 

trends of the total samples were used to analyze the changes in stress effects between the 

two times that the survey was administered.

In addition, individuals in the United States may have a higher level of stress after 

the terrorist attacks in New York and Washington D.C. on September 11, 2001. This and 

other forms of stress were present during the time of the survey that had little to do with 

the students’ college lives. Besides the terrorist attacks students could have been 

experiencing forms of holiday stress. (Cantor, 1996-1997) The holiday season can be 

very stressful and wearing on students due to family problems, financial difficulties, and 

time pressures. (Cantor, 1996-1997) The data was interpreted with these limitations in

mind.

Data Analysis

As the completed surveys were taken from their box they were looked over to 

make sure that each one was filled out properly. Any survey that was improperly filled 

out was discarded. A total of six surveys had to be discarded. The most common 

problem that students had when filling out the survey was the question that asked them to 

rank their top three contributors to stress. Some students put an X in all of their stress 

contributors, while others simply ranked every contributor with a rank from one to three. 

There were 161 subjects who completed the surveys during final exams week (Dec. 19,
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2001) and 54 subjects completed the surveys during February 14, 2002. The completed 

surveys were numbered randomly before they were put into the graphics and statistical 

software program SPSS were the data was analyzed.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSION

The results of both surveys were compared and analyzed and then separated into 

three main topics: student perceived stress level, symptoms of stress experienced in past

week, and the contributors to the students stress level.

Student Perceived Stress Level

The following table displays the data found for the students’ perceived stress 

level. Of students who participated in the survey during final exams week, 12 percent 

felt “stressed out,” 25 percent felt “very stressed,” 24 percent felt “stressed,” 22 percent 

felt “moderately stressed,” and 16 percent felt “a little stressed.”

Table #1

Perceived Stress Level During 

Final Exams Week

A little stressed Stressed Stressed out

Stress felt in last week

This shows that 37 percent of the students that completed the survey felt “very stressed” 

to “stressed out” while 38 percent felt “a little stressed” to “moderately stressed” during 

final exams week. When this is compared to the percei ved stress level of students on
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February 14th, the perceived level of stress during final exams week is shown to be much 

higher. The data from the survey distributed on February 14th tells a different story than 

that of finals week. The February 14th survey showed that 4 percent felt “stressed out”, 

13 percent felt “very stressed”, 25 percent felt “stressed”, 31 percent felt “moderately 

stressed”, and the remaining 26 percent felt “a little stressed”. The following table 

displays the perceived level of stress that students who participated in the survey 

experienced on February 14, 2002.

Table #2

Perceived Stress Level on 

February 14th

Stress felt in last week

This graph shows that 17 percent of students who completed the survey felt “very 

stressed” to “stressed out” while 57 percent felt “a little stressed” to “moderately

stressed.”
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When the overall perceived level of stress from the two separate weeks is 

compared we see that the perceived level of stress during final exams week is quite 

higher than Feb. 14th. Twelve percent of students felt “stressed out” during final exams 

week, which is the highest level of stress that the survey measured, while only 4 percent 

of students who completed the survey felt “stressed out” during Feb. 14th. During final 

exams week 37 percent of students felt “very stressed” to “stressed out” while during the 

Febrq 14th only 17 percent felt “very stressed” to “stressed out.” The average perceived 

stress level of Carroll College students who completed the survey during final exams 

week was 2.91, while the average level of stress for February 14th was 2.37. The data 

from the survey supports the hypothesis that the level of stress is higher during final 

exams week than during an average week at Carroll College. A higher perceived level of 

stress during final exams week is logical because final exams place a higher demand on 

the body than the normal school week does. The data can further be broken down to 

determine if different groups of students experience higher levels of stress than others. 

The study controlled for three different groups whose stress level was evaluated in order 

to determine what groups of students reported the highest level of stress during final 

exams week. The three controls that were evaluated were gender, major, and year in

school.

