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 This study was conducted to determine the relationship between academic 

stress and life satisfaction among university students in Sabah, Malaysia. A 

total of 400 students were selected as respondents and data were collected 

using questionnaires. Academic stress was measured using the Perception of 

Academic Stress Scale (PAS), which has four subscales: i) Performance 

stress; ii) Workload perception of workload and examinations; iii) Academic 

self-perception; and iv) Time constraints. Meanwhile, the Satisfaction with 

Life Scale was used to study student’s life satisfaction. The data obtained 

were analyzed using Pearson correlation and t-test. The results showed that 

performance stress is negatively associated with life satisfaction, while 

academic self-perception is positively associated with life satisfaction. The 

result also showed that perception of workload and examinations and time 

constraints not associated with life satisfaction. All in all, academic self-

perception and performance stress have an association with life satisfaction. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The term “life satisfaction” refers to a judging process in which people evaluate the quality of their 

lives based on their own set of criteria [1]. A comparison of one's perceived life circumstances with a self-

imposed standard or set of standards is presumably made, and the person reports high life satisfaction to the 

extent that situations meet these criteria. As a result, life satisfaction is a conscious cognitive assessment of 

one's life, with the criteria for judgment set by the individual. Life satisfaction can indicate positive 

experiences that have shaped a person’s life. These experiences have the ability to inspire people to pursue 

and achieve their objectives. 

The study of life satisfaction among university students is an aspect that needs to be given attention. 

Recent studies have shown that students’ anxiety levels and life satisfaction are closely related [2]. The 

results of the study found that students with low anxiety scores had higher life satisfaction compared to those 

with high scores. Meanwhile, Bear and Minke [3], who found that higher academic performance, self-esteem, 

parental relationships and good interpersonal relationships had higher levels of life satisfaction. The study 

also found that satisfaction with life at a high level was negatively correlated with poor attitudes toward 

stress, depression and anxiety. 
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Stress among students has become common in the learning environment, whether in school or 

university. Stress exists because of the existence of a cause to that stress [4]. The stress experienced by 

students will certainly affect academic performance coupled with various other factors. University students, 

particularly those in their last year, stress increases as the pressure to get good grades is also becoming more 

important. This is because it is critical to achieving good grades to ensure employment opportunities after 

graduation. Therefore, this study is important to examine how the stress experienced by college students 

affects their life satisfaction and their social sustainability such as happiness in college life. 

There is no doubting that academic stress has a role in the challenges that university students 

experience. This is because most university students will have a different academic experience than they did 

in high school. Some students experience culture shock due to their inability to adjust to the university’s 

learning and teaching structure and the way of life with the social environment at the university [5]. In 

addition, in order to graduate, students are required to achieve a predetermined minimum passing level. 

Students who cannot adapt to the surrounding conditions immediately will result in a decrease in the level of 

self-wellbeing, a decline in academic performance, and an increase in psychological stress [6], [7]. 

As a result, academic progress in the first year significantly impacts total academic Grade Point 

Average (GPA) accomplishment in the following year [8]. Stress is the most prevalent concern among 

students, although it is well-known that stress is unavoidable as this is a common occurrence in an 

individual's daily life. According to Bojuwoye [9], stress among students in higher education can be grouped 

into several categories such as stress related to studies, examinations, financial problems, university transition 

and stress linked to being in different countries. In addition, academics, tests, competition to obtain good 

grades, time pressures, professors and the environment were all shown to be sources of stress in similar 

research by Archer and Lamnin [10]. 

Men and women react differently when faced with stressful situations. According to Girdano and 

Everly [11], women will emit the hormone oxytocin, which responds to stress, when described in 

functioning. In contrast to males who release testosterone when stressed and do not have a relaxing effect, 

oxytocin production in women provides relaxing and stress coping. There have not been many studies that 

look at gender differences in stress. Nonetheless, Matheny et al. [12] conducted a stress study among US and 

Turkish colleges using the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) found no significant differences in stress experienced 

by male and female students. 

The objectives of this study were: i) To identify the level of academic stress and life satisfaction 

among students of public university in Sabah; ii) To study the relationship between academic stress and life 

satisfaction among students of public university in Sabah; and iii) Comparing differences in academic stress 

and life satisfaction by gender category. This study is important in order to understand life satisfaction among 

students so that student can focus in academic and also focus on their stress and life satisfaction. The most 

importance is students need to have balance between their life satisfactions and minimize their stress level. 

