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ABSTRACT 

The study investigates stress experience among Saudi postgraduates at Manchester 

University. The aims of this study were identified as:  sources of stress Identify; the coping 

strategies and the effect of stress. The data for the study was collected by using different 

qualitative methods in two phases. A focus group tool was used in the first phase with a total 

of thirteen Saudi postgraduates. In the second phase, an in-depth semi-structured interview 

was conducted with ten interviewees. The results show eight stressors among Saudi 

postgraduates. These stressors have psychological, physical, and behavioral influences on 

Saudi postgraduates. There are six types of strategies conducted by Saudi postgraduates to 

coping with. 

Keywords: Qualitative Method, Sources of stress, Coping strategies. 

Stress is a common factor in everyday (Lim et al., 2010). We live the scientific age and the 

rapid development of information and competitiveness among people, so stress has become 

inevitable and then it affects our thoughts and feelings. Stress is determined as an imbalance 

between the life requests and his/her perceived ability to cope with those requests. Stress is 

an important topic in many behavioral sciences However, it still needs more attention 

(Agolla, 2009). Stress can be seen to impact both negatively and positively on the student 

learning experience (Stevenson, & Harper, 2006). Stressors related to academia include: the 

academic process (Tully, 2004), heavy assignments and workloads (Al-Zayyat & Al-Gamal, 

2014; Labrague, 2014; Suresh et al., 2012) and examinations (Burnard et al., 2008; Gibbons, 

2010; Pulido-Martos et al., 2012). Stress among students have long been researched on, and 

researchers have identified stressors as too many assignments, competitions with other 

students, failures and poor relationships with other students or lecturers (Fairbrother, & 

Warn, 2003; Wichianson, et al., 2009). Several studies were conducted to examine Saudi 

student stressors and their coping styles (Labrague et al., 2018) But few studies that used the 

qualitative method . 
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Psychological distress is important from a health promotion-illness prevention perspective 

because of its links with risk behaviors and physical illness in higher education students 

(Adams et al., 2008). Indeed, stress has been identified as a significant predictor of 

psychological distress among higher education students (Morrison, & O’Connor,2005; 

Watson et at., 2009). Stress can be positive in that it challenges and motivates students to 

achieve, however it can also adversely impact upon student learning (Vaez, & Laflamme, 

2008). Their judgment and adaptive functioning (Stixrud, 2012). Stress can lead to health 

damaging behaviors (Nguyen-Michel, et al., 2006; Sun, et al., 2011). In addition, chronic 

exposure to stress is attributed to some adverse consequences on the overall health, well- 

being, and quality of life of student (Labrague, et al., 2017; Waghachavare, et al., 2013). And 

to be a useful preventive tool to strengthen emerging adults' ability to adjust to a new 

academic environment (Dvořáková, Greenberg, & Roeser, 2019). Effective coping strategies 

are essential to overcome the stressors while still attaining goals (Labrague, et al., 2017; 

Samson-Akpan, et al., 2017) 

Coping is established as a key variable in the process of reducing, minimizing or tolerating 

stress (Gustems-Carnicer & Caldero, 2013). And in preventing psychological distress (Jones 

&Johnston, 2000). It is perceived as a process as opposed to a trait or outcome. Higher 

education students cope in different ways with varying levels of success. For a minority of 

students, the challenge is too great, and consequently, they exit their programs of study 

(Chambers & Roper, 2000). Some adopt positive methods such as seeking social support 

(Dooley & Fitzgerald, 2012), or using leisure activities (Iwasaki, 2003), or transference 

attention from the stressful situation to other things (Shaban, Khater, & Akhu-Zaheya, 

2012). While others use maladaptive strategies to stress (Chao, 2012). There are indications 

that students are medical studies experience meaningful levels of stress, depressive 

symptoms (Compton, Carrera, & Frank, 2008; Eswi, Radi, & Youssri, 2013). 

