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ABSTRACT

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic has brought major psychological issues, such as stress
and anxiety, to the global population at large, as well as to specific groups. One such group
consists of university students who underwent online teaching and were isolated from physical
social contacts for the majority of 2020-2021. However, the impact of stress on university
students has not been studied in our country. Stress is influenced by cultural and societal aspects
that vary from one country to another but share basic overall features.

Methods: This is a cross-sectional cohort study, using survey methodology, specifically the
perceived stress scale-4 (PSS-4). The target population consisted of first-year bachelor nursing
students of the Medical University of Tirana during the academic year 2020-2021, who underwent
online teaching, as well as the same cohort of students upon their physical return to university.

Results: Overall stress perception was significantly higher among students in the academic
year 2021-2022, Me (IQR)=8 (4), compared to the academic year 2020-2021, Me (IQR)=7
(5) (P<0.001). Also, the level of stress regarding the negative subscale was significantly higher
among students in the academic year 2021-2022.

Conclusion: Overall, the results showed increased stress perception in the academic year 2021-
2022 upon students’ physical return to university. We suggest that apart from other important
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Introduction

he COVID-19 pandemic aggressively af-
fected the world for two consecutive years,
impacting our daily lives. Its outbreak, first
discovered in Wuhan, China, in Decem-
ber 2019, evolved rapidly. On January 30,
2020, the Director-General of the World
Health Organization (WHO) declared this
situation a public health emergency of international con-
cern, and on March 12, 2020, the COVID-19 outbreak
was declared a pandemic [1]. COVID-19 affected a large
number of people, with reports in around 200 countries
and territories [2]. Significant mental and social conse-
quences were observed not only in individuals who expe-
rienced symptoms or severe illness but across the general
population. The negative effects on mental health due to
social isolation have been particularly pronounced among
the elderly, families, and adolescents—groups already at
risk for depression or suicidal tendencies [3].

A study conducted in China during the initial outbreak
of COVID-19 found that its impact on psychological
states varied, with up to 53.8% of the population report-
ing psychological effects: 16.5% reported moderate to
severe depression, 28.8% reported moderate to severe
anxiety, and 8.1% reported moderate to severe stress [4].
Other studies using a narrative thematic approach have
demonstrated that the COVID-19 pandemic initiated a
multitude of perceived psychological stressors and poor
social networks, highlighting socio-economic problems,
including family structures and their role in children’s
anxiety responses. All these factors are argued to have
caused many physical and mental symptoms of distress
and unease, including apprehension, anxiety, extreme
fear, and insecurity [5, 6]. Another large cross-sectional
study conducted among university students in Malaysia
showed a significant increase in stress and anxiety dur-
ing the COVID-19 lockdown. Anxiety and stress levels
were more pronounced in females than males and were
more present in the 17-18 years of age subgroup of stu-
dents. This is likely due to the increased use of social me-
dia platforms among younger students that portrayed the
pandemic as omnipresent and without an escape route in
dealing with it [7, 8].

The continued spread of the novel coronavirus (CO-
VID-19), strict isolation measures, and delays in the
start of schools, colleges, and universities directly or in-
directly influenced the mental health of students as re-
ported in many international studies [9-11]. Despite the
well-documented psychological impact of the COVID-19
pandemic that took the world by storm, no detailed study
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has been conducted in our country on university students
and its broader implications. In this aspect, we aimed to
demonstrate the perceived stress impact of the COVID-19
outbreak on nursing students at the Medical University of
Tirana. This study may be helpful in advocating for better
mental health care policies in universities across our coun-
try, as well as in focusing on future health care practitio-
ners (nursing students) as a vulnerable group in terms of
mental health. Their future profession is reported to be an
additional independent risk factor for stress, anxiety, and
depression as reported by many other studies [12-15]. We
aimed to assess the need for psycho-emotional support for
nursing students and suggest that other third parties imple-
ment potential therapeutic interventions.

Methods

This is a cross-sectional cohort study, using survey meth-
odology. We relied on a large sample of students to identify
the psycho-emotional and perceived stress impact during
the period of the pandemic. We selected only the first-year
nursing students in the academic year 2020-2021, during
which teaching was implemented online. The same cohort
was used in their second academic year, 2021-2022, upon
their return to university for on-campus teaching.

Study population and sampling

The target population was first-year bachelor nursing
students at the Medical University of Tirana during the
academic year 2020-2021, who underwent online teach-
ing, as shown in Table 1.

Students were selected using a random sampling tech-
nique. The number of students included in the first ques-
tionnaire was 309 out of 450 initially recruited, while in
the second study, there were 299 participants from the
same cohort, with ten having dropped out of the nurs-
ing course. The study was conducted from October to
December of 2020 and during the same period in the fol-
lowing year, 2021.