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Studies on the relationship between academic stress and life satisfaction of university students in 

Malaysia are still lacking, where previous studies have focused more on the relationship between stress and 

academic achievement [13], [14] and between emotional intelligence, basic psychological needs [15], [16] 

and social support [17], [18] with self-wellbeing. Therefore, a study that measures the relationship between 

academic stress and life satisfaction of university students should be conducted so that this study can be a 

basis for any intervention measures or strategies to ensure the level of stress and student life satisfaction is 

given due attention. 

The Bottom-up theory is the most relevant explanation for life satisfaction in this study. The idea 

focuses on life satisfaction as a result of satisfaction in various aspects of one's life [19]. According to the 

idea presented, one finds satisfaction in various aspects of life, including work, relationships, family and 

friends, personal development, health, and fitness. One's total life satisfaction is made up of our contentment 

with one's lives in this area and their social sustainability [20]. 

The appropriate theory for stress is general adaptation theory or known as General Adaptation 

Syndrome (GAS) by Selye [21]. This theory is based on three basic stages of development that occur during 

stress, namely: i) The stage of readiness and alertness (alarm reaction); ii) The stage of resistance); and iii) 

The stage of exhaustion). Stress among students has become common in the learning environment, whether 

in school or university. Stress exists because of the existence of a cause to that stress [4]. The stress 

experienced by students will certainly affect academic performance coupled with various other factors. 

University students, particularly those in their last year, stress in-creases as the pressure to get good grades is 

also becoming more important. This is because it is critical to achieving good grades to ensure employment 

opportunities after graduation. Therefore, this study is important to examine how the stress experienced by 

college students affects their life satisfaction and their social sustainability such as happiness in college life. 
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Stress has become a part of human life and can be detrimental to health, mind and body. According 

to Robotham and Julian [22], Hans Selye addressed the issue of “stress” in 1936, defining stress as “the 

body’s non-specific response to the urge for change. According to research by Mewburn, Cuthbert, and 

Tokareva [23] which featured medical students in their third and fourth years at American universities, 

female students suffered more stress and challenges than male students in doctoral studies. The environment 

of regular evaluation of their studies, the competitive atmosphere, and the excessive workload cause persons 

with a student doctoral degree to endure considerable stress. 

Through the concept of General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS) states that the process occurs starting 

from the first stage, the source of stress that affects the body (general) [24]. Then make adjustments to deal 

with the cause (adaptation) in the second stage. If the individual is able to adapt to the cause, then stress can 

be avoided. On the other hand, if the adjustment measures cannot be done, adrenaline will be secreted into 

the blood and cause fatigue. Then it will go to the third stage, where the individual experiences some form of 

a stress response. 

“The assessment of satisfaction with life is a cognitive judgmental process” [25]. Through such 

expressions, it can be understood that the process occurs when a person changes the good aspects and the bad 

aspects of their life. According to selected criteria, life satisfaction is defined as a broad assessment or view 

of a person’s quality of life [1]. Life satisfaction is categorized as happiness if it is the happiness of 

achievement, i.e., ‘good life.’ In contrast, negative assessments of life satisfaction are associated with de-

pression and unhappiness. Happiness is needed as part important element of social sustainability among 

students. 

 

 

3. RESEARCH METHOD 

Figure 1 shows the research framework used in this study. Three variables have been used for this 

research study, that is antecedent variable (gender), independent variable (academic stress: performance 

stress, perception of workload and examinations, academic self-perception, time constraints), and dependent 

variable (life satisfaction). The design of this study has used a quantitative approach using the survey method. 

A set of questionnaires was distributed to respondents for the study's data collection. The questionnaires were 

typed into a Google Form. Hence, WhatsApp, Facebook, and Telegram were used as social media to look for 

respondents. 

The subjects of this study were selected through simple random sampling who are public university 

students in Sabah. The participants in this study were 400 public university students involving almost all 

faculties. The calculation of the total sample size was based on the total population of 1,500 students and for 

this, Krejcie and Morgan [26] sample size method was used. The study was conducted at the main campus of 

Universiti Malaysia Sabah in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, Malaysia. The entire study received ethical approval 

from the Ethical Board of University Malaysia Sabah. Furthermore, prior to data collection, informed consent 

was obtained from each respondent and they were assured with anonymity and confidentially of data. 