 

International students face higher stress seem to have increased rates of depression and 

suicidal ideation compared to the general population (Siddiqui, et at., 2017) Saudi students 

are not immune to various stressors. In fact, several studies were conducted to examine their 

stressors and their coping styles (Labrague et al., 2018; Aedh, Elfaki, & Mohamed, 2015; 

Alsaqri, 2017; Hamaideh, Al-Omari, & Al-Modallal, 2017; Mahfouz, &Alsahli, 2016). 

However, a broader perspective on stress and coping strategies, have not been explored 

(Labrague, 2014). 

  

The types of stressors vary for different individuals (Gorostidi et al., 2007) in the ways they 

perceive stressful differences and cope with it. The sources of stress and the coping 

processes of a sample of Saudi students were investigated. Specifically, the following 

research questions were addressed: 1) what is the prevalence of psychological distress 

among Saudi students? 2) what are the determinants of stress for students? 3) what are the 

coping processes adopted by the students? 4) how do students experience stress and coping? 

This paper adds to existing research by illuminating in depth the psychological distress 

experienced by undergraduate Saudi students. Based on the results of the research, the paper 

is establishing link between student distress, ensuing maladaptive coping and lifestyle 

behaviors among this population. It also highlights the complex relationship between 

psychological distress, coping and lifestyle behaviors . 

 

The current study investigates stress experience among Saudi postgraduates at Manchester 

University. Identify the sources of stress; the coping strategies and the effect of stress on 

Saudi postgraduates are the aims of study. The study questions are : 
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1. What are the sources of stress among Saudi postgraduate students ? 

2. Which strategies do Saudi postgraduate students use to cope with stress ? 

3. How does stress affect Saudi postgraduate students ? 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative research is an approach that focuses on people, their experiences, behaviors and 

opinions (Guest, Namey, & Mitchell, 2013). And generate new questionnaires (Mukherjee et 

al., 2019). In addition, Qualitative research is the approach to data collection, analysis, and 

report writing differing from the traditional, quantitative approaches (Williams, 2007). The 

most important step in any research project is the choice of the research method and its 

appropriateness for the subject of the research.  The subject itself and its objectives lead to 

the choice of the research method and not the other way round. Therefore, the right research 

method is a problem of epistemology and needs serious consideration. In this regard, 

choosing a research method is influenced by the methods that a researcher considers because 

of a review of the literature (Al-Asmi, 2008).  

 

Initially, the systematic literature review that aims to determine the stress experience has 

employed a variety of methods including surveys (Kelley-Quon,2018; Fowler, 2013; 

Groves, et al. ,2011) focus groups (Gill, &Baillie, 2018 ; Morgan, 1996; Rabiee,2004) and 

interviews (Hawkins, 2018; Peters & Halcomb, 2015; Glegg, 2019). In fact, most 

researchers have used a mixture of methods to achieve their objectives. Although 

understanding the stress experience (the stress source, coping strategies, and the stress 

effect) of overseas students is a very complex and sensitive subject, survey findings can only 

deliver very simple descriptive issues in relation to the stress experienced by overseas 

students  . 

 

The current study employed qualitative research methods by combining focus group and 

interview methods with Saudi postgraduates, for the purpose of obtaining information about 

sources of stress, coping strategies, and the effect of stress on academic aspects. The current 

study consisted of two phases. The first phase was a focus group using 6 participants. The 

Second phase employed an in-depth semi-structured interview using an open-ended 

interview schedule. The focus group method was conducted first as it is a suitable method 

for exploring postgraduates’ attitudes, behaviors, coping strategies, stress sources, academic 

impact, feelings, beliefs, and all experiences of stress which is not possible using other 

methods such as surveys or observations. In addition, using of a focus group allows an 

interaction between respondents which reflects their view of the world, and their values and 

beliefs about the situation. 

 

As long, the focus groups do not allow us to gather reliable data on topics such as stress 

generate strong feelings (Krueger & Casey, 2000; Thomas, 2008), Some participants who 

may have an antisocial character will avoid talking about their feelings in terms of stress. 

Furthermore, the problem culture could affect the focus group method. Specifically, in Saudi 

culture male usually avoids talking about negative things in his life. For this reason, an in-

depth semi-structured interview is used in the second phase .   

