
287Salud Mental | www.revistasaludmental.mx

ORIGINAL ARTICLE
Volume 46, Issue 6, November-December 2023

doi: 10.17711/SM.0185-3325.2023.037

Clinical practice stressors and anxiety  
in nursing students during COVID-19
Nancy Griselda Pérez Briones,1 Karla Rosales Vázquez,1 Braulio Josué Lara Reyes,1 Dafne Astrid Gómez Melasio,1 
Anahí Ruiz Lara,2 Pedro Enrique Trujillo Hernández1

1	 Facultad de Enfermería “Dr. Santia-
go Valdés Galindo”, Universidad 
Autónoma de Coahuila, Saltillo, 
México.

2	 Escuela de Ciencias de la Salud, 
Unidad Norte, Universidad Autóno-
ma de Coahuila, Piedras Negras, 
México.

Correspondence:
Dafne Astrid Gómez Melasio
Facultad de Enfermería “Dr. Santiago 
Valdés Galindo”, Universidad Autó-
noma de Coahuila.
Calz. Francisco I. Madero 1237,
Zona Centro,
25000 Saltillo, Coah., México.
Phone: +52 (844) 414-2588
Email: dafne.gomez@uadec.edu.mx

Received: 7 November 2022
Accepted: 21 February 2023

Citation:
Pérez Briones, N. G., Rosales 
Vázquez, K., Lara Reyes, B. J., Gó-
mez Melasio, D. A., Ruiz Lara, A., 
& Trujillo Hernández, P. E. (2023). 
Clinical practice stressors and anxiety 
in nursing students during COVID-19. 
Salud Mental, 46(6), 287-293.

DOI: 10.17711/SM.0185-3325.2023.037

ABSTRACT

Introduction. The suspension of clinical practices in the nursing profession during COVID-19 generated a 
decrease in the students՚ abilities and skills which made them vulnerable to more frequent to clinical practice 
stressors and levels of anxiety. Objective. To determine the relation between clinical practice stressors and 
anxiety levels in nursing students during COVID-19. Method. A descriptive correlational study with conve-
nience sampling was carried out in 169 students enrolled from third to eight semesters in a public university 
in the city of Saltillo, Coahuila. For the measurement of variables a sociodemographic data card, the KEZKAK 
Questionnaire in its Spanish version to measure the clinical practice stressors and the Beck Anxiety Inventory 
were used. Data collection was through a digital link during August-December 2021. Descriptive and inferen-
tial statistics were sued through SPSS V.26. Results. 57.4% reported a medium level of stress and 62.7% a 
low level of anxiety; however, there are stressors from clinical practice that lead to increased anxiety. A statis-
tically significant positive correlation was found between the study variables (r = .411, p < .001). Discussion 
and conclusion. The challenges in clinical practice experienced during COVID-19 highlight that generations 
of future nursing professionals face a scenario that is the product of a post-pandemic era, so it is necessary to 
strengthen their knowledge and confidence to motivate them to feel safe within the hospital context.

Keywords: stressors, anxiety, nursing students, coronavirus infections.

RESUMEN

Introducción. La suspensión en las prácticas clínicas en la profesión de enfermería durante la COVID-19, 
generó en los estudiantes disminución de sus habilidades y destrezas que los hizo vulnerables a presentar 
con mayor frecuencia estresores de la práctica clínica y niveles de ansiedad. Objetivo. Determinar la relación 
entre los estresores de la práctica clínica y los niveles de ansiedad en estudiantes de enfermería durante la 
COVID-19. Método. Se realizó un estudio de tipo descriptivo correlacional con muestreo por conveniencia 
en 169 estudiantes de tercero a octavo semestre matriculados en una universidad pública de la ciudad de 
Saltillo Coahuila. Para la medición de variables se utilizó la cédula de datos sociodemográficos, el Cuestiona-
rio KEZKAK para medir los estresores de la práctica clínica y el Inventario de Ansiedad de Beck. La colecta 
de datos fue a través de un enlace digital durante agosto-diciembre 2021. Se utilizó estadística descriptiva 
e inferencial a través del SPSS V.26. Resultados. El 57.4% refiere un nivel medio de estrés y el 62.7% un 
bajo nivel de ansiedad; sin embargo, existen estresores provenientes de la práctica clínica que propician el 
aumento de ansiedad. Se encontró una correlación positiva estadísticamente significativa entre las variables 
de estudio (r = .411, p < .001). Discusión y conclusión. Los retos en la práctica clínica experimentados 
durante la COVID-19, resaltan que las generaciones de futuros profesionistas en enfermería se enfrentan a 
un panorama producto de una época post-pandemia, por lo que es necesario afianzar sus conocimientos y 
su confianza para motivarlos a sentirse seguros dentro del contexto hospitalario.