Inclusion criteria

To be part of the study, the inclusion criteria were being
a nursing student at the Medical University of Tirana,
participating in the online university education system
during the COVID-19 pandemic, and being a second-
year student during the academic year 2021-2022.
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Data collection

Data were collected from the questionnaire prepared
for randomly selected students using the perceived
stress scale-4 (PSS4) [12], via the Google Forms pro-
gram, while maintaining anonymity. According to the
scoring of the PSS-4, a short version of the PSS-10 pro-
posed by Cohen et al. (1983), students rated their per-
ceived stress level on a scale of 0-4 for four questions
(a description of the test and the specific questions are
provided at the end of the article). The questions in this
scale inquire about feelings and thoughts during the last
month, with students indicating their response by se-
lecting the option that represents how often they felt or
thought a certain way (never, almost never, sometimes;
fairly often and very often) Scoring instructions were
provided for each question.

Statistical analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS software, version 25.
The Shapiro-Wilk test was used to test the normality of
distribution of the PSS4 scores and data were reported as
the median and interquartile range (IQR). The Wilcoxon
nonparametric test was used to compare the median of
the scores of the overall scale and subscales between two
academic years. The chi-square test was used to compare
the proportion of students between the two academic
years. A P<0.05 was considered significant. All tests
were two-tailed and translated into Albanian.

Results

Out of the 450 students of the first academic year 2020-
2021, only 309 were accepted to take the PSS-4 test. The
final scoring of this group ranked their perceived emo-
tional and stress state (Figure 1). The final scoring from
0-4 indicated that these students (17%) had no changes in
their perceived stress; scores from 9-12 indicated a mod-
erately elevated stress state among students (34%), and
scores from 13-16 (the highest score) indicated that these
students (2%) were in a severe emotional stress state.

The same cohort of students, with a negligible change
in numbers (299), took the PSS-4 test in the next aca-
demic year, 2021-2022, and the distribution of their final
scoring results is shown in Figure 2. This time, 7% fell
within the normal range according to their PSS-4 an-
swers, 45% reported mild stress, 42% reported moderate
levels of stress perception and 6% reported being under
severe stress based on the results obtained.
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Overall the level of stress was significantly higher
among students in the academic year 2021-2022, Me
(IQR)=8.0 (4.0), compared to the academic year 2020-
2021, Me (IQR)=7.0 (5.0) (P<0.001).

Also, the level of stress regarding the negative sub-
scale was significantly higher among students in the aca-
demic year 2021-2022, Me (IQR)=4.0 (3.0), compared
to the academic year 2020-2021, Me (IQR)=4.0 (3.0),
(P=0.01; Table 2).

On the contrary, the level of stress regarding the
positive subscale was significantly higher among stu-
dents in the academic year 2020-2021, Me (IQR)=3.0
(2.0), compared to the academic year 2021-2022, Me
(IQR)=4.0 (2.0) (P<0.001). Significantly more students
in the academic year 2020-2021 had a normal level of
stress (17.2%) compared to 8.4% of the students in the
subsequent year (8.4%) (P<0.01). No significant differ-
ence was found regarding the mild (P=0.5) and moder-
ate (P=0.06) levels of stress between the two academic
years, although the difference was nearly significant
for the moderate stress. A significantly higher number
of students in the academic year 2021-2022 reported an
increased level of stress compared to the previous aca-
demic year 2020-2021 (1.6%) (P<0.01).

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic affected the world aggres-
sively for two consecutive years, impacting our daily
lives. The aim of this study was to assess the stress levels
of nursing students over two consecutive academic years
during the COVID-19 pandemic and to address potential
mental health issues that could arise from it. As reported by
many studies, the mental health impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on university students, and specifically on nurs-
ing students, was clearly evident and of major concern
[9-11, 15]. To our knowledge, no detailed study has been
conducted in our country on the stress impact of university
nursing students and its broader implications. Our study
used a cross-sectional cohort methodology with a large
sample size of nursing students and was carried out from
September 2020 to June 2022. Significant data regarding
the perceived stress state during the COVID-19 pandemic
were retrieved from the study, showing a notable increase
in stress levels concerning all the implicit factors that the
pandemic introduced into students’ lives and their broader
social environments. These results were in line with other
similar studies performed in many other countries report-
ing an increase in mental health problems among college
students, including nursing majors [18-22].

