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Introduction

Aims: To assess the prevalence and severity of stress  among junior doctors (interns) as well as 

determine the factors associated with increased stress.  Methods: In this cross-sectional study, 

we administered the10-item Kessler Psychological Distress Scale, a measure of stress, to 380 

interns from 11 different hospitals in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. We also asked them to answer 

questions regarding their gender, marital status, clinical rotation, the hospital in which they 

were completing their current rotation, satisfaction with their work environment, presence of 

personal issues unrelated to the hospital, and whether they had sat for the Saudi Medical 

Licensing Exam in the month prior to their completion of the questionnaire. Results: Two 

hundred forty-seven interns completed the questionnaire, the majority of whom (95%) 

expressed some degree of stress. Most of the interns experiencing stress had severe 

levels(75%), followed by moderate (13%) and mild levels (7%). The proportion of male 

interns who were stressed (97.9%) was greater than the proportion of female interns(91.3%) 

(p< 0.001), and a greater proportion of single interns than married interns were stressed 

(95.1% vs. 95.3%), respectively (p =0.004). Factors such as having sit for the licensing exam 

and having family or personal issues were associated with greater stress (p = 0.006 and 

p=0.001, respectively). Interestingly, we observed no significant relations of  stress with 

clinical rotations, the hospitals in which their current rotation was taking place, or satisfaction 

with work (p= 0.364,0.236, and 0.421, respectively). Conclusion: The prevalence of stress 

among interns is very high. Further studies are necessary to determine the precise causes of 

such stress in order to develop suitable solutions.

Medical students in many countries enter their internship year 

between graduating from medical school but before entering 

their residency programs. During this year, junior doctors (i.e., 

interns)complete a number of rotations in different specialties. 

The goal of the internship year is to teach them to apply the 

knowledge they acquired during medical school to gain the 

experience and skills needed in their professional careers [1,2]. 

However, interns face many challenges during this year, one of 

which is stress. Stress is defined as the body's reactions to changes 

requiring physical, mental, or physiological adjustment [3].A 

number of studies have shown that many interns experience 

considerable stress during their internship year [1-6],which can 

impair  their learning and ability to deliver effective patient 

care[4]. In a 10-year follow-up study of Norwegian junior doctors, 

performed after they had finished their internship training, the 

internship year was found to be the most stressful period that they 

experienced [4]. In another study, Hassan etal. examined the 

perceived stress among interns in Karachi, Pakistan. The results 

indicated that approximately 47.9% of the269 surveyed interns 

were experiencing stress [6]. In Saudi Arabia, Abdulghani et al. 

assessed the prevalence and level of stress among new Saudi medical 

graduates during their internship year and found that nearly 73% of 

the 404 sampled interns were experiencing some degree of stress, 

with 35% of them experiencing severe stress [2].

Numerous studies on stress have been conducted on medical 

students and residents, but rather few have been done on interns. 
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Materials and Methods

Study design and participants

Data collection methods

Analysis

Results

This was an observational, descriptive cross-sectional study of 

interns who had graduated from medical school in the 2015–2016 

academic year and who had started their internship training in 

the 2016–2017 academic year. The surveyed interns were 

completing  their rotations in 11 different hospitals in Jeddah, a 

city in the western region of Saudi Arabia.

More specifically, to our knowledge, only one local study has 

been done in Saudi Arabia on this matter. Based on the existing 

studies of this topic, the prevalence of stress among interns is 

likely to be high. Furthermore, we currently have little idea of the 

various stress factors unique to this population. Therefore, the 

purpose of the study is to assess prevalence of stress, its severity, 

and the factors associated with greater stress among interns in 

Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

We used the 10-item Kessler Psychological Distress Scale 

(K10)[7] to measure stress. The K10 is a global measure of 

distress containing items on the symptoms of anxiety and 

depression that a person has experienced in the most recent 4-

week period. The ten items are preceded by the phrase “how often 

in the past month have you felt...”  and describe specific symptoms 

such as “tired out for no good reason,”“nervous,” and “sad or 

depressed.”Responses are given on a scale of 1–5 (1 = “none of the 

time,” 2 = "little of the time," 3 =“some of the time,”4 = “most of the 

time,” and 5 = “all of the time”). Item scores are summed to obtain a 

total score, which is interpreted as follows: <20 is considered 

indicative of no stress; 20–24 indicates mild stress; 25–29 

indicates moderate stress; and 30–50 indicates severe stress.