Palabras clave: estresores, ansiedad, estudiantes de enfermería, infecciones por coronavirus.
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INTRODUCTION

The university stage is the most important period of time in 
the lives of students, because it represents the consolidation 
of their life project. In the nursing training process, prac-
tice and theory complement each other in order to bring the 
student closer to the healthcare reality and from this, they 
acquire professional skills suitable for their insertion in the 
workplace (Cardona-Arias, Pérez-Restrepo, Rivera-Ocam-
po, Gómez-Martínez, & Reyes, 2015; Lara, 2020).

As far as clinical practice is concerned, it is a process 
that involves knowledge, they acquire professional skills 
suitable for their insertion in the workplace. Abilities, skills, 
attitudes, and values that are important for carrying out pro-
cedures. As well as, for the acquisition of experience in the 
hospital environment, which contributes to providing better 
care to patients (Tiga, Parra, & Domínguez, 2014).

Given the care demands during clinical practice, it has 
been possible to identify how nursing students perceive 
stressful situations during their internship period, derived 
from the nurse-patient relationship and the health team, 
making them vulnerable to presenting physical reactions 
such as insomnia, fatigue, muscle tension, among other 
symptoms. Likewise, they refer the presence of psycho-
logical symptoms, such as stress, anxiety, alterations in the 
sleep-wake state, inability to concentrate, and relax. Del 
Risco, Gómez, and Hurtado (2015) mentions that the main 
sources of stress of the student population in training come 
from situations in the clinical area due to contact with dis-
eases, pain, suffering, death, cardiorespiratory arrest, and 
the difference between practice and theory (Moya et al., 
2013; Villanueva & Ugarte, 2017).

On the other hand, the emergence of a new virus called 
SARS-CoV-2 or COVID-19 disease in China at the end 
of 2019 caused a general health problem that affected the 
world population. Its rapid dispersion caused the establish-
ment of the pandemic situation to be declared in March 
2020, forcing governments to take containment measures in 
all social areas, including the educational sector (Barros et 
al., 2020; Caldera-Villalobos et al., 2020; Chih-Cheng, Tzu-
Ping, Wen-Chien, Hung-Jen, & Po-Ren, 2020).

Therefore, the governments opted for the suspension 
of face-to-face class activities, including clinical practices, 
in compliance with the recommendations of the health sec-
tor. The most affected are those students in the health area, 
especially nursing, where the student reinforces knowledge 
by developing procedures in the hospital environment and 
during clinical simulation environments of the institutions 
(Alemán, Vera, & Patiño-Torres, 2020).

The adequacy of the restrictions in the nursing edu-
cational system influenced the psychological well-being 
of the students when they returned to clinical practice, be-
cause for more than a year their source of learning was only 
through online classes, causing insecurity in the procedure 

performance and in relationships with other members of the 
hospital environment (Sánchez & Talavera, 2021).

Nursing students are prone to clinical practice stressors 
derived from situations within the hospital that force them 
to make effective, efficient, safe, and up-to-date decisions 
(Rabelo-Silva, Monteiro, & Lumertz, 2022). It should be 
noted that the confinement generated psychosocial pressure 
as a result of the online classes and the lack of the clinical 
practice period. Therefore, symptoms related to stress and 
anxiety were presented, as a result of the constant concern 
of not having completed their internship period or having 
performed the procedures in the clinical simulation center 
during the start of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Currently, it is imperative for the nursing profession to 
combat stress and anxiety because they interfere with the 
quality of patient care. Therefore, nursing teachers must 
teach strategies that help reduce stress and anxiety, as well 
as positively support students at the individual and family 
level in order to increase their confidence, security, skills 
and abilities skills within the hospital (Mamani & Mama-
ni, 2022; Valero, Vélez, Duran, & Torres, 2020). For all of 
the above, the objective of this research is to determine the 
relationship between the clinical practice stressors and the 
levels of anxiety in nursing students during COVID-19.