The perceived level of stress for males and females was examined for the two 

surveyed weeks and then the results were compared. The results from the final exams 

week survey showed that the perceived level of stress is different for gender while the 

data showed no differences for gender during the February 14th. During final exams 

week 45 percent of female students that completed the survey felt that their stress level
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was “very stressed” to “stressed out”, while only 28 percent of males who completed the 

survey felt that their stress level was “very stressed” to “stressed out.” The following 

table displays the percentages of males’ and females’ perceived stress levels during final

exams week.

Table #3

Perceived Stress Level Controlled by

Gender During Final Exams Week

Stress felt in last week

The data from the above table shows that females reported a higher perceived level of 

stress during final exams week than males did. This data agrees with some research that 

shows that women are found to have higher rates of distress than men. (Weis, 2000 p.98)

These differences in stress levels between women and men are found across cultures,

over time, in different age groups, and in rural as well as urban areas. (Weis, 2000 p.98)

A wide variety of explanations for gender disparity in stress have been studied, but only a 

few apply to college-aged women. One explanation is that women care more about
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people in their social network and are more emotionally involved in the lives of people 

around them. (Weis and Lonnquist, 2000 p.98) As such, women are more apt to feel 

stress when others in their social network are feeling stress. (Weis and Lonnquist, 2000 

p.98) During final exams week there is a general increase in stress for all students. One 

reason that women at Carroll College who completed the survey could have a higher rate 

of stress than men, could be because women are more apt to internalize the stress of 

others resulting in an increase in their stress level.

The students’ level of stress was then controlled for different majors and 

analyzed. With the exception of “undecided,” biology, business, psychology and nursing 

were the most frequently reported majors by students completing the survey. The 

average perceived level of stress for the students who completed the survey was 

determined for each major, so that the average could be compared and the major with the 

highest level of stress determined. The average stress level for a biology major who 

completed the survey during final exams week was 3.11, which puts them in the range 

between “stressed” and “very stressed.” The average stress level for a business major 

who completed the survey during final exams week was 2.91, which puts them near the 

level of “stressed.” The average perceived stress level for a psychology major who 

completed the survey during final exams week was 2.38, which was the lowest stress 

level of the four, and put them between “moderately stressed” and “stressed.” The 

average perceived stress level for a nursing major who completed the survey during final 

exams week was 3.17, which put them higher than biology majors and at a level between 

“stressed” and “very stressed.” The following table displays the relationship between the 

four majors.
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Table #4

Stress Level Controlled by Major

The level of stress for nursing and biology majors was higher than the level of stress for

business and psychology majors for the students who completed the survey during final 

exams week. This means that the biology majors who completed the survey interpreted 

their stress level as being higher than psychology majors.

The final control for perceived stress level is year in college. The average level of 

stress for each year in school was determined the same way as the average level of stress

for major was determined. The average level of stress for all Carroll College students 

who completed the survey during final exams week was 2.91. The average perceived 

level of stress for sophomores was 3.13, which was the highest. The average level of 

stress for juniors was 2.97, which was the second highest. The data indicated that among 

the sample the average level of stress for seniors was 2.9. The data also indicated that 

among the sample the two most stressful years of final exams are a Carroll College 

student’s sophomore and junior year with the freshman year being the least stressful.
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Table #5

Stress Level Controlled by Class

The group of Carroll College students who have the highest perceived level of 

stress, according to the information collected from the survey administered for this study, 

are females during their sophomore year who are majoring in biology or nursing. The 

group who has the lowest perceived level of stress would be male freshman psychology 

majors.

Symptoms of Stress Experienced

The symptoms of stress were used as indicators to determine the effects that stress 

has on a student’s body and his/her behavior. The different symptoms were collected for 

each of the surveyed weeks and analyzed according to the total percentage of students 

who experienced the symptom and the percentage of males and females who experienced 

the symptoms. The symptoms were analyzed according to gender in order to determine 

what symptoms affect males and females differently. The only symptom that was not 

analyzed according to gender was abnormal menstrual cycle, because only women have a 

menstrual cycle.
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Sickness

Stress weakens the immune system, which makes people with high amounts of 

stress more susceptible to illness and infection (Marieb, 2001 p.828-829). During final 

exams week there is a high level of stress, which should lead to a high level of sickness. 

