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Abstract: Indisputably, university students are exposed to
multiple stress situations on a daily basis. However, research
evidence shows that globally, female university students are more
susceptible to stress than their male counterparts. This study
sought to establish some causes and forms of stress, as well as
effects of stress confronting undergraduate Bachelor of
Education Degree female students at a satellite centre of a state
university in Zimbabwe. We purposively selected a sample of
100 female students (n=100) comprising 50 married and 50
single. We preferred a qualitative survey and used a survey
questionnaire and a semi-structured interview to collect data.
Interview data were subjected to content analysis and distilled
into broad themes, while a Chi-Square statistics was computed to
prove the hypotheses to determine the association between the
effects of stress and the marital status of female university
students, thereby addressing the question on the effects of stress
on these students. The findings revealed academic demands,
economic hardships and social issues as major sources of stress
and categories around which stress among female students
revolved. An association existed between the female students’
marital status and effects of stress on them, in a statistically
significant manner, prompting us to conclude that stress effects
took their toll more on married female students than single
female students. These findings have implications for furthering
our understanding of stress experience profiles of female
university students with a view to helping them to develop stress
coping strategies.

I. BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

As a form of affirmative action to address gender
imbalances that hitherto have always worked in their
disfavor women the world over have overwhelmingly
responded to the universal call for them to take up available
educational  opportunities.  Consequently hundreds of
thousands of them have enrolled for degree programmes in
universities. However, in their pursuit of university education
women confront many challenges that lead to stress. A
potential predisposition to stressful situations for female
university students situated in Sub-Saharan Africa is their
obligation to satisfy the demands of university education and
training while at the same time performing what FAO(2016)
refers to as reproductive, productive and community
engagement gender roles. Regardless of their marital status,
female university students are involved in
reproductive roles in forms of household chores such as food
preparation, home cleaning, fuel and water collection, and
child care. Anthropologically speaking, Sub-Saharan married
female students are embedded in a socio-cultural milieu which
expects them to perform conjugal roles to maintain their

marriage ties and bear and rear offspring. In addition, the very
same female university students perform the productive roles
of employment, self-employment and the production of goods
and services for consumption or for sale on the market for
example, crop and livestock production (Kwaah and Essilfie,
2017). Along with their single female counterparts, married
university students also play the community engagement roles
which consist in activities and tasks that involve the collective
organization of services and social events. For example they
have to attend ceremonies, community development activities,
church services, funerals, local political activities and
resources used by everyone such as water, health care and
education (GLOPP/ILO, 2008; Kwaah and Essilfie, 2017). In
many developing nations, research evidence attests to
numerous situations whereby female university students have
often experienced a wide array of stressors such as pressure of
work, peer pressure, the demands of different programmes,
uncertain future employment prospects, maladministration of
the universities and the multiple social and intellectual
demands of the university environment (Chemutai and
Mulambula, 2020: Tuncay, Muduroglu, and Bulut, 2020).
However, not much emboldened research has been conducted
to unearth the stress encounters confronting female university
students operating in a socio-economically volatile setting
such as Zimbabwe. The dearth of research-based evidence on
the prevailing stress and its effects on female university
students taking account of their marital status as they pursue
their education and training motivates this study.

Il. PROBLEM STATEMENT

From time immemorial stress has always been regarded as a
problem which leads to psychological and behavioural
malfunctioning of students on various levels of study
including university. Stress occurs among university students
engaged in academic studies due to a variety of reasons. These
include overload of work, competition with other students,
peer pressure and social problems at home among others.
While numerous studies conducted to establish stress levels
between male and female universities have confirmed higher
prevalence of stress among females than males (Adasi et al,
2020; Al-Qahtan and Alsubie (2020 ), little is known about
how single as compared to married female students
experience stress. Since the variable of marital status of
female university students has received little or no attention in
relation to the effects of stress on these students, it is
necessary to employ this variable to disaggregate these
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effects. Such evidence can further our understanding of stress
experience profiles of female university students. Our interest
in this study was thus to establish some key forms of stress
confronting Bachelor of Education Degree female university
students at a State University in the faculty of Education. It
also sought to analyse some key effects of stress on them.