METHOD

Design of the study/Participants

A quantitative descriptive correlational study was carried 
out with non-probabilistic convenience sampling in 169 
nursing students over 18 years of age, without psycholog-
ical and/or pharmacological treatment, enrolled from the 
third to the eighth semester at a public university in the city 
of Saltillo, Coahuila.

Procedure

The data collection took place during August-December 2021 
through a digital link that included informed consent and 
measurement instruments, which was shared by WhatsApp 
with the group leaders of the semesters to be investigated.

Measurements

To obtain the data, the following instruments were used, 
which were transcribed on the Microsoft Forms platform:

	� -	 Sociodemographic data card: It was prepared to 
characterize the study population, which included 
sex, age, marital status, and current semester.

	� -	 KEZKAK Bilingual Questionnaire: It was used 
to measure the clinical practice stressors, which 
obtained a Cronbach՚s Alpha of .96. Likewise, it 
consists of nine dimensions and 41 items, with four 
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Likert-type response options ranging from 0: Not at 
all, 1: Somewhat, 2: Quite a bit, and 3: A lot. Each 
dimension is measured according to the following 
cut-off points established by Madeley (2020):
•	 Dimension 1-Lack of competence (items 

1,2,3,4,5,6,13,15,16,17,26): low (0-11 points), 
medium (12-22 points), high (23-33 points).

•	 Dimension 2-Contact with suffering (items 9, 
10,14,18,27,29,31,32,34,39): low (0-11 points), 
medium (12-22 points), high (21-30 points).

•	 Dimension 3-Relationship with tutor and 
classmates (items 1,12,19,20,25,28): low (0-6 
points), medium (7-12 points), high (13-18 
points).

•	 Dimension 4-Powerlessness and uncertainty 
(items 2,3,6,14,17,20,23,32,36,38,41): low (0-
11 points), medium (7-12 points), high (23-33 
points).

•	 Dimension 5-Not controlling the relationship 
with the patient (items 5,7,17,20,29,30,33,39): 
low (0-8 points), medium (9-16 points), high 
(17-24 points).

•	 Dimension 6-Emotional involvement (items 
8,21,22,31): low (0-4 points), medium (5-8 
points), high (9-12 points).

•	 Dimension 7-Damaging in relation to the pa-
tient (items 1,14,15,24,26): low (0-5 points), 
medium (6-10 points), high (11-15 points).

•	 Dimension 8-The patient seeks an intimate 
relationship (items 37,40): low (0-2 points), 
medium (3-4 points), high (5-6 points).

•	 Dimension  9-Overload (items 30,31,34,35,36): 
low (0-5 points), medium (6-10 points), high 
(11-15 points).

	� -	 Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI): It was used to de-
termine the anxiety levels of the student population. 
The questionnaire showed a Cronbach՚s Alpha of 
.92 and is made up of 21 items with four Likert-type 
response options ranging from 0, which represents 
“nothing” or no anxiety, to 3, which represents “se-
verely” or the level of anxiety. The cut-off points 
are: very low anxiety: 0-21 points; moderate anxi-
ety: 22-35; and severe anxiety: > 36 points.

Statistical analysis

For data processing, the statistical program Statistical Pack-
age for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 26 for Windows 
was used. Once the data collection was completed, the 
database was created. Descriptive statistics were applied 
through frequencies and percentages, as well as measures 
of central tendency and dispersion.

The consistency of the instruments was determined 
through Cronbach՚s Alpha coefficient for Likert-type an-

swers. As well as, a goodness or fit analysis was performed 
with the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, a curve with normal 
distribution was observed (p > .05). Therefore, Pearson՚s 
parametric correlation model was used.

Ethical considerations

The present study was approved by the Research Eth-
ics Committee of the Faculty of Nursing “Dr. Santiago 
Valdés Galindo” of the Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila 
(FAENUS-CEI-EXT-2021-08) and was based on Regula-
tions of the General Health Law on Health Research, con-
sidering it a minimal risk investigation since the data re-
cording was carried out through common procedures, such 
as the application of a digital link. Likewise, it adhered to 
the international guidelines of the Helsinki Code to protect 
the confidentiality of the participants. In addition, to respect 
the freedom to withdraw their consent and stop participat-
ing in the study at the time they decided.