This concept was supported by the data from this study. Sickness was defined on the 

survey by asking the subject if they had experienced any “Cold or Flu symptoms such as 

a runny nose, coughing or congestion.” During final exams week 54 percent of the 

students who completed the survey reported being sick. During February 14th, 44 

percent of students who completed the survey reported being sick. During final exams 

week, 60 percent of females and 48 percent of males who completed the survey reported 

being sick. During February 14th 63 percent of females and only 31 percent of males 

who completed the survey reported being sick. During both weeks females had a higher 

rate of sickness than males did. It would be interesting to see research done as to why 

more women were sick than men during times of stress.

Gender

Table #6
Sickness Data
12/19/01 2/i4/02

Male
Female
Total

% %
48 31
60 63
54 44

Inability to Concentrate

The inability to concentrate due to stress can jeopardize a student’s grades on

final exams. When a student is stressed and having trouble concentrating he/she will not

be able to effectively study for his/her exams. During final exams week, 80 percent of 

students who completed the survey reported that they had difficulty concentrating or
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focusing on one task or studying. Eighty-three percent of females and 76 percent of 

males had difficulty concentrating during final exams week. The data from the survey 

suggests that more females had difficulty concentrating than males.

Table #7
Difficulty Concentrating

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02 
% %

Male 76 72
Female 83 82
Total 80 76

Sleep Disorders

High levels of stress can cause sleep disorders such as trouble falling and staying 

asleep. Sleep is very important, and the effects that lack of sleep can have on the body 

can be very dysfunctional to a person’s health. During final exams week 53 percent of 

students who completed the survey reported having trouble falling and staying asleep. 

Fifty-seven percent of females and 48 percent of males reported sleeping problems during

final exams week.

Table #8
Trouble Falling Asleep

Gender 12/19/01 12/14/02
% %

Male 48 47
Female 57 45
Total 53 46

Moody or Irritable

Stress can affect a person’s emotions, with high levels causing a person to feel 

moody or irritable. During final exams week 40 percent of students who completed the 

survey reported feeling moody or irritable. Forty-eight percent of females and 32 percent
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of males reported feeling moody. During February 14th, only 26 percent of the sample 

reported feeling moody or irritable.

Table #9
Moody or Irritable

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02 
% %

Male 32 21
Female 48 31
Total 40 26

Feel Anxious

Feeling anxious is a common symptom of stress according to the University of 

Buffalo Stress Management Counseling Center. During final exams week 62 percent of 

students who completed the survey reported feeling anxious while only 35 percent of 

students felt anxious during February 14th. Females who participated in the study during 

February 14 were more than half as likely to report feeling anxious as females during

final exams week.

Table #10 
Feel Anxious

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02 
% %

Male 61 40
Female 64 27
Total 63 35

Forgetfulness

Forgetfulness is often associated with age, but it can also be linked to stress. 

During final exams week 33 percent of students who completed the survey reported 

experiencing forgetfulness. Thirty-six percent of females and 31 percent of males 

experienced forgetfulness during finals.
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Table #11 
Forgetfulness

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02 
% %

Male 31 31
Female 36 27
Total 34 29

Crying for No Apparent Reason

High levels of stress and frustration can cause a person to breakdown and cry for 

no apparent reason. Seventeen percent of females from the final exams week sample 

reported episodes of crying for no apparent reason, while only three percent of males 

reported crying. The data from this question supports the research that women have 

higher rates of psychological stress. Women are thought to be more vulnerable than men 

to stress because of their socialization to respond more passively and to interject rather 

than to express anger. (Weiss and Lonnquist, 2000 p.98-99) In a study of coping 

techniques used by college students, male students used more problem-focused coping 

while female students were more likely to use emotion-focused coping. (Weiss and 

Lonnquist, 2000 p.99) The problem-focused coping techniques were found to be more

effective.