We hypothesized that single female students and married
female students in universities do not express the effects of
stress in the same way. For this reason we tested the
hypothesis on how effects of stress among single female
university students compare with the effects among married
female university students.

I1l. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
The following are the objectives of the study:

1. To establish key forms of stress confronting female
students at MSU

2 To find out effects of stress in single as compared to married
female students at MSU.

H:u H Effects of stress are independent of female
0 1= 2 =

university students’ marital status.

H p M Effects of stress are dependent on female
1:1# 2 =

university students’ marital status

IV. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE
REVIEW

We situate our study in the Critical Theory of Gender which
posits that society is structured by relations of power and
domination among social groups such as men and women
(Bush, 2011; Cotter, Hermsen, Ovadia, and Vanneman,
2001).Through the Critical Theory lens, we contend that while
like men, women perform some of the gender roles such as
the reproductive, productive and community engagement,
they are more exposed to stress situations than men. We argue
that despite the advent of affirmative action that has resulted
in many women earning income from formal employment and
other legitimate means in their productive role, those of them
who engage as university students are more susceptible to
stress situation than their male counterparts, and likely to bear
the brand of having to manage complex stress situations. This
is simply because women operate in a social context where
men are the dominant group that creates the rules for success
and opportunity in society (Cotter et al., 2001). While
studying in universities female students may still carry the
majority of the triple gender role burdens along with study
burdens. We contend that in addition to the current triple
gender roles, female students are doubling up the task of the
productive role preparation through engaging in university
studies.

Some common forms and effects of stress confronting female
university students
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Research has revealed different tasks of education and
training and diverse demands that cause stress among female
university students.Rizwan, Farooq, Alvi and Nawaz (2012)
observe some of the most common stressors confronting
female university students as financial problems, examination
pressure, failing a test and being rejected by someone and
relationship breakups. University female students’ lives are
subjected to different types of stressors such as pressure of
work, peer pressure, the demands of different programmes,
uncertain future, mal administration of their institution and the
demands of the school environment. According to Brough
(2015), a survey of 462 university students conducted by
Dusselier (2005) revealed academics as a primary stressor,
which included the concerns such as completion of
assignments, research projects and passing examinations and
time required in class. Tuncay, Muduroglu, and Bulut (2020),
as well as Chemutai and Mulambula (2020) pin point
examination stress, fear of failure, the concern of fulfilling the
requirements to graduate, a challenging academic
environment and work overload, as some of the major
educational stressors among female university students.
Adasi, Amponsa, Mohammed, Yeboa and Mintah (2020)
observe that most female university students experience stress
arising from monetary pressure that includes the battle to
obtain adequate funds for educational costs and personal up
keep, and, difficulty in reconciling university work with other
social obligations. Al-Qahtan and Alsubie (2020) cite as main
stressors of female university students, academic,
intrapersonal, interpersonal, teaching and learning activities,
as well as social drive and desire. Female undergraduate
students were found to attribute significantly greater stress to
familial relationships, finances, daily hassles, and social
relationships (Boke, Mills, Mettler, and Heath, 2019).
Academic stressors leading to stress among female students
identified by Portoghese, Galleta, Porru, Burdoff, et al (2019)
include high workload, attending lessons, respecting
deadlines, balancing university and private life and economic
issues. Numerous forms of effects emanating from the
foregoing varieties of stressors have been documented in the
literature. Scholars such as Adasi,et al (2020) have
highlighted some effects of high stress levels among both
male and female university and college students that include
serious social and medical problems. These students also
encounter physical, social and emotional problems at home
which can in turn disturb their learning ability and academic
performance. According to Brough (2015) university students
generally experience stressful situations that lead to
depression, headaches and anxiety and heart problems,
behavior patterns which are not expected by the entire society
and unnecessary violence. The effects impact more heavily on
female university students; our central interest in this study.
Girija, Siyamaladevi and Muthaiah (2021) cited some effects
of stress on female college students as anger, failure to sleep,
not feeling well, feeling tired, nervousness and worry, while
Wirkus, Wirkus, Staslak and Kozlowski (2021) observed that
the general economic recession in Poland and the rest of the
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world has worsened students’ material conditions, thereby
making it difficult for them to survive comfortably in the
university environment. In turn this causes severe anxiety and
depression. Portoghese, Galleta, Porru, Burdoff, et al (2019)
observe that most female university students experience
negative effects of stress in forms of the psychological
dimension such as anxiety and burnout, the behavioural
dimension such as eating disorders and drug taking, as well as
the health dimension such as ulcers, high blood pressure and
headaches. It can be argued that granted these multiple stress-
inducing issues that female university students contend with,
it stands to reason to try and establish the effects of stress on
the single as compared to married female students. We
contend that coupled with the triple gender roles alluded to
earlier in this paper, the circumstances of married female
university students who perform the productive role of a
teacher of students and breadwinner, and the reproductive
roles of being a wife to someone and a mother to children may
not compare easily with those of single ones as far as stress
experiences and effects and coping strategies are concerned.