RESULTS

A total of 207 participants were collected, of which 169 
met the inclusion criteria, there was a predominance of the 
female population occupying 85.5% of the total number of 
respondents, with an average age of 20 years (x̄ = 20.20, 
SD = 1,481) with ages between 18 and 27 years. Regarding 
the current academic semester, a mean of 5.15 and a standard 
deviation of 1.239 were obtained; obtaining that the fifth se-
mester students were the ones that showed a greater partici-
pation. Regarding marital status, 92.9% are single, 4.1% are 
married, and the remaining 3% are in a cohabitation.

To measure the stress produced by the clinical practice 
stressors, the total sum of the items was carried out to later 
classify the data into three low (25), medium (50), and high 
(75) percentiles, finding that more than 50% of the partic-
ipants report a medium level of stress and 15.4% show a 
high level (Table 1).

On the other hand, the KEZKAK Questionnaire has 
nine additional dimensions to the level of general perceived 
stress. Each of these dimensions has measurement levels, 
which mostly came out at a medium level, corroborating the 
level of stress perceived by the participants in clinical prac-
tice without there being any particular alteration. It should 

Table 1
Stress level in nursing students

Stress level f % 

Low 46 27.2 

Medium 97 57.4 

High 26 15.4 

Note: f = frequency, % = percentage, n = 169
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be noted that the most prevalent were dimension 3: “Rela-
tionship with the tutor and/or colleagues” and dimension 5: 
Not controlling the relationship with the patient with 52.7% 
and dimension 4: “importance and uncertainty” with 56.2% 
(Table 2).

Regarding the stressors that cause between a lot and a 
lot of stress, the students refer to more than 30% that prick-
ing themselves with an infected needle causes them stress; 
being wrong; not knowing what to do; being in an emer-
gency; the differences between what is learned in theory 
and reality when executed in practice. As well as, 46.7% 
are stressed not to find the doctor when needed and that the 
patient touches some part of her body (Table 3).

Regarding the anxiety variable, it was found that only 
27.2% show a moderate level, while 62.7% of those sur-
veyed show a very low level of anxiety. Of the 21 items that 
comprise the BAI, a significant increase is observed in 3 
items related to anxious symptomatology, which are “Ner-
vous” with 37.3%, “With digestive problems” with 24.9%, 
and “Being unable to relax” with 30.2% (Table 4).

Likewise, a moderate positive relationship with statisti-
cal significance was found between clinical practice stress-
ors and anxiety levels (r = .411, p < .001), which indicates 
that the greater the presence of clinical practice stressors 
higher clinical level of anxiety perceived by participants in 
the hospital environment (Table 5).

In summary, the results obtained show that the level 
of anxiety is perceived as very low by the participants. 
However, there are stressors of clinical practice that favor 
the presence of stress and therefore an increase in anx-
iety among students when executing procedures due to 
lack of practice within the hospital environment during 
COVID-19.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The sociodemographic profile showed that the female pop-
ulation predominates in nursing, agreeing with Castillo, 
Chacón, and Díaz-Véliz (2016) who found that women 
made up the majority of their total population (64.1%), the 
average age they acquired was 19 years (ED = .1), which co-
incided with this investigation, where a mean age of 20 years 
was found (ED = 1.481). It should be noted that, in the usual 
context of studies within the nursing literature, the female 
sex has predominated (Bodys-Cupak, Majda, Skowron, Za-
lewska-Puchala, & Trzcinka, 2018; Hernández, 2020). The 
results reported by López, Orbañanos, and Cibanal (2013) in 
the study they carried out, with the aim of identifying stress-
ors in clinical practices and their evolution, were not repre-
sentative or generalizable to the male sex.

Historically, the nursing profession has been exer-
cised mostly by women, however, there may be variations 
between the different sociocultural contexts, in addition, 
currently the number of men who practice the nursing 
profession is increasing. Research has even been carried 
out that includes only male nursing students (Mahadeen, 
Abushaikha, & Habshneh, 2017).