We also asked interns to answer items about their gender, 

marital status, current clinical rotation, the hospital in which they 

were completing that rotation, satisfaction with work 

environment, presence of personal issues unrelated to the 

hospital, as well as whether they had a licensing exam in the 

month before their completion of the questionnaire. The 

questionnaire was distributed after obtaining ethical approval 

from the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Medicine, 

King Abdulaziz University; participation was entirely voluntary.

Of the 380 interns who were given the questionnaire, a total of 

247 interns completed it (response rate = 65%). Table 1 shows the 

characteristics of the 247 interns. Briefly, there were 143(57.9%) 

male interns and104 (42.1%) female interns. Almost half of the 

interns (n = 117, 47.4%) were completing their rotation at King 

“All data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 23. 

Descriptive statistics were used to examine the intern's 

characteristics, using frequencies and percentages for the 

categorical and nominal variables and the mean and standard 

deviation for stress. The chi-square test was used to establish 

relationships between categorical variables and stress. We used a 

significance level of <0.05."

Abdulaziz University hospital, followed by King Fa had General 

hospital (n = 32, 13%) and National Guard Hospital (n = 19, 7.7%). 

Most of the interns were single (n = 204, 82.6%); only 43 (17.4%) 

were married. Interns were performing rotations in a number of 

different specialties, with the largest proportion completing an 

elective rotation (n = 53, 21.5%). Ninety-eight (39.7%) of the interns 

had family or personal issues not related to their hospital work, 

which was less than interns who did not have such issues (n = 149, 

60.3%). The majority (n = 178, 72.1%) had completed the Saudi 

Medical Licensing Exam (SMLE)in the month before completing the 

questionnaire. Finally, most of the interns (n = 154, 62.3%) were 

satisfied with their work environment in the hospitals where they 

were training (Table 1).

Almost all of the interns who participated in this study had some 

degree of stress(n = 235, 95.1%); the mean stress score was35 

(±8.5). Of the interns who were stressed, 18 (7.3%) had mild stress, 

31 (12.6%) had moderate stress, and 186 (75.3%) had severe stress. 

Although the prevalence of stress was exceedingly high among both 

male and female interns, a significantly higher proportion of male 

interns(n = 140, 97.9%) were stressed compared to female interns 

(n = 95, 91.3%; p<0.001).Furthermore, a greater proportion of 

single interns were stressed(n = 194, 95.1%; n= 204) than were 

married interns (n = 41, 95.3%, n= 43; p=0.004). 

Interestingly, we observed no significant relation between clinical 

rotation or the hospitals in which interns were completing their 

rotation and stress (p = 0.364 and0.236, respectively). However ,a 

greater number of interns who had completed the SMLE (n = 171, 

96.1%) were stressed compared to those who had not completed it 

(n = 64, 92.8%; p= 0.006).

Moreover, a greater proportion of interns who reported family or 

personal issues (n = 94, 95.9%) experienced stress compared with 

those who had reported no such issues (n = 141, 94.6%, p= 0.001). 

Another surprising finding was that the interns' satisfaction with 

hospital and work environment was not associated with lower 

stress—indeed, 149 interns (96.8%) who were satisfied and 86 

interns (92.5%) who were not satisfied experienced stress (p = 

0.421). Table 2 shows the severity of stress among interns according 

to the major characteristics.
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Table 1 Characteristics of surveyed interns
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Table 2 Level of stress and its severity according to certain factors
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Our results demonstrated that most of the interns included in 

this study have some degree of stress; worse still, the majority of 

those who reported stress had a severe level. This is consistent 

with the previous published study on medical interns in Saudi 

Arabia [2]. The results also showed that factors such as marital 

status, gender, presence of personal or familial issues, and 

completing the SMLE were associated with increased stress. 

However, the prevalence of stress is still high even in interns 

without these factors (Table 2).

It was notable that a greater proportion of single interns 

experienced stress than did married interns (p = 0.004), which is 

consistent with several previous studies indicating that marriage 

is a protective factor against stress, depression, and functional 

disability, whereas being single is a risk factor for developing 

stress and depression in the future. Additionally, marriage has 

been shown to work as a form of social support, thereby acting as a 

buffer against psychological illness [8-11]. 