V. METHODOLOGY

We preferred a questionnaire survey in a qualitative research
design which incorporated the Chi-square statistical test as a
quantitative technique. We wanted to determine whether there
exists an association between two qualitative variables and
whether such an association is statistically significant
(Salkind, 2017). A questionnaire that contained sections with
close-ended questions was preferred for its advantage of
obtaining information on pre-structured categories that we had
conceptualized (Hartas, 2010) to collect responses from which
to prove our hypothesis using the Chi-square test of statistical
significance, and, to complement interview data. Semi-
structured interviews were used to collect data on the
exploration of meanings of participants concerning the
processes and encounters entailed in their natural settings
(Creswell, 2005; Punch, 2009). We employed the inductive
content-analysis method of data analysis, using ideas
borrowed from the grounded theory approach of analyzing
qualitative data so as to discover theoretical patterns and
categories embedded in the research data on the lived stress
experiences (Creswell, 2007) that female university students
confronted. We also observed that while numerous studies
revealed and documented greater prevalence of stress among
female university students than male university students, there
is a dearth of analysis of this phenomenon according to the
marital status of the female students. We hypothesized that
single female students and married female university students
do not express the effects of stress in the same way. For this
reason we conducted a Chi-square test to determine if an
association existed between the marital statuses of the female
university students and effects of stress. We asked the
students to choose and respond to one out of the five(5)
categorical responses pertaining to the stress effect variable:1
lowered my academic performance,2 Caused difficulty getting
sleep and 3. Caused eating disorders in me 4 Caused
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depression in me and 5. Caused High Blood Pressure in me.
We computed the Chi-square to address the research question
and the attendant hypothesis on effects of stress in single as
compared to married female students at the university under
study. Thus we analyzed the data from a chi-square cross-
tabulation matrix to prove our hypotheses with a view to
establishing if there was a statistically significant association
between the aforementioned variables and used the data to
complement thematic findings.

VI. SAMPLE

We purposively sampled 100 female undergraduate students
(50 single and 50 married) in the Faculty of Education at a
satellite campus of a state university to participate in the
survey. The students were all studying for a Bachelor of
Education degree in Educational Management at the levell,
semester 1. We purposively sampled 20 students from the 100
to participate in interviews.

Data analysis procedures

Content analysis procedures of open and axial coding of the
interview transcripts resulted in the production of a number of
initial themes, which were distilled into fewer broad themes.
We quantified and analyzed questionnaire data using MS
excel and presented them on tables of information. By cross-
tabulating the categorical variables, we computed the chi-
square values using relevant formulae and determined the
statistical significance values on the basis of chosen criteria
for rejecting or accepting the null hypotheses.

Ethical Considerations

Heeding Creswell’s (2007) advice we sought permission to
conduct this study by obtaining ethical clearance from the
management of the university. We then sought informed and
voluntary permission from the participants to conduct the
study,

VII. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Our interest to address the question on the key forms of stress
confronting female students at this university is fulfilled by
the findings thematically presented hereunder.