Information concerning students’ demographic characteristics consisting of questions regarding student 

matrix number, faculty, gender, age, and current year of study was obtained. The questionnaire was 

comprised of two instruments, namely the Perception of Academic Stress (PAS) Scale and the Satisfaction 

with Life Scale. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. The conceptual model between independent variable and dependent variable 

 

 

Student background

(Gender)

Level of academic stress 

(Performance stress, Perception of 
workload and examinations, Academic 

self-perception, Time constraints) 
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The Perception of Academic Stress Scale (PAS) by Bedewy and Gabriel [27] was used to measure 

stress. The questionnaire contained 18 items that measured the academic stress of university students and 

were divided into four subscales, which are performance stress (five items), workload and examinations 

perception (four items), academic self-perception (four items) and time constraints (five items). 

Measurements were through five Likert scales from 1 (very untrue) to 5 (very true). High scores indicate high 

levels of academic stress. The reliability value of academic stress is 0.70. A scale between 0-23 indicates that 

the level of perceived academic stress is low, a scale between 24-48 indicates that the level of perceived 

academic stress is moderate, and a scale between 49-72 indicates that the level of perceived academic stress 

is high. 

The Satisfaction with Life Scale by Diener et al. [28] was used to study students' life satisfaction. 

The SWLS is a reliable scale that consists of five statements that reflect a positive assessment of the quality 

of life. Respondents rated their agreement with each on a seven-point ordinal scale. The alpha coefficient for 

SWLS is from .79 to .89. Measurements for the SWLS study tool used a seven-point Likert scale on which 

scale 1 indicating (strongly disagree). In contrast, scale 7 represented (strongly agree) and scale 4 showing 

(not sure). The total score for the exam is calculated by adding the scores for each of the SWLS research 

tool's items. There were no negative items in the SWLS study instrument. 

The data obtained were processed using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS)  

version 27. Descriptive data were collected in this study. Furthermore, Pearson correlation was used to test 

H1, which is to study the relationship between academic stress and life satisfaction among students of public 

university in Sabah. In addition, to compare the differences in academic stress and life satisfaction by gender 

category, a T-test was conducted for H2 to see whether there is any difference in academic stress and life 

satisfaction when separated into gender groups. 

 

 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1.  Analysis of respondents’ data 

Table 1 shows the background analysis of respondents at public university in Sabah in percentage 

and frequency. The table shows the number and percentage of respondents’ data by gender, age, year of study 

and faculty. The total number of respondents is 400 students. 163 males and 237 females were involved as 

respondents with the age range between 19 to 24 years old. The age range is divided into two which 19-21 

with a total of 128 respondents, and 22-24 with a total of 272 respondents. The respondents involved in the 

study are students that have been studying for one to four years. The total respondents that have been 

studying for one and two years are 68 and 128 respectively, while the total respondents that have been 

studying for three to four years are 148 and 56. There were eight faculties involved in the study, including 

Fakulti Psikologi & Pendidikan (FPP), Fakulti Kejuruteraan (FKJ), Fakulti Komputeran & Informatik (FKI), 

Fakulti Perniagaan, Ekonomi & Perakaunan (FPEP), Fakulti Sains & Sumber Alam (FSSA), Fakulti Sains 

Sosial & Kemanusiaan (FSSK), Fakulti Sains Makanan & Pemakanan (FSMP) and Fakulti Perubatan & 

Sains Kesihatan (FPSK). The number of respondents involved from FPP, FKJ, FKI and FPEP are 92, 44, 40 

and 68 respectively, while the number of respondents involved from FSSA, FSSK, FSMP and FPSK is 40, 

52, 20 and 44. 

 

 

Table 1. Distribution of number and percentage of respondents 
Respondent’s data Frequency Percentage (%) 

Gender Male 

Female 

163 

237 

40.75 

59.25 

Age 19-21 
22-24 

128 
272 

32 
68 

Year of 

Study 

1 

2 
3 

4 

68 

128 
148 

56 

17 

32 
37 

14 

Faculty FPP 
FKJ 

FKI 

FPEP 
FSSA 

FSSK 

FSMP 
FPSK 

92 
44 

40 

68 
40 

52 

20 
44 

23 
11 

10 

17 
10 

13 

5 
11 
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4.2.  Academic stress and student well-being levels 

Table 2 shows the level of academic stress of students, divided into three: Low, medium, and high 

levels. This calculation is based on a study by Aiken and West [29] that is Mean±SD. The results of the study 

reported that 70% of students had high levels of academic stress. This was followed by 30% of students 

reporting having moderate levels of academic stress. No students were reported to have low levels of 

academic stress. Overall, the findings of this study show that most students have a high level of academic 

stress. High academic stress scores indicate that students experience stress in the aspects of “performance 

stress”, “perception of workload and examinations”, “perception of academic self”, and “time constraints”. 

