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DAILY LIFE STRESS AND ITS CORRELATES AMONG
HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS IN HUALIEN CITY

Yin-Ming Li and Lee-Lan Yen*

Adolescence is a period of physical, cognitive, social and psychosexual changes.
These developmental tasks make adolescents particularly vulnerable to life stress.
The purpose of this study was to assess high school students’ perception of stress from
daily events and to identify its associated factors. A total of 1,195 high school students
were selected via stratified cluster sampling method from nine high schools. Data
from 1,141 valid answers were analyzed. A self-administrated questionnaire was used
to assess students’ demographic characteristics, personal traits (self-acceptance,
neurotic trait), social support and perceived daily life stress. From principal compo-
nent analysis, school work, concern with prospects, parent-teen relationship and peer
relationship were found to be the main sources of daily life stress perceived. Personali-
ties with high neurotic trait or low self-acceptance, perceived low social support,
Chinese Hans and study at regular high school were important related factors. Screen-
ing by personality trait and social support questionnaire is suggested to be a routine at
school to find out the high risk individuals and give them assistance in coping with

234

stress.
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Mortality and morbidity of worldwide
adolescent populaton from communicable
diseases have been decreasing dramatically
during the past decades!). However, a new
group of dangers such as vehicular injury,
substance abuse, eating disorders and sexuality
has emerged, referred to as the new or social
morbidities. Although these conditions are not
representative of classic medical illness, they
have serious implications for adolescents and
result in increased physical and mental health
risks(*>. Adolescence is characterized by rapid
physical changes associated with puberty, the
development of logical thinking and the emer-
gence of new social cognitive abilities. All may
occur with the alteration in peer network, role
expectation, transition in schooling and changes
in family relationships®®. The physical, cogni-
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tive, social and psychosexual changes sometimes
are tough, or even stressful to adolescents. Stress-
ful life events and development changes have
been studied as precursors of physical or
psychosocial disturbance, resulting in disorders
in personal health and psychological func-
tion®1¥, Stressful life was proposed as a risk
factor for risk taking behaviors such as cigarette
smoking, problem drinking, delinquency, unin-
tentional pregnancy or unsafe driving(!®.
Although the direction of causality is not clear,
there are very strong linkages between exposure
to stress and multiple problems in adolescence.
Personality and social support are intervening
and dependent variables in models of stress and
mental health, or principal factors in adolescent
risk-taking behaviors(*>19),

In Taiwan, injuries, suicide and homicide
were the the first, second and fourth leading
causes of death for adolescents aged 15-19(),
accounting for 75.5% in 1994. Of greatest
concern is that those may be preventable. In
Hualien County, the proportions of death from
injuries(72.1%), homicide(4.76%) and suicide
(3.9%)'7 were more serious in adolescents and
young adults aged 15-24. The birth rate among
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adolescents (9.8%) was much higher than that of

Taiwan District(5.5%)"®. Substance abuse or
careless driving behavior were found not uncom-
mon among high school students in Hualien
City1*2D, Are the adolescents there at higher
risk of stress and related health problems? The
purpose of this study was to assess: (1). the
construct of daily life stress perceived and its
relationship with personal characteristics among
high school students in Hualien City; (2). which
factors significantly associated with daily life
stress perceived; and (3). who was vulnerable to
daily life stress.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Instruments

A self-administered questionnaire was used
to assess students’ demographic characteristics,
personality (self-acceptance, neurotic trait),
.social support and stress perceived from daily
ievents. Instruments used in this study were
developed by experts of psychiatry and behav-
ioral science. Good validity and reliabiliy was
found in a previous study at Taipei City in
1990 U319 among ninth graders. Since grade
school pupils are different, we modified some
questions of the scale of stress and conducted a
pretest with 43 high school students in Hualien
City. The scale of "neurotic-trait” consists of 10
items, with "yes" or "no" responses. The answers
of "yes" were summed to yield a total score (rang-
ing from 0-10) and its Cronbach’s e-coefficient
was 0.64. The scale of "self-acceptance”
included 7 questions, answers rating: 0= "not
agree", 1= "not sure”" and 2= "agree". Scores of
the scale range from 0-14 and its Cronbach’s a-
coefficient was 0.73. Support perceived from
family members, teachers and friends was
measured by statements as a 5-point scale. The
support scores of these three sources were
constructed by summation of the following
ratings of separate items: 1= "very unsatisfied",
2= "unsatisfied", 3= "okay", 4= "satisfied", 5=
"very satisfied”. The Cronbach’s e -coefficient
of Social Support Scale was 0.86 with scores
ranging from 15 to 75. The scale of perceived
stress from daily events (PSDE) consisted of 38
items, regarding how often the individual had
stressful feelings in the previous week. The
ratings of separated items were: 0= "never", 1=

"1-2 times", 2= "3-4 times", 3= "5-6 times" and
4= "daily". The Cronbach’s e-coefficient of
PSDE is 0.91, with scores ranging from 0-152.