In contrast to the existing literature, male interns were found to 

have a greater degree of stress than were female interns 

(p<0.001); nevertheless, both male and female interns 

experienced significant level of stress. Previous studies have 

shown that, generally, females are more liable to stress and 

depression [12]. Furthermore, in the previous Saudi Arabian 

study, female medical students and medical trainees were more 

likely to exhibit stress than were their male counterparts [2]. This 

is perhaps due to the presence of other stressors leading to 

increased stress among male interns. 

We also found that the presence of personal and family issues was 

associated with greater stress (p=0.001) [13]. This could be 

attributed to the presence of conflicts between professional and 

familial responsibilities, which have been shown to increase 

individuals' risk of depression. Further more, an inability to 

balance family and work duties has been shown to be a major 

cause of stress [14]. 

One factor that was not reported in previous studies on interns 

is the association between exams and stress. We found that almost 

all of the interns who sat for the SMLE were experiencing some 

degree of stress (96%), which is a significantly higher proportion 

compared to those who had not sat for the exam (p = 0.006). 

Similar results have been published in a study conducted in New 

Zealand on medical students, which indicates an association 

between academic assessment and psychological distress among 

medical students [15]. This could be explained by the fact that 

they undertake an exhausting study regime filled with sleepless 

nights on top of the heavy workload in hospital.

Surprisingly, the other factors that we thought could influence 

the stress level of interns—clinical rotation, satisfaction with 

workplace and the hospital in which interns were completing 

their rotation—had no association with stress. This is in contrast 

to previous studies, where stress levels were found to differ 

between clinical rotations and hospitals [2],as well as the 

substantial literature  indicating  that  job  satisfaction is related

 to the mental health and well being of workers [13,16]. This is 

again possibly because of the presence of other stressors 

influencing interns' mental health, which means that they would 

exhibit stress regardless of their satisfaction with hospital 

practice. 

There are numerous factors that can contribute to stress 

among interns, some of which have been discussed already. A 

major factor influencing interns could be the SMLE, which is 

necessary for any intern intending to begin a residency program 

in Saudi Arabia, not to mention the other requirements that junior 

doctors must meet in order to be accepted into the Saudi 

residency programs, which range from conference presentations 

and attending courses to conducting public awareness programs. 

Other possible causes include underpayment, feeling under-

rewarded, lack of sleep during on-call duties, and spending long 

hours at the workplace, all of which are hindrances to their 

enjoying social activities [17]. Another prominent predictor of 

work stress among interns is the vulnerable personality trait 

(i.e.,neuroticism); thus, personality can be a cause of stress [4].It is 

important to mention that mistreatment and abuse of juniors, 

particularly interns, by their seniors are strong contributors to 

the former's stress [18].

Our study results seem to indicate that stress could indeed have 

an impact on interns. Such impacts might include a decrease in 

quality of patient care, relationships with family, and colleagues 

[19],as well as overall quality of life, which together could lead to 

more serious issues such as clinical depression [18]. Stress can 

also lead interns to quit the medical field altogether, which would 

thus increase the demand for competent doctors and potentially 

accelerate the deterioration of the healthcare system. Therefore, 

this issue should be addressed urgently. Social and psychosocial 

interventions, counseling, and open communication with 

psychologists and psychiatrists for interns who are under stress 

could have a positive effect [2]. We also suggest that students in 

their final year of medical school be educated on interns' duties 

and the challenges that they face. Students should also be well 

trained early during their medical school years on how to face and 

deal with stress, and it is paramount that they minimize the 

amount of sleep deprivation, which is a major source of stress, and 

ensure that interns get a good amount of sleep [4].

The limitations of this study include the fact that participants' 

responses might have been affected by their emotional states at 

the time of completing the questionnaire. Therefore, the results 

might not accurately reflect the degree of their stress. 

Additionally, this study only touched on the possible causes of 

interns' stress, which is an important step towards addressing 

this alarming finding. Future longitudinal studies should be 

conducted to accurately investigate the magnitude of this issue 

and the precise factors that lead to increased stress. Focus-group 

discussions with interns would also be of value.
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This study revealed that interns in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, have a 

very high level of stress. This warrants increased attention, given 

that stress can lead to reduce the quality of patient care in 

hospitals as well as the psychological health of interns. This study 

also  indicated that  various characterist ics  of  the  

interns—specifically, marital status, gender, presence of personal 

or familial issues, and having completed licensing exams—were 

associated with greater stress. The exact causes and factors that 

produce stress among interns should be studied using 

longitudinal studies as well as focus-group discussions, which 

would provide more information on potential solutions for this 

alarming  issue.
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