Table 3 shows the levels of student life satisfaction: very dissatisfied, dissatisfied, slightly 

dissatisfied, neutral, slightly satisfied, satisfied and very satisfied. This calculation is based on the study of 

Cummins [30]. It is the sum of each item and uses the formula Mean±SD. 
 

 

Table 2. Academic stress 
Academic stress Frequency Percentage (%) 

Low (18-42) 0 0 

Moderate (43-61) 120 30 

High (62-90) 280 70 

 

 

Table 3. Student life satisfaction 
Student life satisfaction Frequency Percentage (%) 

Very dissatisfied (5-9) 0 0 
Dissatisfied (10-14) 8 2 

Slightly dissatisfied (15-19) 92 23 

Neutral (20) 56 14 
Slightly satisfied (21-25) 172 43 

Satisfied (26-30) 60 15 

Very satisfied (31-35) 12 3 

 

 

4.3.  Results of analysis based on hypothesis 

4.3.1. There is a significant relationship between performance stress and student life satisfaction level 

This academic stress refers to mental or emotional pressure. Table 4 shows a value of r=-0.208 and 

p<0.05, indicating has association between “performance stress” and student life satisfaction. As a result, 

there is a negative association between “performance stress and student life satisfaction. It shows whenever 

performance stress increase, life satisfaction will be reduced. The study results showed no significant 

relationship between “perception of workload and examinations” with student life satisfaction because of the 

value of r=0.046 and p>0.05. This shows no significant association between “perception of workload and 

examinations” and life satisfaction. 
 

 

Table 4. The relationship between “performance stress”, “perception of workload and examinations” and 

student life satisfaction 

Variable 
Student life satisfaction 

r p 

Performance stress -0.208 0.038 

Perception of workload and examinations 0.046 0.652 

p<0.05 

 

 

The test findings show a significant and positive relationship between “academic self-perception” 

and student life satisfaction because of the value of r=0.014 and p=0.245. This indicates associated positive 

that shows that whenever “academic self-perception” increase life satisfaction among student increase. This 

shows a quite low correlation between both variables. In other words, whether student life satisfaction is high 

or poor is determined by “academic self-perception”. A study conducted by Mohammad and Sa’odah [31] 

supports this study by saying that a self-perception allows a person to have such a high life satisfaction. 

“Time constraints” in this study refers to having a limited amount of time to complete assignments, 

courses, learning subjects, and syllabi, as well as having a limited amount of relaxation time. The tests 

conducted show no significant relationship between "time constraints" and student life satisfaction because of 

the value of r=0.139 and p=0.166. A p-value of more than 0.05 indicates no significant positive correlation 

between the two related variables. The study's findings show that "time constraints" do not affect a student's 

life satisfaction. 
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The findings of this study support the study of Amat and Mahmud [32] that a person's life happiness 

is unaffected by time limitations. This is because a student may occupy their time with a variety of activities 

or work. Like a worthwhile activity, the time constraints cannot be compared to the worthwhile activities 

performed. Table 5 shows the relationship between “academic self-perception,” “time constraints” and 

student life satisfaction. 
 

 

Table 5. The relationship between academic self-perception, time constraints, and student life satisfaction 

Variable 
Student life satisfaction 

r p 

Academic self-perception 0.245 0.014 

Time constraints 0.139 0.166 

p>0.05 

 

 

4.3.2. There is a significant difference between academic stress and gender 

The findings of the research for academic stress by gender of respondents are shown in Table 6. 

According to a T-test, the study's findings revealed no significant difference in academic stress between male 

and female students. The t-value for comparing male and female students' levels of academic stress is 

t=0.429, with a significant level of p>0.05. This significance level was greater than 0.05 (p>0.05). Therefore, 

the null hypothesis (H2) is rejected. As a result, there is no significant difference between life satisfaction or 

academic stress. 

 

 

Table 6. Differences in academic stress based on gender 
Variable N Min Sd. t p 

Male 163 64.94 4.383 0.429 0.190 

Female 237 63.61 5.113   

 

 

Table 7 shows the results of the study for life satisfaction and gender. The study's findings showed 

no significant difference in life satisfaction between male and female students. The t-value for comparing the 

life satisfaction level for male and female students is t=0.714 and the significant level is p>0.05. This 

significance level was greater than 0.05 (p>0.05). Therefore, the null hypothesis (H2) is rejected. So, there is 

no significant difference in life satisfaction between male and female students. 