During final exams week, 10 percent of students who completed the survey 

reported episodes of crying for no apparent reason, which was less than during February 

14th. A possible contributor to having a high rate of crying for no reason during February 

14th could be due to Valentines Day. The emotional stress put on females during 

Valentines Day could contribute to females having more crying episodes during February 

14th than final exams week.
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During final exams week 17 percent of females reported crying for no 

reason while only 3 percent of males reported crying. The lack of males crying 

could be due to social conditioning and stereotypes. Without crying as a form of 

outlet to stress, males must find a different way to relieve stress. If an outlet is

not found, stress is internalized and can lead to harmful health problems.

Table #12
Crying for No Reason

Gender 12/19/01
%

2/14/02
%

Male 3 3
Female 17 27
Total 10 13

Acting Impulsively

It seems that around finals time some students impulsively commit acts, which

they normally would not do. The consequences of impulsive acts can lead to dangerous 

situations. During final exams week 20 percent of students who completed the survey 

reported acting impulsively, while only 9 percent acted impulsive during February 14th. 

The distribution of males and females acting impulsively was quite similar during final 

exams week, with 21 percent of males and 19 percent of females reporting acting 

impulsively. The data from February 14th was quite different with 15 percent of males 

and no females reporting acting impulsively.

Table #13
Acting impulsively

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02
% %

Male 21 15
Female 19 0
Total 20 8
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Increase in Alcohol Use

Some students look for alternative ways of dealing with stress that are unhealthy, 

like using alcohol. The survey for this study asked if the student had experienced an 

“increased use of alcohol (especially to reduce tension).” The data revealed that during 

final exams week 18 percent of students who completed the survey had increased their 

use of alcohol to reduce tension. The proportion of males and females that increased 

their use of alcohol to relieve tension during final exams week was almost equal, with 17 

percent of males and 18 percent of females increasing their use of alcohol. Using alcohol 

to reduce tension is unhealthy, dangerous, and can indicate alcohol problems. It is 

alarming that 18 percent of the students who completed the survey increased their use to

reduce tension during final exams week.

Table #14
Increased Use of Alcohol

Gender 12/19/02 2/14/02
% %

Male 17 9
Female 18 4
Total 18 7

Increased Use of Tobacco

Use of tobacco is sometimes thought of as a way to “calm one’s nerves,” and as a 

result many people turn to smoking during times of stress, and Carroll College students in 

the sample are no exception. During final exams week 10 percent of students who 

completed the survey increase their use of tobacco. Twelve percent males and 8 percent 

of females increased their use. During February 14th, there was no increased use of 

tobacco use. This could means that some Carroll College students who completed the

survey are turning toward tobacco use in order to relieve their stress during final exams
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week. This increase during a time of stress could possibly be related to addiction, which 

can lead to many health problems such as cancer and emphysema.

Table #15
Increased Use of Tobacco Products

Gender 12/19/01 2/414/02
% %

Male 12 0
Female 8 0
Total 10 0

Increased Use of Drugs

Drug use among college students is a topic of major concern across the country. 

During final exams week four percent of the students who completed the survey reported 

an increase in their use of drugs. The rate of drug use during final exams week differed 

for males and females. Seven percent of males reported an increased use of drugs during

final exams week while only one percent of females reported an increased use of drugs.

The males who completed the survey were over seven times more likely to increase their 

use of drugs during final exams week than females who completed the survey were.

Table #16
Increased Use of Drugs

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02

Male
Female
Total

0
2

%
7 3
1 0
4 2

Appetite Loss

During final exams week 31 percent of students who completed the survey 

reported losing their appetite. The body needs adequate amounts of nutrition during 

times of strain, like finals, in order to function properly. When a person does not get the 

nutrition required his/her health is affected. According to the data from this study, loss of
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appetite can affect males and females in different ways. Thirty-eight percent of females

reported a loss of appetite while only 25 percent of males reported losing their appetite.