 

The semi-structured interview is flexible, allowing new questions to be brought up during 

the interview. So, the researchers design in-depth interviews to reveal and indicate the 

subjective views and perceptions of individual students about the stress they are 

experiencing, and their stress coping strategies (Robotham, 2008).Consequently, the semi-

structured interview was used to add more in depth understanding of the issues that were 
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highlighted in the focus group. On the other hand, to provide validity and reliability, 

triangulation was achieved by employing a focus group and a semi-structured interview as 

two different methods of collecting data  . 

 

However, each method focus group and semi-structured interview of data collection can 

look at the research problem from different perspectives(Chamberlain, Duggleby, Teaster, & 

Estabrooks, 2019; Dempsey, Dowling, Larkin, & Murphy, 2016).Using more than one 

method produces different kinds of data on the same topic that compensate for each other’s 

limitations. Therefore, the primary benefit of using multi-methods is to benefit and improve 

the quality of the research by increasing trustworthiness (Crowe, 2017; Al-Asmi, 2008). 

Furthermore, employing different methods in dealing with the same phenomenon gave the 

researcher an opportunity to see many aspects from different points of views and to 

understand the research in more detail. 

 

Thematic analysis and guidance 

The thematic analysis was conducted based on six analysis processes described by (Braun & 

Clarke,2006). The first step was involved becoming familiar with the data. For this review 

the researcher read and re-read the data, noting down initial ideas. The second step was the 

generation of initial codes. Codes were generated, compared, and thinking in ‘...thought 

about.’ or ‘...considered.’? The third step transformed the codes into grouped data (sub-

themes) grouped data were then organized into themes. The fourth step was a review of the 

themes that emerged from the previous steps to determine if the grouped data and the 

categories identified were clearly representative of the initial data. The fifth step was the 

definition or labelling of the themes. The sixth step consisted of linking the themes to the 

existing literature. However, due to the limitations of the current study fifth and sixth 

process included in phase five   . 

 

RESULTS 

The definition and refinement of the themes, by using selected representative extracts, 

allows us to powerfully convey meaning and insight in the context of the situation in 

question through comprehensive detail and comment with the aim of representing how to 

answer the main questions. 

 

However, the first question was ‘What are the sources of stress among Saudi postgraduates 

at Manchester University? The stressors that the interviewees expressed were coded into 

different sub-themes and later into the broad theme. The sources of stress as a broad theme 

were defined, through an analysis of the focus group and the interview data, as any reason 

that could be a source of stress for Saudi postgraduate students at any point in time. This 

theme revealed several sub-themes of the stressors that caused stress (Figure 1). Academic 

problem (e.g. codes: thesis, assignment, exam, PhD, MSc, supervisor) the main stressors 

were mostly identified by the majority of the 
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Figure 1 First questions and themes 

 
 

interviewees. For example, one of the participants reported that he had academic problems 

(sub-theme) namely exams and assignments (codes). This led him to be under stress Really, 

I hate exams and assignments.  I feel I’m under pressure. I can’t eat or sleep well when I 

have an exam" (D- MSc Business). The English language (sub-theme) was the second 

stressor. Many of the participants expressed the fact that they faced a lot of problems with 

the language (e.g. codes: slang, communicate, spend more time on the language, prefer own 

language, talk so fast). For example, one of interviewee in the focus group mentioned that " 

I have spent many years studying English but unfortunately until now I didn't feel confident 

when I talked. There are differences between academic English and English on the street… I 

think if I live alone my language will be better"(A- PhD Medicine). The third stressor was 

problems of loneliness (sub-theme) and most PhD students mentioned this as a problem (e.g. 

codes: working alone, mastering better, I do not see anybody). For example, one of the PhD 

students mentioned that “You know the master's degree is better than the PhD. When you 

are doing the MSc, you work within a group, have lecturers and friends, but with the PhD 

you feel that you live alone. Nobody works with you and you do a big thesis without any help 