 

 

Table 7. Differences in life satisfaction based on gender 
Variable N Min Sd. t p 

Male 163 21.40 3.131 0.714 0.944 
Female 237 21.46 4.043   

 

 

4.4.  The relationship between academic stress and student life satisfaction 

In response to the study question on students' levels of academic stress, it was discovered that most 

students' levels of academic stress are at a high level of 70%, with a total of 280 students. The remaining 

students are at the intermediate level, accounting for up to 30% of the total. This is because they are still 

students. Students are subjected to various high expectations from parents and lecturers as well as “time 

constraints" to complete assignments or limited leisure time, which they believe causes them stress. 

Student life satisfaction, the data showed that most students were slightly satisfied with their life 

satisfaction which represented 43%. At the level of slightly dissatisfied with 23%, at the level of satisfied 

with a total of 15%, at the level of very satisfied with 3% and at the level of dissatisfied with a total of 2%. 

This might be because students who still maintain the label of students believe they have not yet 

accomplished what they want and what is regarded as significant in their lives. 

The main outcome is performance stress and academic self-perception have an association with life 

satisfaction. The results indicate that performance stress has a negative association with life satisfaction. 

Whenever performance stress reduces, life satisfaction will be increase automatically. It is also related to 

social sustainability, where performance stress is associated negatively with life satisfaction. 

The Bottom-up theory is the most relevant explanation for life satisfaction in this study. The idea 

focuses on life satisfaction resulting from satisfaction in various aspects of one's life [19]. According to the 

idea presented, one finds satisfaction in various aspects of life, including work, relationships, family and 

friends, personal development, health, and fitness. 
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4.5.  The differences in academic stress between male and female students 

Based on the t-test that has been done, this study found no significant difference for the academic 

stress of male and female students. It shows that by stress level not significance difference. By nature, 

university student in public university in Sabah been exposed some method of stress management. This is can 

been related to GAS theory that everyone regardless their gender. This theory is based on three basic stages 

of development that occur during stress, namely: i) The stage of readiness and alertness (alarm reaction); ii) 

The stage of resistance; and iii) The stage of exhaustion. Through the concept of GAS states that the process 

occurs starting from the first stage, the source of stress that affects the body (general) [24]. Then make 

adjustments to deal with the cause (adaptation) in the second stage. If the individual is able to adapt to the 

cause, then stress can be avoided. On the other hand, if the adjustment measures cannot be done, adrenaline 

will be secreted into the blood and cause fatigue. Then it will go to the third stage, where the individual 

experiences some form of a stress response. Furthermore, university students also have their counselling 

center whereby any issue related to their academic can be refer to their professional counselling [16]. 

 

4.6.  The differences in Life satisfaction between male and female students 

While in terms of life satisfaction study, the t-test also showed no significant relationship between 

life satisfaction between male and female students. This is because, across age and regional groups, the 

direction of gender differences in life satisfaction was unpredictable. The Bottom-up theory is the most 

relevant explanation for life satisfaction in this study. The idea focuses on life satisfaction as a result of 

satisfaction in various aspects of one's life [19]. According to the idea presented, one finds satisfaction in 

various aspects of life, including work, relationships, family and friends, personal development, health, and 

fitness. One's total life satisfaction is made up of our contentment with one's lives in this area and their social 

sustainability [33], [34]. 

 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

From the studies that have been conducted, the conclusions of the findings are most students at 

public university in Sabah have a high level of academic stress (70%) The level of life satisfaction felt by 

most male and female students at public university in Sabah is slightly satisfied. There was no significant 

relationship between academic stress on items “perception of workload and examinations” and “time 

constraints” with student life satisfaction. In contrast, on items “performance stress” and “academic self-

perception,” it was seen that there was a significant relationship with the level of student life satisfaction. 

This study concluded that “performance stress” and “academic self-perception” are the factors that most 

influence students' level of life satisfaction in each year of study. Students need to reduce performance stress 

so their life satisfaction will increase and they will be happier in campus life and the education system in the 

university. The student also needs to increase their academic self-perception with life satisfaction. Each 

student needs to positively relate their academic stress more positively in order to increase their life 

satisfaction. 
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