Data collection and analysis

One class of students was sampled randomly
from each grade of nine senior high schools. A
total of 27 classes with 1,195 students were
sampled. All were asked to fill in the question-
naire in classrooms in December, 1994. During
class administration, a researcher attended the
classroom to supervise students answering the
questionnaire.

Analysis was conducted witih the SAS
system for personal computer®®. One item was
removed for its correlation coefficient smaller
than 0.3 to the total score and 37 items used in

__the final stress scale. Principle component analy-

sis-was employed for getting simplified and
meaningful structures of perceived stress. Logis-
tic regression analysis was conducted, with
personal characteristics as independent vari-
ables. Total score and different dimensions of
the stress score were divided into two.groups by
their medium and were used as dependent varj-
ables in different logistic regression models.
Percentages of individuals whose stress score
greater than the average were presented to be
high-risk. Correlation coefficients and t-tests
were also used in data analysis. '

RESULTS

Background characteristics of the respon-
dents

Only 1141 valid questionnaires, 588 (51.5%)
male and 553 (48.5%) female respondents
results were analyzed. Twenty percent of respon-
dents were formosan aborigines. Distribution in
grades was rather even (grade one 34.8%, grade
two 32.3% and grade three 31.7%). The age
distribution 38.9% were 17, 31.1% were 16,
17.6% were 15 and 7.2% were 18 or older, with
mean age of 16.4 ( = 0.9). About 70.6 % of
respondents were studing at vocational high
school and 50.2 % had an above average school
performance. Mean scores of personality scales
were: self-acceptance 9.4 (mode 9 and medium
10), neurotic trait 5.2 (both mode and medium
were 5) and perceived social support 38.4 (both
mode and medium were 39).
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Perceived stress from daily life among
different individuals

The mean score of PSED was.41.1(mode 34,
and medium 39) for all respondents. There were
significant differences (t-test p<0.01) between
Chinese Hans and formosan aborigines (mean
scores 42.2 vs 36.5)‘;' ‘regular school and voca-
tional school (mean scores 43.6 vs 39.8); low
and high self-acceptance (mean scores 46.3 vs
36.0); high and low neurotic trait (mean scores
47.6 vs 35.6); low and high social support (mean
scores 45.1 vs 36.7). However, there was no
significant difference between male and female,
or high and low school performance.

Answers on each item are also presented in
Table 1. About 5.2% reported that they have
difficulty in lessons; 12.8% worry they cannot
be admitted to desired colleges and 8.6% worry
that they cannot get a full time job after gradua-
tion. Half of the students have the idea of
running away from home and more than 70% of
them think that their parents do not understand
them. More than half of the students have
uncasy relationships with peer of the opposite
sex.

Structure of perceived stress from daily life

Nine factors with eigen values larger than
1.0, accounting for 42.01% of the total vari-
ance, were found in principle component analy-
sis. The largest three eigenvalues were 8.9, 2.7
and 1.7. On scree test, the first three factors
were retained. This 3-factor solution was then
applied in a further principal axis factor analysis
with varimax rotation for interpretation. Table 1
shows the factorial structure from this analysis
with items of significant loading (>0.5) on each
of the factors. All the items retained were found
to have high loads only on a single factor. The
three factors were defined as follows: school
work and concern with prospects (Factor 1),
parent-teen relationship (Factor 2) and peer rela-
tionship (Factor 3). Pearson correlation coeffi-
cients of the factor scores were: 0.51 between
factor 1 and 2; 0.61 between factor 1 and 3; and
0.4S between factor 1 and factor 3. It was noted
that school work and concern with prospects
were the main sources of stress among high
school students. About 90% of respondents
answered with some kind of negative thinking
about school work or prospects. In the aspects

of parent-teen relationship and peer relationship,
four out of ten respondents reported with some
kind of negative feeling.

Odds and relationships of stress and
personal characteristics

Relative risk of factors associated with
different sources of stress and total stress score
were assessd with logistic regression (Table 2).
Respondents who were more likely to perceive
stress from school work and concern with
prospects were the ones with high neurotic trait
(0.R.=2.55, C.1.=1.95-3.33); studying in regu-
lar school (0.R.=1.78, C.1.=1.33-2.39); with
low self-acceptance (O.R.=1.40, C.I1.=1.07-
1.83); and Chinese Hans (0. R.=1.79, C.1.=1.27-
2.53). Respondents who perceived low social
support were at greatest risk (O. R.=2.30 C. I.=
1.76-3.00) to be stressed from parent-teen rela-
tionship. The ones with high neurotic trait (O. R.
=2.20 C. I.=1.68-2.85), low self-acceptance (O.
R.=1.65 C.1.=1.26-2.16) and those studing at
regular school (O.R..=1.45 C.1.=1.08-1.95)
were also high risk groups. Low self-acceptance
(0. R.=2.23 C. 1.=1.70-2.93) and high neurotic
trait (O. R.=2.28 C. 1.=1.74-2.99) were impor-
tant factors associated with stress from peer rela-
tionship.