Regarding the stressors of clinical practice, a higher 
prevalence was found in dimension 4: “Helplessness and 
Uncertainty” (56.2%); the most prominent items being: 
“doing my job poorly and harming the patient” and “screw-
ing up”. The previous findings agree with what was stated 
by López et al. (2013), Fandiño, Henríquez, and Rivera, 
(2020), and Velásquez-Muñoz, Cornejo-Aravena, Busta-
mante-Toncio, and Mella-Guzmán (2018). Fandiño et al., 
(2020) found that the participating women obtained higher 
scores in the intermediate to high values (somewhat - quite) 
of the items of the “Helplessness and Uncertainty” dimen-
sion, compared to men.

Table 2
Clinical practice stressors by dimension in nursing students

Low Medium High

 Dimensions f % f % f %

Dimension 1: Lack of competence 64 37.9 67 39.6 38 22.5

Dimension 2: Contact with suffering 64 37.9 84 49.7 21 12.4

Dimension 3: Relationship with tutor and classmates 64 37.9 89 52.7 16 9.5

Dimension 4: Powerlessness and uncertainty 36 21.3 95 56.2 38 22.5

Dimension 5: Not controlling the relationship with the patient 49 29 89 52.7 31 18.3

Dimension 6: Emotional involvement 83 49.1 70 41.4 16 9.5

Dimension 7: Damaging in relation to the patient 63 37.3 77 45.6 29 17.2

Dimension 8: The patient seeks an intimate relationship 50 29.6 54 32 65 38.5

Dimension 9: Overload 60 35.5 85 50.3 24 14.2

Note: f = frequency, % = percentage, n = 169
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López et al. (2013) mention that Dimension 4: “Impo-
tence and Uncertainty” can be altered in students by the de-
sire to help the patient, seeking to be better in the tasks they 
perform, however, not being able to satisfy the needs of 
the patients or the correct execution of a procedure, can be 
frustrating for the student. The insecurity in students of not 
performing the procedures correctly could have been con-
siderably increased by the suspension of clinical practice 
during the pandemic, considering that they did not acquire 

sufficient skills to carry out the procedures. It is expected 
that, with the passage of time, the reintegration into the hos-
pital context and the experience acquired, will increase the 
confidence and security of the students and with this, they 
will be able to face stressful situations in a positive way.

Analyzing each of the items that make up the KEZKAK 
Inventory, significant increases were observed in the frequen-
cies of the items “Confusing myself with the medication”, 
“The difference between theory and practice”, “Puncture my-
self with an infected needle”, “Find myself in an emergency 
situation” and “Receive contradictory orders”, these findings 