…” "(A- PhD Medicine). Concern about the future was the fourth stressors that some of 

students mentioned (e.g. codes: not graduate, could not go back, spend many years here, the 

cost of life in the future). For instance, one of participants remarked that "I’m worried if I 

don’t pass this semester.  It is a shame if I don’t finish my master's degree. I couldn’t go 

back to my country if I failed… " (C- MSc Mathematics). Family problems were the fifth 

cause of stress among postgraduates. Some students mentioned that bringing their family 

with them caused stress whereas others reported that living without their family was a source 

of stress (e.g. codes: family more responsibility, looking after the family, I hoped to live 

alone, have children, take and bring my children to school, family with me, live without 

family). For example, one of the participants reported that " I brought my family with me. I 

have four children. I don’t know how I can focus on my research and look after my family…. 

I feel as if I’m over 50 years of age " (B- PhD Law). The sixth stressor was time 

management problems that existed for almost all the postgraduate who worked in 
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laboratories (e.g. codes: stay until night, long time in the lab, I don’t have time, lab takes all 

my time). “I hope I have my family with me, it is boring to live alone, but I don’t have time to 

study and look after my family. I need to stay at college until eight o’ clock every day " (E- 

PhD Mathematics). Financial problems were the seventh stressor among participants mainly 

because of their income and because the cost of living in the United Kingdom is more than 

that in Saudi Arabia (e.g. codes: low salary, pay a lot, taxes, rent, and get some money from 

family). For instance, one participant said that " The salary from the Saudi government is not 

enough to rent a home, pay the bills, pay taxes...etc. How can we live on this salary?  " (D- 

MSc Business). The eighth stressor was related to the problem of living in a different 

culture. Many students mentioned that there was a marked different between their culture 

and that of the UK (e.g. codes: different culture, gap between cultures, and time to 

understand culture). For example, one postgraduate mentioned that “…you need to spend 

many months understanding the culture here, it’s different from our culture...”  (B- PhD 

Law).  

 

The second question was “What is the effect of stress among Saudi postgraduate students at 

Manchester University?” The effect theme was generated from the data sets as a broad 

theme. This theme contained three types of sub-themes, namely psychological, physical, and 

behavioral effecters (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2 Second research question and themes   
 

 
Most participants in both the focus group and the interview reported that the incidence of 

stress has an influence on their psychological aspects (e.g. codes: feeling bored, bad feeling, 

and feeling uncomfortable). For example, one of participants in the focus group session 

mentioned that “…I hope I have my family with me, it is boring living alone….” (E- PhD 

Mathematics).  The behavioral influence was the second type of effect on the participants in 

that some participants reported that stress caused them some behavioral problems (e.g. 

codes: can’t sleep or sleeping too long, eating a lot or can’t eat, spending many hours 

studying without any benefit, and neglecting study). For instance, one of participants 
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mentioned that “…Really, I hate exams and assignments. I feel I’m under pressure. I can’t 

eat or sleep well when I have an exam” (D- MSc Business). Physiological effects were the 

third kind of influence on Saudi postgraduates in that a few of the participants encountered 

physiological problems when they were under stress (e.g. codes: nausea, dry throat, weak 

vision, and stomach ache). For example, the interviewee mentioned that “…I feel anxious. I 

stutter. I cannot see very well and sometimes; I feel pains in my stomach…”  (F- MSc 

Biology). 

  

The third question was “Which coping strategies do Saudi postgraduate students use to cope 

with stress?” The coping strategies were the broad themes that were generated from the data 

sets. The participants pointed out that coping strategies indicated that “any method could be 

used to reduce stress levels”. Analyzing this theme led to the identification of six types of 

strategies (sub-themes) that were used by participants or viewed as a good way to reduce 

their levels of stress (Figure 3) 

 

Figure 3 Third research question and themes 

 

 
 

The first type of strategy that was mentioned by most participants was sport (e.g. codes: 

gym, running, walking, and swimming). For instance, one of participants reported that 