Theme: Academic demands caused stress

Data from interviews revealed academic demands of
university work as a key cause of stress among all the 20
interviewed students. Fourteen of the interviewed female
students intimated that they were stressed by the amount of
work and content covered in a semester, the numerous
assignments expected from the various modules and the need
to meet submission deadlines. Most of the students
highlighted as a serious stressor, the strict study standards that
university studies demanded and the need to cope with
preparation for group and individual assignments, as well as
examinations. These key findings resonate with findings from
studies conducted by Dusselier (2005) cited by Brough (2015)
which revealed academics as a primary stressor, consisting of
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the concerns such as completion of assignments, research
projects and passing examinations and time required in class.
They also concur with the literature from Tuncay, Muduroglu,
and Bulut (2020), as well as Chemutai and Mulambula (2020)
who pinpoint examination stress, work overload and demands
of the content in terms of quantity and quality, and fear of
failure.

A good number (8) of the students expressed concern about
stress arising from working on too many assignments whose
deadlines are closely spaced, and having to submit them
timeously. They also intimated that this work overload led
them to feel very exhausted as they grappled with job tasks as
teachers, household chores and meeting conjugal obligations
.Some students pointed out stress arising from multiple tasks
as educational administrators in their schools where they had
to ensure smooth running of the school, while simultaneously
being obliged to fulfill family roles of child-bearing and
rearing as mothers. In addition, these students were expected
to safeguard their current educational leadership posts as
school heads by studying and earning a university degree.
Viewed through the lens of Critical Theory, these findings sit
well with the literature (Bush, 2011;Cotter et al., 2001)which
highlights the multiple dilemmas that women living in a
patriarchal society confront -a social context where men are
the dominant group that creates the rules for success and
opportunity in society (Cotter et al., 2001).They are stressed
by what Al-Qahtan and Alsubie (2020) refer to as social drive
and desire as they grapple to a university qualification for self
- actualization to emancipate themselves from male
dominance. At the same time as they perform the
reproductive roles at home, the productive roles at school as
employees and many other social roles, in view of societal
expectations, this exacerbates their stress.

Theme: Stressful issues constellated on Economic hardships

A majority of interviewed students (14) cited the harsh
economic conditions as an overarching stressor that negatively
impacted their studies thereby stressing them. They reported
that financial constraints caused them sleepless nights
especially when they struggled to raise tuition fees enough to
get registered in a semester. One student had this to say:

It is stressful to fail to raise tuition fees in time since
my salary is very small and cannot sustain my own
fees and that of my two kids going to a secondary
boarding school. At the end of the day | end up
getting afraid of missing the university exams for not
being registered in time and this causes me
headaches. Sometimes | fail to have enough money to
buy a laptop, which is necessary when doing a
degree because assignments must be typed.

Thus financial problems that students reported led to the
ripple effects of failing to procure academic materials and
equipment, failing to complete assignments in good time and
inability to register due to late payment of tuition fees, in turn,
to the stress from the potential failure to sit for examinations.
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The finding is similar to stressors among female university
students identified by Portoghese, Galleta, Porru, Burdoff, et
al (2019) include, balancing university and private life and
economic issues. The students find it difficult to have
adequate funds to meet obligations of their private lives such
as paying fees for children as a reproductive role, and,
procuring study resources due to economic issues. In
resonance with the general economic recession in many parts
of the world which has worsened students’ material conditions
(Wirkus, Wirkus, Staslak and Kozlowski, 2021), this finding
underlines the constellation of stressors on a lack of funds
among female students thereby making it difficult for them to
cope with academic issues such as preparing and submitting
assignments in time..

Our interest to find out effects of stress in single as compared
to married female students at MSU resulted in the findings
below, with specific reference to our hypotheses.

H :p u Effects of stress are independent of female
0 1= 2 =

university students’ marital status.

H u M Effects of stress are dependent on female
1: 1+ 2 =

university students’ marital status.