Further study is needed to find why this difference for loss of appetite occurs.

Table #17 
Loss of Appetite

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02 
% %

Male 25 15
Female 38 22
Total 32 18

Head and Muscle Aches

During final exams week 35 percent of students who completed the survey 

reported headaches, and 51 percent reported muscle aches. Of the students who 

completed the survey, more females experienced both headaches and muscle aches 

during both times that the survey was administered than males did.

Table #18
Headaches

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02
% %

Male 23 15
Female 47 54
Total 35 31

Table #19 
Muscle Aches

Gender 12/19/01 2/14/02 
% %

Male 41 21
Female 60 63
Total 51 38

Abnormal Menstrual Cycle

One of the best examples of the human body’s hormonal secretion and regulation 

is the female menstrual cycle. (Brehe, Lecture 2001) An often-used measure of stress
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affects on the release and regulation of hormones is to determine if females are 

experiencing an abnormal menstrual cycle during a time of high stress such as final 

exams week. During final exams week at Carroll College 18 percent of females who 

completed the survey experienced an abnormal menstrual cycle. During the control week 

only 9 percent of females experienced an abnormal menstrual cycle. In comparing the 

two samples collected by this study, women who completed the survey are more than 

twice as likely to have an abnormal menstrual cycle during final exams week than they 

are during a normal week of college.

Stress Contributors

There are many things that contribute to a student’s stress during final exams 

week, so it is important to find what the most common contributors are, and which ones 

contribute the most stress. The survey asked students to rank their top three contributors 

to stress with number one being the highest contributor to stress. The survey listed seven 

common stressors for college students which included “pressure to do well on final 

exams,” “money problems,” “going home for break,” “lack of time to get things done,” 

“procrastinating,” “roommate/housemate troubles,” and “relationship troubles.” The 

results from the two weeks were similar when dealing with academics but different when

dealing with personal relationships.

Final Exams Week Results

Fifty-three percent of students who completed the survey reported that their 

number one contributor to stress was the pressure to do well on final exams, which was 

the highest. The most reported second contributor to stress, according to students who
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completed the survey, was “not having enough time to get things done.” The most 

reported third contributor to stress according to students who completed the survey, was 

“putting things off to the last minute.” These contributors to stress suggest that final 

exams and the studying that go with them are the highest contributors to a Carroll 

College student’s stress during final exams week, according to those who completed the 

survey during final exams week.

February 14th Results

The results from the control week were similar because the top contributor to 

stress during the week prior to February 14th was “pressure to do well on tests,” but this 

was only reported by 29 percent of the students who completed the survey. The most 

reported second contributor to stress was “putting things off to the last minute,” while the 

most reported third contributor to was “not enough time to get things done.” During 

February 14th the results for the top three contributors were very close, which was not the 

case during final exams week.

The biggest difference in stress contributors between the two weeks was the 

amount that relationship troubles contributed to stress. During final exams week 5 

percent of students who completed the survey reported that relationship troubles were the 

their number one contributor to stress, while 13 percent reported relationship troubles as 

their number one contributor to stress during February 14th.
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CONCLUSION

The stress hypothesis was supported by the data from this study. The results from 

the survey showed that Carroll College students who completed the survey had a higher 

perceived level of stress during final exams week than they did during an average week. 

There was a relationship between the high level of stress and the many symptoms of 

stress that had dysfunctional effects on students behaviorally, physiologically, and 

emotionally. There was a higher rate of every symptom of stress during final exams 

week than during February 14th, with the exception of crying for no apparent reason.

Each symptom of stress displayed in it’s own way that high amounts of stress 

dysfunctionally affects the health of Carroll College students during final exams week. 