“…Every day I go to the gym. When I play sport, I feel more relaxed. I think this is because I 

spend a lot of energy playing sports” (A- PhD Medical). The second strategy used to cope 

with stress, that was mention by some participants, was the strategy of relaxing.  For 

example, one of the participants mentioned that “…When I feel under pressure, I like to 

leave everything behind, close my eyes and think about good things…” (B- PhD Law). The 

third coping strategy that was mentioned by some participants was using media technology 

as a strategy (e.g. codes: watching TV, chatting, video games, and Facebook). For instance, 

one of the participants pointed out that “… I spend many hours watching TV or chatting 

with my friends on the internet I feel that this takes me away from the academic 

atmosphere…. (D- MSc Business). Talking and getting help from the family was the fourth 

coping strategy that was mentioned by some participants. For example, one of participants 

reported that “…For me, when I feel stressed, I like to discuss the problem that caused the 

stress with my wife. I think she is the person that best understands me, and she usually 

knows how to decrease that stress…” (B- PhD Law). A combination of strategies, or in 

other words, discussing things with people, was the fifth strategy used to reduce stress which 
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was reported by several participants (e.g. codes: discussing, conversation, talking, and 

getting advice). For instance, one of participants mentioned that “…When I feel stressed, I 

usually talk with my parents or my friends in Saudi Arabia and that makes me relax…” (E- 

PhD Mathematics). The sixth type of coping strategy was spending more time studying (e.g. 

codes: studying many hours, spending a lot of time doing my assignment, spending most 

days studying, and I prefer studying to playing  . 

 

This strategy was mentioned by a few of the participants.  These were those who felt that 

studying was a good way to reduce the stress because most stressors are related to academic 

problems.: is this what you mean? For instance, one of participants reported that “…I think 

pressure is important for me. I feel it pushes me to study more. If I don’t feel under pressure, 

how can I study? I think if you have an exam and you are worried about it, only by studying 

more will you feel better…” (A- PhD Medicine) . 

 

DISCUSSION 

In this study, the focus group gave the researcher an invaluable opportunity to gain an 

insight into Saudi Postgraduate's Perceived Stress Experiences. This result enhances 

previous studies conducted internationally (Zayat & AlGamal, 2014; Labrague et al., 2017). 

When stress was examined with academic students, researchers found some evidence that 

linking the high stress perceptions level with higher-level academic students. 

 

While, the population of the study was Saudi graduate students at the University of 

Manchester. The convenient sampling method was used around the focus group session and 

targeted sampling for the interview session. The objective of the present study was to 

investigate the sources of stress and the impact of academic stress on graduate students this 

find were balanced with previous studies stating that academic demands were identified as a 

major contributor to stress (Pulido-Martos et al., 2012). 

 

In the context of coping strategies, the focus group and the interviewer were able to achieve 

the current research objectives through triangulation. In which, it introduced several 

different strategies to deal with this stress, and the negative or positive effects of stress on 

academic life for graduate students. Specially, positive coping reduces student stress levels. 

this find was agreed with (Klainin-Yobas et al., 2014). The use of focus group and interview 

allowed the researcher to some problems with virtual focus groups and interviews, and 

allowed him to develop deal with some understanding of different virtual search methods, 

ethical issues, sampling and triangulation.  

 

CONCLUSION 

While this study found some evidence demonstrating considerable stress levels in Saudi 

student, this study has several limitations. caution should be observed when interpreting the 

review findings due to absence of high-quality evidence for review. Further, Methodological 

limitations such as the lack of statistical power and the presence of confounding factors in 

most studies reviewed may threaten the reliability of the review findings. Another important 

methodological aspect that needs further consideration for future research undertakings is 

the use of appropriate research designs and rigorous sampling methods. Further, samples 

were small and these may affect the credibility, outcomes, applicability, and transferability 

of the review findings, future studies should be conducted using a big sampling method. As 

according to (Aldwin 2004), Stress and coping are both complex processes that develop and 

change through all phases of life as a result of biological changes, individuals' personal skills 

and behaviors, personal adaptations, and socio-contextual influences. Therefore, a 
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longitudinal type of research maybe appropriate to examine how stress and coping changes, 

develops, and deteriorates with time. 
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