Percentages of individuals with significant
risk characteristics associated with high
perceived stress were presented to the most
prevalent (Table 3). High neurotic trait and low
self-acceptance were most common personalities
vulnerable to stress. Half of them were found
with high stress score in all dimensions. Social
support was also significant in parent-teen or
peer relationship and one in two of low social
support perceived was with high stress score.
About 45.1 % Chinese Hans and 29.8 %
formosan aborigines perceived high stress from
daily 1life. Pearson correlation coefficient
between low self-acceptance and peer relation-
ship was the highest (-0.44), while parent-teen
relationship and neurotic trait or self-acceptance
were the lowest (0.28 and -0.28). Neurotic trait
and school work or peer relationship presented
no great difference (0.37 and 0.38 respectively).
All correlation analyses were statistically signif-
icant (P <0.001).

DISCUSSION

(8,11-13)

Previous studies suggested that
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females are more burdened with stressors. In our
sample, female gender was also found to be a
higher risk in three domains of stress; however,
these were not statistically significant. There
were no grades difference in daily life stress. We
suggested further studies on stress of adolescents
to reassess the difference between gender or
grades. Aboriginal adolescents more commonly
had risky behaviors than did Hans®®, but their
perceived stress was lower than that in Hans. It
raised two questions: Does it imply adolescents
face other stress than school work, parent-teen
relations or peer relationships? What causes
them to take risks?

Adolescents at regular high school had
higher prevalence of perceived stress from
school work and prospects than those of voca-
tional school (56.7% vs 42.4%). 1t was compara-
ble with the Report on the Youth’s Status Survey
(39.6% vs 26.6%)?Y. Regular high school
students are shortly going to attend the entrance
examination, so that they perceived stress
mainly from school work and prospects should
be reasonable. The entrance examination may
really be a stressful event for them. The preva-
lence of difficulty in school work among senior
high school graders was 45.1% in Taiwan
District'*®. However, in our study about 81.9%
reported some difficulty in school work and 89.7
% worried that they could not be admitted to
desired college and 81.6% worried that they
could not find a job after graduation. Does it
mean that adolescents in Hualien City worry
more about their future? How do they cope with
the stress? A previous study® found that stress
is one of the important predictors of psychoso-
matic symptoms in adolescents. Studies of
psychosomatic symptoms among Hans and regu-
lar high school students is of great worth. Efforts
to reinforce their confidence should be most
crucial.

The main source of stress for ninth-graders
in Taipei City was poor parent-child relation-
ship!*). However, in our study the main stress
came from school work and concern about
prospects. This difference may be due to the
different developmental stage. Ninth-graders are
usually 14 years old. Developmentally, adoles-
cents of early stage (10-14 years) are involved in
establishing themselves as independent from
their parents and adapting to pubertal changes.
THe mean age of our sample was 16.1 years and
about 45% were aged 17 or older. Middle adoles-

cence (age 14-17) is the time involved in estab-
lishing self-identity and is strongly influenced
by the peer group. In late adolescence (age 17 to
21), however, the individual is primarily future-
oriented and developing intimacy with a signifi-
cant other individual?”. Therefore, the priority
of concern should be different in senior or junior
high school students.

The stress from the parent-teen relationship
includes the following: parents’ lack of under-
standing; disharmonious family and the tempta-
tion to run away from home. There were no
differences here between our high school
students or the ninth graders(!¥, since about 70
% have the feeling of parents not understanding
them, and 53.4% had the idea of running away
from home. Prevalences of individuals with
stress from family ranged from 24.2% to 47.5%,
which is higher than the Youth’ s Status Survey
(23.2%)®®. According to a cross-cultural study,
Asian students reported higher levels of parental
expectations and lower levels of parental satisfac-
tion concerning academic achievement than
American students®®, Family acceptance is an
important predictor of adjustment in young
adolescents'?). Tt is imperative that both parents
and adolescents should learn how to communi-
cate with each other. A counselling program
designed and implemented by social workers and
schools should be an effective way to help
parent and teens to communicate or set appropri-
ate and realistic expectations for their own chil-
dren.

Adolescents always seek help from their
peers when they have difficulties®. In our
study, however, 66% of respondents reported
they had no faithful friends and 65% were
uneasy with the opposite sex. It will be tougher
if someone cannot talk to anyone when in need,
so school health workers should launch activities
to help them learn how to get along well with
others, especially the opposite sex.

Personalities with high neurotic trait, low
self-acceptance and low social support were
important predictors of perceived stress. There-
fore, we suggested that students at junior or
senior high school should routinely fill question-
naires of personality traits and social support
perceived. Students at risk can receive more
intensive supervision, be counselled or referred.
School should be an optimal setting for screen-
ing high risk adolescents, assessing stress coping
skills and delivering related training.
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In conclusion, high school students in
Hualien City did perceive stress from daily life.
School work, family adaptation and peer relation-
ships were the main sources of stress. Individu-
als with high neurotic trait, Formosan Hans,
regular high school students, perceived low
social support or self-acceptance were vulnera-
ble to stress. Screening for the high risk students
and launching programs or activity for counsel-
ing the adolescents or parents is essential. .
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