The number one contributor to stress during final exams week was the “pressure to do

well on finals,” which cannot be avoided, but there are other contributors that can be

avoided. The two second most reported contributors to stress were “putting things off to 

the last minute” and “not having enough time to get things done.” These contributors to 

stress can be minimized with good study habits and time management techniques. The 

symptoms of stress that negatively impact students’ health can be minimized if some 

simple stress management techniques are used.

“Only recently has significant attention been focused on women as subjects in 

stress research.” (Weiss and Lonnquist, 2000 p.98) This study of Carroll College 

students was one of the first studies to compare gender differences amongst college

students’ in regards to dysfunctional health symptoms due to high levels of stress. There

is still a lot of research that is needed in this area. Further studies could be done to find

ways to reduce stress amongst college students during final exams.
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Appendix A

Thank you for taking the time to take this survey!!! This survey is completely 
anonymous, so please fill it out to the best of your ability©

Sex: Male Female Age:_____ GPA:______

Year: Freshmen Sophomore Junior Senior

Major: _______________________ Minor: _______________________
2nd Major: _______________________

Please circle how stressed you have felt in the last week:

1. A little stressed.
2. Moderately stressed.
3. Stressed
4. Very Stressed.
5. Stressed out.

Please rank from 1 to 3 the top three things that you feel have contributed to your 
stress level in the past week? ( 1 being the largest cause of stress)

A. _____ Pressure to do well on final Exams.
B. _____ Money problems.
C. _____  Going home for break.
D. _____Not enough time to get things done.
E. _____  Putting things off to the last minute.
F. _____ Roommate / housemate troubles.
G. _____ Relationship troubles.
H. _____ Other, Please state:__________________________________

Please circle all that you have experienced during the past week:

1. Sickness = Cold/Flu symptoms (runny nose, coughing, congestion, etc...)
2. Difficulty Concentrating or focusing on one task (studying)
3. Trouble falling asleep or staying asleep.
4. Moody or irritable
5. Feel anxious
6. Forgetfulness
7. Crying for no apparent reason
8. Acting impulsively
9. Increased use of alcohol (especially to reduce tension)
10. Increased use of tobacco products (smoking or chewing)
11. Increased use of drugs (marijuana, speed, etc...)
12. Loss of appetite
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13. Headaches
14. Muscle aches (lower back, neck, ect...)
15. Abnormal menstrual cycle
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Appendix B

Thank you for taking the time to take this survey!!! This survey is completely 
anonymous, so please fill it out to the best of your ability©

Sex: Male Female Age:_____ GPA:______

Year: Freshmen Sophomore Junior Senior

Major: _______________________ Minor: _______________________
2nd Major: _______________________

Please circle how stressed you have felt in the last week:

6. A little stressed.
7. Moderately stressed.
8. Stressed
9. Very Stressed.
10. Stressed out.

Please rank from 1 to 3 the top three things that you feel have contributed to your 
stress level in the past week? ( 1 being the largest cause of stress)

A. _____ Pressure to do well on Tests.
B. _____ Money problems.
C. _____  Going home for break.
D. _____Not enough time to get things done.
E. _____ Putting things off to the last minute.
F. _____ Roommate I housemate troubles.
G. _____ Relationship troubles.
H. _____ Other, Please state:__________________________________

Please circle all that you have experienced during the past week:

1. Sickness = Cold/Flu symptoms (runny nose, coughing, congestion, etc...)
2. Difficulty Concentrating or focusing on one task (studying)
3. Trouble falling asleep or staying asleep.
4. Moody or irritable
5. Feel anxious
6. Forgetfulness
7. Crying for no apparent reason
8. Acting impulsively
9. Increased use of alcohol (especially to reduce tension)
10. Increased use of tobacco products (smoking or chewing)
11. Increased use of drugs (marijuana, speed, etc...)
12. Loss of appetite

32



13. Headaches
14. Muscle aches (lower back, neck, ect...)
15. Abnormal menstrual cycle
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