Marku E, et al. Perceived Stress Impact among Nursing Students in Albania During the COVID-19 Pandemic. JRH. 2024; 14(6):547-554.



http://jrh.gmu.ac.ir
https://www.google.com/forms/about/

November & December 2024. Volume 14. Number 6 !,"f,'“l Ilnl'lal 5 l-;mlﬂl'"l!lml 5 lq

Table 1. Students” demographic characteristics

Variables Category No. (%)
17-21 275(38)
Age (y)
221 34(12)
Male 87(28)
Sex
Female 222(72)
Urban 172(56)
Residence at the time of study
Rural 137(44)
Yes 102(33)
Living with parents at the time of study
No 207(67)
<800 250(81)
Family income (Euro)
>800 59(19)
Yes 21(7)
Chronic medical illness
No 288(93)
Yes 197(64)
Affected close family members from COVID 19

No 112(36)

Yes 34(11)

Counselling support from professional structures

No 275(89)

Overall, the results obtained from our cohort of nurs-
ing students showed an increased level of stress percep-
tion in the academic year 2021-2022 upon their return to
normal on-campus teaching after a year of being mostly
away due to online instruction as a direct result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. We suggest that the major factor
at play here is the social isolation that COVID-19 im-
posed on students, which resulted in a lack of normal so-
cial interactions and its implicit consequences on stress
and mental health, as reported in other studies [22, 26]. In
addition to online teaching and social isolation, there are

TR H
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a multitude of possible factors contributing to the elevat-
ed stress levels among the second-year nursing student
cohort. One major reason, as reported in the literature, is
the stress associated with the transition to college [24].
Being part of a young generation with a mean age of 18
years old, they were more prone to obtain information
from social media outlets that were filled with negative
news, conspiracy theories, and other disinformation [27-
30]. Another factor that we believe has played a signifi-
cant role in the nursing major, reflects a future profession
that carries a substantial amount of stress and anxiety

Table 2. Comparison of the mean scores of PS54 between the two academic years

2020-2021 2021-2022
PSS4 P
Median IQR Median IQR
Total 7 5 8 4 <0.001
Positive subscale 3 2 4 2 <0.001
Negative subscale 4 2 4 3 0.01
PSS4: Perceived stress scale-4 LI L
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Final scoring of the perceived stress state among 309
students in the academic year 2020-2021

Figure 1. Final scoring of the perceived stress state among 309 students in the academic year 2020-2021
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Final scoring of the percieved stress state among 299
nursing students in the academic year 2021-2022

Figure 2. Final scoring of the perceived stress state among 299 nursing students in the academic year 2021-2022

during public health crises, as reported in other studies,
along with a tendency to consider dropping out of their
nursing program [10]. However, other important factors
are at play here, independent of COVID-19, that predis-
pose this young generation to mental health problems,
like burnout, depression, and anxiety, as demonstrated in
many studies in this area. Some of these factors include
childhood abuse and adversity; coming from rural areas
and adjusting to urban dynamics; being female; and hav-
ing lower family incomes [18, 19, 21]. We are confident
that a combination of genetics, life experiences, and oth-
er environmental factors—such as family structures and
socioeconomic background—contributes significantly
as independent risk factors for experiencing stress, anxi-
ety, depression, and other mental health problems, in-
dependent of the pandemic. The ramifications of these
studies, including our study and others to come, should
be the preparation of specific implementation strategies
to address these problems. Numerous intervention mod-
els aimed at improving college students’ mental health
have been proposed and will continue to be proposed
in the future [31-34]. In this regard, various stakehold-
ers must come together in order to assess the potential

LR KL,
M 0-4 NORMAL
m 5-8 MILD
9-12 MODERATE
13-16 SEVERE
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benefits of different approaches, keeping in mind that an
integrated systems approach may be the most beneficial.

Conclusion

Based on the results of this paper and the relevant in-
ternational literature, it is imperative to emphasize that
students need immediate collaboration with the relevant
faculty structures to help improve their psychoemotional
state. For this purpose, we recommend the implementa-
tion of psychological counseling structures at the Uni-
versity of Medicine in Tirana, as well as specialized
structures to address post-COVID stress and trauma
issues among students. This should include identifying
individuals and groups who are more prone to stress vul-
nerability while also considering other potential mental
health conditions among students. In this regard, as part
of stress management interventions, we propose the de-
velopment of specific strategies involving highly trained
professionals in order to promote healthy recreational
habits and lifestyle modification patterns supported by
the medical university.
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This study is the first of its kind in Albania with lim-
ited resources, and more studies using different methods
to assess stress and psychoemotional problems need to
be performed in the future. We note that our study only
provides a very general idea of the mental health prob-
lems that stress can induce among students, especially
due to external factors that we cannot control, as was the
case with the COVID-19 pandemic and its many conse-
quences. We understand that the responses provided on
the PSS-4 are too general and subjective, varying from
student to student depending on their experiences and
psychoemotional states, and also influenced by other un-
specified external factors or underlying health conditions.
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