Tabla 3
Clinical practice stressors with greater frequency in nursing 
students

Clinical practice stressors  f % 

Prick me with an infected 
needle

Not at all 27 16

Somewhat 39 23.1

Quite a bit 49 29

 A lot 32 32
Confuse the medication Not at all 27 16

Somewhat 35 20.7

Quite a bit 48 28.4

 A lot 59 34.9
“Mess up” or make a mistake Not at all 13 7.7

Somewhat 35 20.7

Quite a bit 59 34.9

A lot 62 36.7

Find myself in a situation 
without knowing what to do

Not at all 12 7.1

Somewhat 42 24.9

Quite a bit 58 34.3
A lot 57 33.7

Find myself in an emergency 
situation 

Not at all 19 11.2

Somewhat 58 34.3

Quite a bit 61 36.1
A lot 31 18.3

Not finding the doctor when 
the situation requires it

Not at all 16 9.5

Somewhat 35 21.3

Quite a bit 79 46.7
 A lot 38 22.5

That the patient touches cer-
tain parts of my body

Not at all 23 13.6

Somewhat 25 14.8

Quite a bit 42 24.9

A lot 79 46.7

Differences between what 
we learned in class and what 
we see in practice

Not at all 13 7.7

Somewhat 43 25.4

Quite a bit 62 36.7
 A lot 51 30.2

Note: f = frequency, % = percentage, n = 169

Table 4
Anxious symptomatology frequently presented in nursing 
students

Anxious symptomatology f %

Unable to relax Very low anxiety 41 24.3

Low anxiety 65 38.5
Moderate anxiety 51 30.2

Severe anxiety 12 7.1

Fearing the worst will 
happen

Very low anxiety 35 20.7

Low anxiety 69 40.8
Moderate anxiety 47 27.8

Severe anxiety 18 10.7

Accelerated heartbeat Very low anxiety 69 40.8
Low anxiety 55 32.5

Moderate anxiety 36 21.3

Severe anxiety 9 5.3

Nervous Very low anxiety 21 12.4

Low anxiety 56 33.1

 Moderate anxiety 63 37.3
Severe anxiety 29 17.2

Digestive problems Very low anxiety 65 38.5
Low anxiety 52 30.8

 Moderate anxiety 42 24.9

Severe anxiety 10 5.9

Note: f = frequency, % = percentage, n = 169

Table 5
Clinical practice stressors related to anxiety levels in nursing 
students

Variables 1 2

1. Clinical practice stressors 1 .411

 .001**

2. Anxiety .411 1

.001**

Note: **Correlation is significant at the .001 level, n = 169
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are similar to those reported by Arias, Montoya, Villegas, 
and Rodríguez-Gázquez (2018), Fandiño et al., (2020), and 
Velásquez-Muñoz et al. (2018). Arias et al. (2018) found as 
main stressors, feeling that they are doing their job badly, 
harming the patient, doing physical harm to the patient and 
getting confused in the medication. Velásquez-Muñoz et al., 
(2018) identified that the highest prevalence of stressors in 
students were those related to competencies, impotence, and 
uncertainty in performing the procedures.

Sánchez (2019) identified that situations such as those 
mentioned can be determined as causes of stress, due to the 
responsibility they imply for the student and the negative 
repercussions that some of them could have on the patient, 
which may occur more frequently as consequence of the 
return to hospital clinical practice after the pandemic.

In the present investigation, a higher frequency was 
found in the item “Let the patient touch certain parts of my 
body”, which was not found as a relevant finding in the lit-
erature review carried out, since it was one of the least val-
ued items of the Inventory. This could be due to the cultural 
context of gender violence in which Mexico finds itself, and 
that a large part of the sample for this research were women. 
Likewise, it is considered that the presence of this stressor 
is a consequence of the fear of avoiding the spread of the 
SARS-CoV-2 virus.

Regarding the anxiety variable, the results indicate that 
the majority of the population surveyed perceive low levels 
(62.7%), which is consistent with the results provided by 
Clemente (2021) and Fandiño et al. (2020). However, there 
are studies in which anxiety levels are measured with the 
State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI), which assesses the 
individual՚s personal perception of their anxiety through 
subjective feelings, unlike the Beck Anxiety Inventory 
(BAI), which which evaluates the somatic symptoms ex-
perienced before the stressor in question. Therefore, the re-
sults through the BAI are useful to show the most relevant 
symptoms of anxiety. In this study, the items “Unable to 
relax,” “Nervous,” and “With digestive problems” turned 
out to be the most prevalent, being one of the most common 
reactions presented in a picture of anxiety, similar to what 
was obtained in Fandiño et al. (2020).

However, despite the low levels of anxiety perceived 
by the student population, a significant relationship was 
found between clinical practice stressors and anxiety levels. 
This agrees with the results found by Clemente (2021) and 
Hernández (2020) who also obtained a positive and signifi-
cant relationship. Hernández (2020) evaluated the levels of 
stress and anxiety during clinical practice, finding moderate 
levels during the course, identifying the lack of competence 
and impotence and uncertainty as the main stressors that 
cause the increase in the prevalence of anxiety in students. 

The findings of this study show a positive correlation be-
tween the stressors of clinical practice and the levels of anxi-
ety manifested, so it can be identified that the challenges rep-

resented by the hospital environment have an impact on the 
psychosocial health of students. However, it is not possible 
to determine the impact that these stressors have had on their 
performance. Despite this, it was possible to identify some of 
the situations that cause the most stress, which are consistent 
with the findings of different authors in the literature.

It should be noted that the new generations of future 
nursing professionals who resume their clinical practic-
es face a different scenario as a result of a post-pandemic 
era, so the results must be taken into account to improve 
the education of students leaving online education and face 
the real situation, in order not only to increase their abili-
ties and/or skills, but also to strengthen, motivate, and give 
them the necessary confidence to feel safe in the hospital 
context, in order to train future quality professionals.
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