TABLE 1: Computing Expected Frequencies for data on stress effects

MARITAL STATUS
STRESS  EFFECTS SINGLE MARRIED TOTALS
lowered my academic 9 8 17
performance
caused difficulty getting 8 3 11
sleep
Caused eating disorders in 7 8 15
me
Caused frustration in me 12 16 28
Caused Hig_h Blood 14 15 29
Pressure in me
TOTALS 50 50 100
We calculated the expected frequencies as follows:
a) Expected (lowered my performance- married=
17x50/100= 8.5
b) Expected (lowered my performance- single=
17x50/100= 8.5
¢) Expected (caused difficulty sleeping

married=11x50/100= 5.5

d) Expected (caused difficulty
11x50/100=5.5

e) Expected (caused
15x50/100=7.5

f) Expected (caused
15x50/100 =7.5

g) Expected (caused frustration-married= 28x50/100=
14

h) Expected (caused frustration-single= 28x50/100=14

sleeping-single =
eating  disorders-married=

eating disorders=  single=
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i) Expected(caused high blood pressure —married=
29x50/100=14.5

j) Expected(caused high blood pressure -single =
29x50/100=14.5’

Table 2: Computing the Chi-Square

Observed Expected O-E (0 —E)?

8 8.5 -0.5 0.25

9 8.5 0.5 0’25

3 55 -2.5 6.25

8 55 25 6.25

8 75 0.5 0.25

7 75 -0.5 0.25

16 14 2 4.00

12 14 -2 4.00

15 14,5 0.5 0.25

14 145 -0.5 0.25
722,00

Formula for Chi — square: Xt=y (O(_T?Z

Calculated X2 = 22.00

Decision Criterion: At 0.05 significance level, if the
calculated Chi-square value is greater than the tabulated Chi-
square value the Null hypothesis is rejected.

Degree of Freedom: (5-1)(2-1)= 4x1=4
Df 4(0.05); Tabulated X2 = 9.488 = 9.49

Since the calculated Chi-square(22.00) is greater than the
tabulated Chi-square (9.49), the null hypothesis that there is
independence between female university students’ marital
status and effects of stress on them is rejected. This means
that there was a statistically significant association between
the marital status of female students and the effects of stress
on them at this university. In concert with this inferential
statistic, a cursory glance at the raw responses in Table 1
above shows that married female students indicated that they
were affected by different forms of stress more than their
single counterparts. This finding concurs with interview data
which highlighted the substantive extent of stress that married
female students expressed. Generally the interviewed married
female students stated that coupled with the pressures
attendant to university studies were the stressors of marriage-
related issues such as fear of harassment by a husband in the
event of failing university work, resulting in severe
frustration, anxiety and depression. Single female students
reported that they were frustrated and experienced high blood
pressure mainly from harsh economic conditions and
inadequate finances since their guardians could not give them
the support they needed for other needs besides tuition fees.
They also shared the similar sentiments with their married
counterparts when they stated that they experienced
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frustration and depression from the pressure of working hard
to earn the degree for status recognition, in consonance with
what Al-Qahtan and Alsubie (2020) refer to as social drive
and desire, and the need to meet job promotion qualifications
to compete favourably with men (Bush, 2011; Cotter et al.,
2001). During interviews many married female students
reported that they got frustrated from working from all fronts;
fending for their children, performing conjugal and
matrimonial roles including for the benefit of extended family
members in keeping with cultural norms and values, and
attending wedding preparation meetings and ceremonies. The
foregoing activities reported by the students constitute the
reproductive, productive and community participation roles
confronting married sub-Saharan women, all too often
resulting in anxiety.

VI1I. CONCLUSIONS

Key stressors that emerged in this study to which scholars are
oblivious underline the need to take serious account of
unearthing causes of stress among female university students
from time to time. The economic hardships to which the
female students were subjected, in addition to the academic-
related stress reported in this study cannot be underestimated.
These findings underline the all-too-often, unnoticed and
overlooked stress experiences that female students undergo.
Female university students at this university confronted triple
gender roles, in the context of a Third World, sub-Saharan are
setting where patriarchal domination persists as a critical
gender inequity issue.

In this study, it was thus established that the stress situations
had very negative effects on the female university students,
particularly taking their more serious toll on married students.
Our hypothesis that female university students experienced
stress effects apropos their marital status was confirmed
positively from the Chi-square tests conducted in this study.
Supported by evidence from interviews, the unique finding of
the association between the stress effects and marital status of
female university students, points to the fact that married as
compared to single students seem to feel greater pressure as
they grapple with the more demanding reproductive gender
roles. This finding has implications for strategizing stress
coping techniques among female university students.
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